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The Long 2008
The impact of a community of dissent
by Khoo Boo Teik
ost of us are likely to
look back upon the year
that’s about to pass entirely into memory as a
‘happening year’. Most of the notable happenings were political
ones, bearing surprises and
changes.

M

To be honest, it’s difficult to say
anything new or useful about
those changes; so much has already been said, written and recorded of them.
But against some recent shattering events – an ominous tsunami
engulfing the world’s major financial systems, relentless protests toppling the regime in Thailand, and a terrible bloodbath
striking Mumbai – it might not be
contrived to sift through our notable domestic developments for
something inspiring for 2009.

Past

and

present

Some of the happenings of 2008
were startling for their audacity.
Before 8 March, who could have
thought that half of the electorate
would rise to break the Barisan
Nasional’s (BN) ‘two-thirds majority’ stranglehold over Parliament and drive the Pakatan
Rakyat (PR) to power in five states
(and, properly speaking, Kuala
Lumpur, too)? Who would have
imagined, six months later, that
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EDITOR'S

NOTE

Who could have imagined the election results of
March 2008! Khoo Boo Teik looks back at a long
year and reminds us that we must continually turn
to our community of dissent. It is only in this community that we can find the unifying hope for meaningful social and political change.
Last year, we bade farewell to three leading figures
of the community of dissent in this region – the
country’s leading public intellectual Rustam Sani,
the legendary Singapore opposition leader J B
Jeyaretnam, and the former Labour Party of Malaya
leader Dr M K Rajakumar, who passed away on 22
November 2008.
Syed Husin Ali, who knew Rajakumar, well describes him as a role model for Malaysians. Here
was someone who could have been a millionaire
had he not chosen to devote his life to promoting the
cause of socio-economic justice and later looking
into their health care needs. We carry tributes by a
host of Rajakumar’s contemporaries and others who
knew him well such as Syed Husin and his brother
Syed Hamid, Ronnie McCoy, Tan Poh Lai, Lim Hock
Siew, Tan Kai Hee and Agoes Saidin. Tan Kim Hong
goes on to trace the history of the Labour Party and
its objectives.
Rajakumar has handed over the baton to a new generation of political activists. In the Jerit “Cycle for
Change” campaign, Rani Rasiah and Arutchelvan
describe how a young group of Malaysians stunningly overcame the odds to highlight the concerns
of the working class and marginalised groups. One
of the cyclists’ demands was for the abolition of
oppressive laws and for better protection of workers including a minimum wage. In fact, the ISA has
been used not only against opposition politicians
but also against those championing workers’ rights,
as Sai N S Wigneswaran reminds us.
Join us in the struggle for a more just Malaysia in
the coming year.
ALIRAN is a Reform Movement dedicated to
Justice, Freedom & Solidarity and listed on the
roster of the Economic and Social Council of the
United Nations. Founded in 1977, Aliran welcomes
all Malaysians above 21 to be members. Contact
the Hon. Secretary or visit our webpage.
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so many people earnestly wanted
Dato’ Seri Anwar Ibrahim’s ‘916’
scheme to come true?
Other changes have left unfinished repercussions. Can UMNO,
unhappily led by Dato’ Seri
Abdullah Ahmad Badawi, badly
outmanoeuvred by Anwar, and
farcically abandoned by Tun Dr
Mahathir Mohamad, survive its
internal fissures and external pressures? Will BN be wrecked by the
storm of bitter recriminations that
have beset a coalition demoralized
by the electoral results?
Still other changes have created a
stark contrast and, at least for the
undecided, a difficult choice.
Should we treat PR, promising a
New Dawn, as ‘the angel we
don’t know’? Should we liken BN,
or UMNO rather, that won’t
budge from a flaw-fraught status
quo, to the devil we do know?

The

Long

2008

No matter how we think about
these and related matters, they
took place alongside one of the
most inspiring changes we’ve
witnessed, namely, the expansion
and consolidation of a community
of dissent during a ‘Long 2008’.
By ‘Long 2008’, I mean a definitive period that may be supposed
to have begun at the end of September 2007 although the 12th
General Election became its focal
point.
On 26 September 2007, 2,000
people, mostly lawyers and NGO
activists, joined the Bar Council’s
march to the ‘Palace of Justice’ to
protest the continuing judicial
degradation that was exposed by
Lingam-gate.

Two weeks later, on 10 November, about 40,000, mostly Malay,
supporters of BERSIH rallied to
demand the reform of the electoral
system.
Then came 25 November when the
Hindu Rights Action Front’s
(Hindraf) 30,000-strong demonstration became one of the most
astonishing political developments to have taken place since
Anwar Ibrahim’s fall in September 1998. (See AM, vol. 27, no. 9,
2007: 2–6.)

Worthless

spins

Tracing the Long 2008 back this
way, one can see that it’s futile for
BN’s spin masters to blame the 8
March result on an Indian deser-
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tion of the BN, or a Chinese swing
to the opposition, or Malay absenteeism from the ballot box. For that
matter, it’s merely self-serving for
some UMNO leaders, or Dr
Mahathir, to fasten all responsibility on Abdullah alone.
Indeed, by the time the campaign
of the 12th General Election
peaked in the first week of March
2008, the PR parties were themselves taken aback by the swell of
multiethnic oppositionist sentiment. The PR ceramah were massively attended. Their campaigns
were charged with an exuberant
urgency as volunteers, bloggers
and ‘passive supporters’ contributed time, effort and money.
On 8 March, therefore, it wasn’t

just ungrateful Malays, or disgruntled Chinese, or unreasonable Indians who wrecked the
BN’s hegemony. It was half the
electorate who decided that only
meaningful political change could
bring a better future.
It was a multiethnic half that channelled the exuberance of the Bar
Council, BERSIH and Hindraf
into the euphoria that greeted the
PR’s triumph.

Rally,

vigil

and

ride

Since then, a community of dissent has steadily grown by day,
week and month. Its ideas, concerns and hopes, whether courteously presented, angrily blurted
or even boringly repeated, have
taken root in the social imagination, crucially disseminated via
cyberspace and blogosphere.
In the real world, the community
of dissent is made up of the political parties, legally constituted
NGOs and ad hoc groupings.
They energize the community
through different modes of mobilization.
When they choose to show their
physical presence at any one
point, the dissenters vary in number, of course, depending on issues, events, organizers, and locations.
In July, August and September
2008 respectively, thousands of
people were drawn to the PROTES
anti-fuel price hike carnival in
Kelana Jaya, Anwar’s ceramah
during the Permatang Pauh byelection campaign, and the PR’s
rally, again in Kelana Jaya,
against the Internal Security Act
(ISA).

After the regime
committed one of
its biggest blunders – detaining
Raja
Petra
Kamaruddin,
Teresa Kok and
Tan Hoon Cheng
under the ISA –
hundreds of old
and young citizens mounted
weekly vigils in
Kuala Lumpur,
George Town and
elsewhere
to
show their solidarity with the
trio.
Fewer, naturally,
but naturally more energetic, ‘cyclists’ organized a tour, a nationwide jerit (yell) against the ISA.
The police, helpless against the
Mat Rempit, harassed JERIT’s
small band of cyclists as if they
were a new menace. But with the
generous support of well-wishers,
the cyclists maintained their inventive protest against the persisting practice of detaining without
trial dissidents of many persuasions.

An

end

to

taboos

At year’s end, there’s no mistaking the social depth, geographical spread, technological sophistication, ideological diversity, and
transformed character of political
dissent. In expanding and consolidating itself, the community of
dissent had recovered an old tradition of open protest.
That tradition was practically lost
after 1969 although it put in a brief
appearance in Baling, 1974. It was
retrieved in fits and starts with
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Reformasi. Now, it’s alive and kicking.
Finished, however, are the taboos
and bogeys used to contain, prohibit and justify assaults on nonviolent marches, demonstrations
and rallies.
Today, the regime spokespeople
no longer bother to disapprove of
‘dissent for the sake of dissent’.
Denigrating dissent in that manner was always a silly stance anyway, not unlike branding dissenters as being ‘anti-national’, antigovernment, or ‘anti-development’.
How does one hang the ‘anti-national’ tag on protestors who attend events organized and to some
extent protected by the PR state
governments? Should one call the
demonstrators and provocateurs
who protest against PR state governments ‘anti-government’?
How does one accuse others of
being ‘anti-development’ when
landslides and other disasters of

uncontrolled development keep
raising public awareness of environmental concerns?

What
whose

culture,
culture?

Nor is it feasible now, let alone
credible, for the regime-controlled
media to dismiss open protest as
being alien to our culture.
The old ‘political culture’ stressing deference to authority can no
longer be imposed from above.
Why, even in UMNO, that bastion
of ampu and bodek practices, they
pushed and shoved, raved and
ranted, demanded and protested
– all forms of conduct unquestionably kasar by an older etiquette –
to terminate Abdullah’s leadership.
A novel political culture has
emerged. It’s continually reshaped by movements between
the Street and the Net. It throws
up spirited expressions of dissent
that are reported by netizens,
posted on websites, debated at
blogs, spread by email, relayed by
SMS, and replayed on YouTube.
Consequently, politicians have

come under closer and stricter
public scrutiny than ever before,
as PR leaders and governments
themselves have realized.
The community of dissent has
little patience with non-transparent rules, non-accountable economic management, institutional
atrophy, and brazen displays of
power. In fact, BN’s ‘post-tsunami’ internal dissension means
little if not a belated recognition
by UMNO’s subordinate partners
of how counter-productive any
‘arrogance of power’ has become.
More and more, the public will not
conform to authoritarian rule
based on draconian statutes, arbitrary exercises of power, and
heavy-handed measures. And
less and less will ordinary voters
surrender to propaganda and
disinformation. As the collapse of
UMNO’s Sodomy II-centred campaign in Permatang Pauh
showed, every allegation can be
met with instant rebuttal, every
official version of an event undermined by a ‘leak’.

Goodbye

to

all

that?

One would be naïve if not self-deluding to think that the significant
changes of the Long 2008 presage
our certain delivery from many
threats posed by chauvinism,
provocation, demonization, and
repression. There have been many
bright developments; but many
useless ways of conducting politics remain.
Accusations and counter-accusations have become wilder as certain politicians grew more desperate or reckless. The political system has yet to institutionalize acceptable and non-repressive ways
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to checking the slide into outright
provocations of the worst kinds.
Instead, the lodging of police reports – of alleged sedition over ethnic and religious matters in particular – and the filing of defamation suits seem to have grown
from occasional practices into a
thriving legal industry.
Let us be clear. As Teresa Kok’s
responses to Utusan Malaysia and
its columnists, and to the unceasing threats to her personal reputation and safety show, there are
times when police reports must be
lodged and legal suits must be
filed.
But, just as society has become
increasingly watchful of police
and judicial misconduct, what
does channelling political disputes to the police and the courts
accomplish other than delay the
dismantling of the shackles on
freedom of expression?
And when the Minister of Home
Affairs has remarked that someone could be detained under ISA
for her own safety, can it be reassuring to keep turning to the po-

lice and the court as the arbiters
of political conduct and disputes?

A

stronger UMNO
in 2009?

Around the time Dr Mahathir resigned from UMNO, he warned
that BN and UMNO had no time
to waste if they wanted to recover
their lost voters before the next
general election. Other UMNO
leaders have parroted that line to
justify dislodging Abdullah as
early as possible.
It’d be realistic to interpret that
argument to mean that UMNO
looks to 2009, after the conclusion
of its twice postponed party election and the planned change in
premiership, to start retrieving the
losses of power, patronage and
largesse that they suffered following the 8 March election.
But how would BN and UMNO
do so?
Some anti-democratic types in
and around UMNO especially,
perhaps goaded from the sidelines and pressured by suffering
lower-echelon leaders, might

think that a ‘stronger leader’ –
namely, Dato’ Seri Najib Tun
Razak – and an iron fist – that is,
repression by different means –
would return the political system
to an UMNO-dominated normalcy.

perfect or otherwise, society has
become accustomed to the sight of
82 PR MPs, experience of rule by
five PR governments, and the idea
that a different Federal government wouldn’t have to be a disaster.

There will always be some, blind
to deep-seated disenchantment
with the regime and its failings,
who think that a ‘whiff of
grapeshot’ would scatter the opposition.

At this juncture, society is unlikely
to tolerate headlong confrontation
– between BN and PR, or between
the Federal government and the
‘Opposition states’. In the face of
global recession, new ways of cooperation, not discredited forms
of hostility, are crucial to plan and
execute national development.
Tengku Razaleigh Hamzah said
as much by calling urgently for
multiparty cooperation after
UMNO’s Permatang Pauh debacle, although he may not have
come in from the UMNO cold.

A

better society
is possible

Yet, as the 1998–2000 repression
of Reformasi proves, the short-term
pacification of dissent is not a
long-term solution to deep dissatisfaction. Ironically, many of the
Reformasi victims of Dr Mahathir’s
resort to ISA in 2000 have now
relocated from Kamunting to Parliament.
Politics today also doesn’t mean
ethnic quarrels and religious misunderstandings only, however
much some people may want to
channel disputes in those directions. After the storm of 8 March,

Tengku Razaleigh: Multiparty cooperation?

We must continually turn to our
community of dissent: only there
can we find the unifying hope for
meaningful social and political
change that would keep us from
being distracted by frenzied antics or divided by reckless chauvinism. As the year 2008 comes to
a close, that is the deep, deep significance of the Long 2008. q

Najib: Iron fist and repression?
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TRIBUTE
In memory of Rajakumar

A great man, a great friend
He deserves to be regarded as the best role model for
Malaysians, especially the youths of today
by Dr Syed Husin Ali
Leadership

r M K Rajakumar, fondly
called Rajan by his kin
and Raja by most of his
friends, passed away on
22 November 2008 at the age of
76. On receiving the news at about
4.00a.m. from Kiren, his younger
daughter, while in Ipoh, I felt the
terrible loss of a true friend whom
I had always regarded as a mentor. The medical profession has
lost a dedicated practitioner and
intellectual leader. The nation has
lost a great patriot and true Malaysian.

D

Raja was admitted to hospital
twice this year. During his last
three weeks at the Kuala Lumpur
Hospital, I managed to visit him
thrice. It was sad to see him all
wired up and heavily sedated.
His children, especially Sunita,
patiently kept him company. His
son Arjuna was at hand. His specialist son-in-law, Dr Jeyaindran,
assisted by a host of dedicated
nurses, fought hard to save him.
But his fate was already sealed.
Throughout, I managed to suppress my shattered feelings. But
after his cremation, I could not
hold back my tears anymore. I felt
a bit embarrassed because even his
children were composed.

qualities

Raja was always close and dear
to me. I enjoyed his wit and sarcasm even when they were at my
expense. He was a serious and
thoughtful person, a genuine activist and principled leader
throughout his life. Born in
Melaka on 25 May 1932, he attended the Malacca High School
there. He was an excellent student
and was then already demonstrating his leadership qualities. He
easily made friends with everyone
from various ethnic and religious
backgrounds.
Rajakumar, Usman Awang and Syed Husin

Aliran Monthly : Vol.28(10) Page 8

While studying medicine in the
University of Malaya (UM), which
was then in Singapore, he became
active in the dominant student
organisations. He was a University of Malaya Students Union
(UMSU) council member and one
of the major forces behind the PanMalayan Students Federation
(PMSF), although he was only a
committee member. Friends informed me that he was the driving force behind the PMSF President, Philemon Oorjitham.
But Raja concentrated most of his
energy on the UM Socialist Club,
which he helped found with Poh
Soo Kai, Wang Gangwu, James
Puthucheary and some other progressive students. He served as its
Secretary and then President. Together with seven others in the
club, he was later charged in court
for publishing the seventh issue
of the club’s organ, Fajar. This issue of Fajar, entitled “Aggression
in Asia”, was deemed seditious
by the colonial authorities. With
the radical Queen’s Counsel, D N
Pritt, as defence lawyer, they won
the case. Through this trial, Raja
became acquainted with Lee Kuan
Yew, who had assisted Pritt.
I entered the university a number
of years after that celebrated case.
Raja was already in the fourth
year of his medical studies. He
was active with Samad Ismail in
helping Kuan Yew establish the
People’s Action Party (PAP). Being always concerned with the
plight of workers, he remained
close to union leaders like Lim
Chin Siong, Sidney Woodhull and
Jamit Singh.
The first time I saw him was when
he appeared in a debate held at
the Faculty of Arts lecture theatre

on whether it was necessary to
stand when the British anthem
was played. He stood a lean and
bespectacled person, constantly
gesticulating with his right hand.
He was not a fiery or rhetorical
speaker. But he impressed me
with his measured presentation
and rational arguments. After
that, I met him on a few brief occasions. Even from our casual conversations, I sensed strongly his
earnestness and humility, which
were indeed his trade mark.

was most enthusiastic and passionate when talking about the
rural poor, among whom he had
worked and done some research.
(Two years ago, when Anwar
Ibrahim visited him while he was
recuperating at Pantai Medical
Centre, Raja suggested to Anwar
to concentrate on work among the
grassroots as a source of strength.
I think he wanted to remind
Anwar never to neglect the poor.)

Focal
A few years later, I visited him in
Melaka with Abdullah Majid,
who had earlier been detained by
the British for his anti-colonial
activities. I was then doing my
Masters and Raja was serving as
a government doctor at the general hospital there. We met one
night, sitting on a culvert by the
seaside, talking for hours until
almost midnight. He struck me as
an enthusiastic and well-informed person, full of ideas. He
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meeting

point

After Melaka, he was transferred
to the General Hospital in Kuala
Lumpur where he lived in the
nearby San Peng Flats. Abdullah
Majid, Agoes Salim and I moved
in to squat there. Raja made sure
we lived in comfort and were wellfed. Oftentimes, I wondered
whether he had enough sleep at
all, especially when he was on
call. He would be going in and out
several times to the hospital the

Ahmad Boestamam

whole night. He was dedicated to
his work and caring to patients.
He continued to be so till late in
his life.
His spacious flat became a focal
meeting point for all kinds of
people on all kinds of occasions.
His parents, Mr and Mrs Nair, her
sister Sukumari and her husband
B C Sekhar always dropped by.
There were frequent visits by his
old university peers and club colleagues from Singapore like Poh
Soo Kai and Lim Hock Siew, with
their wives, particularly when
they went for holidays to Cameron
Highlands or elsewhere.
Often, we were joined by our
friends living in Kuala Lumpur
and Petaling Jaya. Among them
were Dr Ungku Omar, P
Arudsothy, Kassim Ahmad, David
Chai and Dr S S Gill. We enjoyed
sitting around the dining table,
talking about all kinds of things,
exchanging views on international affairs and discussing local politics. These were interspersed with hearty laughs at
jokes cracked. We felt like a big
family, closely tied together by
common ideas and ideals. Raja
would inevitably emerge, leading
the informal discussions, providing incisive comments and interesting views.

During parliamentary sittings, a
number of Socialist Front (SF) MPs
such as Lim Kean Siew, V David
and Veerapan gathered in the flat
for what often turned out to be almost like pre-council meetings.
Tan Kai Hee joined us when he
was not busy going around the
country. We discussed and prepared questions and speeches for
parliament. Tan Chee Khoon seldom came. He used to invite his
close friends and some Labour
Party (LPM) leaders to his house
for weekly discussions. Raja and
I were often invited to join them.
When the Utusan Melayu strike
took place in 1961, its leaders, who
included senior members of the
editorial staff like Said Zahari,
Usman Awang, Tajudin Kahar,
Salim Kajai and Samani Amin
quite often came for lunch or tea.
Raja made sure they were treated
to tasty Indian cuisine prepared
by Ali, his cook who was well
trained by his mother, an accomplished cook herself. At the same
time, Raja allowed them to take
limited provisions from the shop
that supplied him with groceries.
He was ever charitable. I remember one day he received from the
government a cheque worth about
a thousand ringgit, which was
quite a big amount then. Even before he could think of what to do
with it, I asked him if he would
contribute some to Ahmad
Boestamam, who had just been
released from ISA detention and
needed some money. To my surprise and joy, Raja asked me to
give him the whole amount, although his own income was just
a pittance. No wonder he had only
a few shirts and trousers in the
cupboard and the same old pair
of shoes to wear.
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After he left government service,
he opened a private practice in
Klang. Later he moved his clinic
to a low- cost flat in Jalan Loke
Yew. Raja was always obsessed
with the idea of helping the poor
and that was exactly what he did
from his Klinik Rakyat there. The
majority of his patients came from
among the flat occupants, with
some being evicted slum dwellers
and displaced peasants. He
hardly charged them anything. In
fact, he did not even charge me
and my family after I was asked
to leave UM as lecturer in 1990
being elected Parti Rakyat Malaysia (PRM) President.

Full-time
and ISA

politics
arrest

Raja was involved almost full-time
in politics as Assistant Secretary
General of LPM and SF. Later he
became Selangor State Chairman
and acting National Chairman of
the LPM. Before the 1959 elections,
he was most active doing behindthe-scenes negotiations to forge an
electoral understanding between
the SF, Pas (Parti Islam) and the
United Democratic Party (UDP).
His main counterparts in these
negotiations were Zulkifli
Mohamad and Lim Chong Eu.
Their realistic approach and political astuteness impressed him.
At the same time, we were holding meetings to attract two Umno
ministers who had sour relations
with Tunku Abdul Rahman. Aziz
Ishak duly left Umno with his followers, Datuk Kampo Rajo and
Dahari Ali. They later formed the
National Convention Party
(NCP), which I was persuaded, by
Raja and Boestamam as well as
Aziz, to help in establishing. But
Sardon Jubir backed out at the last

moment. Soon the NCP merged
with the SF.
On 11 June 1965, Raja was arrested under the ISA and incarcerated in Batu Gajah for about
two years. The police branded
him as pro-communist and the
theoretician of the LPM. In detention, he grew close to Dr
Burhanuddin Helmy, who was
also detained there. According to
Raja, he learnt a lot from the good
doctor about the genuine Malay
nationalist movement and Islam.
He always regretted not having
the facilities to take notes.
Raja was concerned about the
acute ethnic tension that was developing during the campaign for
the 1969 general elections. As
usual, he dreamed about national
unity and the creation of a Malaysian nation. A day before the communal eruption and carnage of 13
May 1969, he dispatched an urgent note to Deputy Prime Minister Abdul Razak Hussein (who
was also Home Minister then) ,
requesting him to do something
to avoid a racial conflict. He also
quickly sent a clear directive to all
LPM members, which was broadcast by Radio Malaya, not to be
involved in any racial confrontation and to understand who their
real enemies were.
While his political activities were
reduced, Raja became increasingly active for a number of years
as an elected Alumni representative in the University of Malaya
Council. He was well-known and
respected as a dedicated and conscientious member. He showed
concern not only for the welfare
of students and staff but also the
general academic standards of
the university. He thought seri-

ously about student intake and
made proposals to the council and
the Education Ministry on how to
increase the number of Malay students. He was worried about the
ethnic imbalance existing in the
institutions of higher learning
which, he felt strongly, should be
corrected. But his good services
ended with the amendment to the
University and University Colleges Act in 1975 which abolished
the election of Alumni representatives.
After the LPM decided to “pull
down its shutters” following mass
arrests of its key leaders and the
banning of some branches, Raja
turned his energy and attention
to the profession he loved. He became the President of the Malaysian Medical Association (197980). During his tenure he published a report The Future of Health
Services in Malaysia, which provided a comprehensive picture of
the health situation in the country and recommendations for its
improvement. He was also President of the Malaysian Scientific
Association (1981-83).

Health
for the

care
poor

Later, from 1986 to 1989, he served
as President of the World
Organisation of Family Doctors
(WONCA). He was invited to deliver lectures in many countries,
especially on healthcare for the
poor. His views and advice were
constantly sought by some senior
officials in the Health Ministry on
different issues relating to rural
health care and health insurance.
But many of them were not
adopted by the Barisan Nasional
(BN) government. He also served
as an advisor to China on rural
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healthcare. It appeared he was
better appreciated there.
Raja wrote many articles, some of
which were compiled into a book,
Family Medicine, Healthcare & Society, which was launched recently. His writings demonstrate
clearly his deep concern for providing cheap but good medical
service to the poor. He argued that
medicine has become too expensive, especially after the human
organs have been divided up and
deemed to require specialist treatment at exorbitant fees. For him,
the family approach and looking
at the welfare of the human person as a whole in the context of a
more just social environment
would ensure better and cheaper
healthcare services.
Many universities locally and
overseas offered professorial positions to Raja. But he decided to
remain in his clinic to serve the
people. Prime Minister Mahathir
Mohamad once nominated Raja
for one of the country’s honorific
titles. It seemed the Prime
Minister’s wife conveyed the message that her husband was disappointed, if not angry, because
Raja did not accept it. Raja sought
no official position or recognition.
Right to the end, he remained a
modest and simple man, committed to his ideas and ideals of helping the poor and creating a united
Malaysian nation.
A great man has passed away. He
was a genuine Malaysian, a true
patriot, a selfless leader and a public intellectual par excellence. I
have the fullest admiration for
him. He deserves to be regarded
as the best role model for Malaysians, especially the youths of today. q

TRIBUTE

A
to

passionate
equity and

commitment
social justice

The abolition of the ISA will be the most meaningful tribute to
Rajakumar and other ISA detainees, past and present
by Dr Ronnie McCoy
It was not long after the foundation of the University of Malaya
in 1949 that a group of students
formed the University Socialist
Club, which produced a student
publication called Fajar. Rajan
was its editor. Fajar passionately
called for the end of British colonial rule and made the case for full
independence for Malaya and
Singapore.

ith the passing of
Rajakumar, Malaysia
has lost a true patriot
who loved his country
and all its people. The medical
profession has lost a dedicated
family physician, committed to
equity and universal health care.
His family has lost a tower of
strength and love. His friends are
bereft.

W

Rajan and I were contemporaries
at the University of Malaya in the
early 1950s. I was into sports and
student union affairs. Rajan was
into breathing exercises for his
asthma and serious student politics. I was elected to the Students’
Council in my first year and Rajan

was notionally elected to the anticolonial revolutionary student
group, which included many
mutual friends - James Puthucheary, Lim Hock Siew, Poh Soo
Kai, Sidney Woodhull, Dollah
Majid, Low Wah Lean, Wang
Gungwu, Philomen Oorjitham,
Arudsothy.
Rajan read widely and relentlessly. Although I share a birthday with Karl Marx, Rajan had
read The Communist Manifesto
and Das Kapital long before I
read the latter in 1956, purchased at a second-hand
bookshop in Calcutta, while my
mother was being treated for
cancer.
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It was the Japanese occupation of
Malaya and Singapore and the
post-war liberation movements in
China, India, Indonesia, the Philippines and Vietnam that had
radicalised many young Malayans and Singaporeans and ignited the freedom movement that
would eventually lead to independence for Malaya and Singapore.
The Fajar group, as they came to
be known, were arrested in 1954
by the British colonial government
in Singapore and charged with
sedition. I remember cutting lectures to follow the proceedings in
court, where they were defended
by Queen’s Counsel D N Pritt, assisted by a young lawyer called
Lee Kuan Yew. The eight students
were acquitted.
But subsequently, many of these

good men were arrested at different times under the Internal Security Act and detained for varying
lengths of time. St John’s Island,
Changi and Kamunting are names
that will long be remembered, like
Robben’s Island, where Nelson
Mandela was incarcerated.
The idea of a multicultural, multiracial Malayan nation appealed
to many of us. In 1948, the Raffles
College Debating Society debated
the motion that “The Intermarriage between the Different Races
of Malaya is essential in order to
produce True Malayans”. James
Puthucheary, J T Christie and
Hedwig Aroozoo spoke fervently
for the motion, but lost it to the
East-West Society by 77 to 94
votes. Both James and Hedwig
were evidently carried away by
their own arguments, as Mavis
and Anuar, their respective
spouses, will testify. Although
Rajan and I were not at the debate,
we were later carried away too!

Never

give

up

trying

Labour Party and the party
gradually disintegrated.
Life is an unbroken succession
of experiences from which one
learns and discerns the path to
the future. The threat that one
can be deprived of liberty indefinitely without being charged
and tried in a court of law must
leave scars. After the indignities
of Kamunting, Rajan decided to
devote his intellectual vigour to
medicine and focused on primary health care, as a way of living up to his passionate commitment to equity and social justice.
As presidents of the Malaysian
Medical Association (MMA),
Rajan and I chaired two MMA
committees on health reforms
and universal health care, based
on primary care and national
health financing. Both reports
continue to languish in government files, while health care costs
rise and exclude the poor from
quality health care.
We also worked together in the
worldwide physicians’ movement for the abolition of nuclear
weapons, spearheaded by International Physicians for the Prevention of Nuclear War
(IPPNW). When I initiated the
formation of the Malaysian af-

Malaya’s independence came
soon after we graduated. Together
with Tan Chee Khoon, we joined
the Labour Party, which later coalesced with Parti Rakyat to form
the Socialist Front. While I attended Labour Party
meetings and lent my car
during elections to transport voters to polling stations, Rajan was the
Labour Party’s ideologue and Assistant Secretary-General. He eventually paid the price and
was
detained
in
Kamunting from 1965 to
1967. The ISA was freely
used to detain without
James Puthucheary,
trial members of the

filiate in 1986, I had Rajan’s full
support, although he had concluded that it would not attract the
support of Malaysian doctors, having attended an IPPNW world congress two years earlier. In a way he
was right, but later agreed that the
Malaysian affiliate had influenced
and strengthened the Malaysian
government’s commitment to
nuclear abolition.
It would appear that neither of us
will see a health system with affordable, equitable, universal health
care in Malaysia nor see a world
free of nuclear weapons. But some
changes take a very long time to
bring about. The challenge is to
never give up trying because all
human problems have human solutions, given the political will.
The government, which has been
in power for 51 years, continues to
use the ISA to weaken and destroy
the opposition. I recommend for
your reading the six consecutive
articles of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights from 6 to 11,
which are devoted to the vital question of the rule of just law. According to it, all are entitled to equal protection of the law and no one shall
be subjected to arbitrary arrest, detention or exile. Everyone is presumed innocent until proved guilty
according to law and is
entitled to a fair and
public hearing by an independent and impartial court of law.

Lim Chin Siong and Sidney Woodhull
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The ISA is a complete
violation of human
rights and must be abolished. Its abolition will
be the most meaningful
tribute to Rajakumar
and other ISA detainees,
past and present. q

TRIBUTE

The passing of a mighty man
It was because men like Dr Rajakumar kept the opposition
flame of high ideals burning even through the darkest hours
that the present opposition is able to reap the benefits
by Tan Poh Lai
n 23 November, when I
saw Dr Rajakumar’s
obituaries in the papers,
a great sadness came
over me. The first thought that
came to my mind was there are only
a few sons of Malaysia who have
walked the face of this earth that are
as good and gentle as Dr Rajakumar.
I immediately cut out the obituaries and showed them to my children, telling them that a dear
friend of their Kong Kong (grandfather) had passed away.

O

Throughout my childhood I knew
that Dr Rajakumar was a close
friend of the family. Being the
youngest of six siblings I was often regarded as a baby and not
taken seriously; so I only knew Dr
Rajakumar by name and had
barely spoken to him.
But in 1996, when my father Dr
Tan Chee Khoon passed away, I
came to know him much better. He
was one of my father’s pall bearers along with Mr Tan Kai Hee
and others. It was only fitting that
these comrades, whom I nicknamed “mighty men”, who had
struggled together for so long for
a better Malaysia, should be the
ones to carry his coffin to the grave.
They belonged to a different era
where they fought, first through

Rajakumar

Mr Opposition: Dr Tan Chee Khoon
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the Labour Party then
later through other vehicles for a more just Malaysia. Although my father became a Member of
Parliament and later became known as “Mr. Opposition”, Dr Rajakumar
never won any seat despite being a candidate in
many elections. He made
no mention of hardship
although he had been detained under the ISA for
years.

1969 and the Gerakan
party had remained in the
opposition after capturing
Penang? I am sure they
would have been great reformers even before the
catch word “reformasi”
was invented!

On the morning of my
father’s funeral, Dr
Rajakumar was one of the
first to arrive at my house.
He was very emotional. Tan Poh Lai and her parents
He took a walk alone in
the garden. He told me that the although his political struggle for
reason why he did not visit my human rights and the ethics of
father more often during the last justice and integrity in public life
three years that my father was to- spanned many decades. But untally paralysed and unable to like my father he lived to see the
speak or swallow was that it took reality of 8 March 2008, when the
him days to get over such a visit. opposition made great gains.
It affected him greatly to see such
a previously active man suffer in A major factor that led to this rethat immobilised state.
sounding opposition victory was
the absence of three-cornered
Over the few months after my fights. For decades, men like my
father’s death, I was in constant father and Dr Rajakumar had valcontact with Dr Rajakumar as we iantly fought for a united opposijointly organised a memorial for tion with straight fights in the elecmy father. I realised that the kin- tions but they seldom succeeded.
dred spirit between them, borne They were unable to see the fruits
of high and lofty ideals, was so of their labour but it was because
strong they could be described as they kept the flame of the high idesoul-mates. These mighty men of als of the opposition burning even
high ideals spared nothing in through the darkest hours that the
their struggle for a better Malay- present opposition is able to reap
sia.
the benefits.
Nowadays, it is often either the
rich or powerful who receive recognition in this world. Dr
Rajakumar was neither rich nor
did he hold any political office,

Sometimes I wonder: what if opposition moderates like Dr
Rajakumar, my father and other
mighty men of high ideals were
indeed able to hold office after
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The current hot news is
no doubt Barack Obama.
It is said that he is a great
orator. With due respect to
President-elect Obama, in
terms of oratory, Dr
Rajakumar would win
hands down. He was a
master of words and used
them effectively, with passion and conviction.
Dr Rajakumar walked the
road less travelled like many of his
opposition
comrades.
He
shunned recognition. Once he
told me that he had been offered a
datukship for his services to the
scientific community. He said,
“What for – no need-lah!” My own
father felt the same way, when he
was offered the Tan Sri award, he
said, “I’m already half a Tan Sri
as my name is Tan – no need!”
But later he did accept the award
to lend credibility to the newspaper column which he wrote
weekly. The group of people who
are Tuns, Tan Sris, Datuks etc. indeed belong to an elite group.
But there is a far more elite group:
those who do not seek a title but
are offered one in recognition of
the good work that they have
done. But they refuse such an offer and prefer to remain as they
are! I count it such an honour to
have known Dr Rajakumar. He is
of an extinct species; however, to
live in the hearts that you leave
behind is not to die. q

TRIBUTE

A life devoted to his fellow
human
beings
He was an outstanding human being who left his mark
on the history of our people’s struggle for a society
worthy of all human beings
by Dr Lim Hock Siew
o someone who has
been very close to
Rajakumar, it is very
difficult to accept that
he has finally left us.

T

Two years ago, we were immensely relieved when he miraculously survived a severe
bout of pneumonia but regrettably this time his weakened
constitution could not withstand yet another bout of the
disease.
Raja has lived a full and meaningful life in the way he has always wanted – a life devoted
not to himself but his fellowmen.
Raja was one of the prime movers in the formation of the University Socialist Club in 1953
and he has always been a leading member of the socialist
movement in our country. He
had the honour of being
charged for sedition by the
British colonial government of
Singapore in 1954. That experience inspired him and his

comrades to greater efforts to
free our country from foreign
rule.
Unlike the majority of his contemporaries at the University,
who were mainly occupied
with securing their own degrees and their own future,
Raja was concerned primarily
with our country and our
people – and their future.
I remember those days when
we discussed, till late into the
night, how to free our country
from foreign rule and to establish a united democratic society where all our people could
live in peace and harmony in a
just and fair society. It was an
objective for which Raja was
prepared to dedicate and sacrifice his life. We had no one
to guide us but our conscience
and our love for our fellowmen.
Much has happened in our society since those days over 50
years ago, but much more remains to be done. Raja had alAliran Monthly : Vol.28(10) Page 16

Dr Lim Hock Siew

Jomo

Arjuna

Sunita

Kiren

ways maintained a positive
and optimistic attitude towards
our future.

extended beyond the political
arena. He was an eminent physician and helped to advance
the standard of primary health
care in our country. He was the
President of WONCA, an international organisation of primary care physicians. Besides
being invited to the National
University of Malaya to lecture
on primary health care, he was
also invited to China to advise
on improving health care in
that vast country.

bring more meaning and happiness to your lives.

Age had certainly not withered his ideals and beliefs. If
anything, he had become even
more resolute in his convictions. His views and advice
were eagerly sought by those
who valued his incisive mind
and analytical thinking, and he
remained to the very end
deeply committed to the welfare of the common person.

Heart

filled

with

gold

Raja’s intellectual integrity was
beyond question. He rejected
all personal awards and
honours, and courageously expressed his views without
rancour.
Two years ago, even when he
was seriously ill in hospital, he
spoke up against the rising
wave of racialism in our country and warned of the possibility of Malaysia becoming a
second Cyprus.
Raja’s contribution to society

Raja applied to his private
medical practice his philosophy
of life. Although medical practice could be a most lucrative
profession, Raja decided to fill
his heart and not his pocket
with gold. Thus he became a
busy and dedicated doctor
who was financially the poorest.

You all have a papa whom you
can be very proud of – an outstanding human being who has
left his mark on the history of
our people’s struggle for a society that is worthy of all human beings.
Take comfort that your profound loss is deeply shared by
all of us who had the privilege
of being closely associated
with your papa.
Please regard me, my wife,
Beatrice, and all other close
comrades and friends of your
papa, people like Soo Kai,
Jomo, Syed Husin, Sakti and
Kok Keong, and many others,
as members of your family.
You know we all love you. q

Raja has left behind three most
lovable children – Sunita, Kiren
and Arjuna. To them, may I say
that your papa has left you not
pots of gold but something
more valuable than material
wealth – his philosophy of life,
his outlook on life that will
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This was a letter sent by
Dr Lim Hock Siew to Dr
Rajakumar’s family on the
occasion of a memorial
service held on 30 November 2008.
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SOCIAL-ECONOMIC JUSTICE

Pedal

power

As we cycled for change, we found the chains that
shackled us and we were determined to break them
by Rani Rasiah
t was 11.30 am on 18 December 2008. The 500km
stretch of road leading to
Parliament was lined on
both sides with the red-shirted
teenage heroes of the Cycle for
Change campaign and supporters. They waited in anticipation
as one kilometre away, the ‘Prepared to be arrested’ team (Skuad
berani kena tahan) of 30 adult cyclists got ready.

I

Tense negotiations were taking
place between the police and our
organisers at the point the road
forked. The order from the Deputy
Inspector General of Police was
that absolutely no bicycles whether cycled, pushed or carried
- would be allowed. Three police
districts were mobilised to ensure
his instructions were met. For the
Jerit organisers, not cycling to Parliament to hand over the memorandum was inconceivable.
Suddenly, the knot of negotiating
policemen and organisers broke
up to allow through a stream of
12 cyclists pedalling towards Parliament. Wild applause filled the
air as the waiting cyclists and
supporters rejoiced.
To the cyclists and organisers a historic 16-day adventure of struggle
and fun had come to a successful
end. To the police and their mas-

ters, it seemed as if the biggest threat
to the nation had ceased.

Is it a crime to cycle?
Throughout the course of the Cycle
for Change campaign the police
had tried to criminalise the entire
program by randomly accusing us
of breaking all kinds of laws.
First, they wanted us to stop cycling, warning that we would be
guilty of illegal assembly and
holding a procession.

in contravention of the laws with
regard to printing and publications, as truly we had failed to
print the source of the leaflet. After we had rectified that, they were
still not happy and kept pouncing on our pamphleteering teams.
When we took a break from pamphleteering, they arrested us for
obstructing the police from carrying out their duties, in this case,
clambering up our bus to intimidate our cyclists.

When they could not justify that,
in Kulai, Johor, they stopped our
cyclists in broad daylight and issued summonses stating that our
bicycles did not have reflectors.

Earlier, they had detained our bicycles that were being transported
by a lorry to our next stop. I guess
the only illegal thing about that
was they belonged to the campaign.

Then they said our leaflets were

In all the states the northern and
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southern teams had been to earlier – Kedah, Penang, Perak and
Johor, Malacca, Negeri Sembilan
respectively – we had been constantly harassed, assaulted, intimidated and wrongfully arrested by the police. Our camera
had been snatched from us and
an organiser molested among
various incidents.
But the Selangor CPO and the
Rawang police took the cake - especially the CPO, Khalid Abu
Bakar. He ordered all the cyclists
and organisers, who were then
seated in a restaurant having tea
hosted by YB Gan Pei Nei, to be
arrested for illegal assembly. Later,
he announced to the media that
the organisers would be charged
under the Child Act for forcing
unwilling under-18s to cycle impossible distances and without
consent from their parents. He
unleashed the FRU on angry Malaysians holding candles outside
the police station to press for the
immediate release of all those detained.
Eighty people aged 15 to 50 cycling single file from the north and
south of the peninsula, wearing
T-shirts highlighting the main issues affecting our working people

– is that a crime? Indeed, there
were no less than 215 arrests and
detentions of cyclists and
organisers in the 16 days!

Can’t the poor
demand
change?
The red T-shirts worn by the cyclists carried six demands, all of
which were discussed in a memorandum that was handed over to
the Prime Minister on 18 December 2008 at Parliament. The campaign, organised by the Oppressed People’s Network (Jerit),
highlighted six main issues:
• A minimum wage act
• Adequate housing
• Repeal of draconian laws such
as the ISA
• Control of prices
• No privatisation of basic
amenities and services
• Local Council elections
Are these demands irksome?
Could they be a thorn in the flesh
to some? But they are not the result of the creative antics of some
bored activists. They are borne out
of the real day-to-day hardship
faced by 60 per cent of the population who are victims of the low
and no minimum wage policy of
the government. The recession
and ensuing job
losses, coupled
with the high
prices of staple
food items such as
rice, have actually
forced
poor
people to cut
down on their
overall food intake. The price of
milk powder has
resulted in children drinking
kopi-o and teh-o.

Aliran Monthly : Vol.28(10) Page 20

What is so wrong in asking for a
change to this situation?
It is unfortunate that in the postcampaign days, the government
and police, instead of trying to
study and act on the demands of
the people, seem bent on identifying the ‘mastermind’ behind this
‘major crime’, the links to groups
like Hindraf, and laws under
which we could be charged.
Clearly, the Barisan Nasional has
not learnt from 8 March 2008.

Who
our

will save
children?

Suddenly the police and their
masters want to save the children!
They wanted to save our under18s from being exploited and
abused to further the aims of certain groups. So the police ordered
the children into the station,
barked orders at them, called
them in for documentation one by
one, separated them from the abusers (organisers), lectured them
separately about the illegality of
the whole campaign and the
likely effect on their future.
Then they roped in the welfare
officers supposedly to protect and
hand over the children to their
parents when they arrived. Instead, these welfare officers began
writing intelligence reports on
them. All the while the children
they wanted to save were left drying in their shirts that had been
drenched when they were made
to walk from the car park of the
police station to the room where
they were held for the night.
There were sneaky attempts to
record statements from the children, and those who refused to

cooperate were called devils and
yelled at. Some were asked to remove the offensive red shirts. One
who said she would not leave the
police station until all her co-cyclists and organisers were released was screamed at and
threatened. Finally, after 3.00am,
they were given mats and pillows
to sleep on. In so many ways, the
police tried to save the children
from us.

dren. Their parents’ plight is their
plight. Their parents’ struggle became their struggle.

When the parents arrived the next
day, they gave the police a rude
awakening, demanding reasons
for detaining their children.

The entire police force of the country over the 16 days seemed to
have been mobilised to monitor
and halt the campaign. At least
35 roadblocks in
various districts
from Alor Star to
Rawang in the
north and from
Scudai
to
Beranang in the
south - more
than half of
which were led
by OCPDs or
their deputies were mounted.
Many roadblocks were manned by
up to 35 policemen. In Bagan
Serai, the Light Strike Force was
waiting for the cyclists.

Who are the police trying to fool?
It’s not the children they are trying to save but their political masters and cronies whose policies
are the cause of the hardship
faced by people. This campaign
was obviously causing them a
great deal of discomfort and damage.
What a sham to say children
should not be involved in or exposed to the issues of the campaign! As a member of a low-income household, every injustice
affecting the parents translates
into some form of material and
emotional deprivation for the
child. When a parent is unable to
put three square meals on the
table, there are no saviours to intervene and save the children.
Children in a low-income home
have to become adults quickly to
understand their reality, and in
many cases to start working to add
to the family income.
Remember the children of plantation workers carrying oversized
pails, and walking from tree to tree
collecting scrap? They don’t have
the luxury of growing up as chil-

What about the children pining
for loved ones under detention in
Kamunting? If they were sincere,
the government could save the
children by abolishing the ISA!

Use
resources
to fight crime!

The Special Branch followed the
whole campaign in cars with photographers clicking away day and
night, never losing sight of us.
Patrol cars and unmarked cars
hovered around the places where
we stayed the night (though this
round-the-clock vigil by the police
failed to stop the real criminals,
such as the arsonists who burnt
six of our bicycles in Permatang
Pauh). Even a police helicopter
was used around Parliament on
the last day!
The police worked with great zeal,
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even going beyond the call of duty.
In Kanthan Baru, they produced
a form meant for suspects of secret societies (which included
questions on gang membership)
to be filled up by every cyclist!
Why spend so much time, money
and energy trying to obstruct and
stop a peaceful, healthy activity
by people exercising their democratic rights in a non-violent manner?
The parents waiting outside the
Rawang police station spoke for
all Malaysians when they gave

the police an earful on how precious resources could be used to
fight the many crimes plaguing
the nation instead of hounding us.
The great German socialist Rosa
Luxemburg famously remarked
that those who do not move do not
notice their chains. The cyclists of
the Cycle for Change campaign
bear testimony to that reality. We
are glad we moved. We are glad
we cycled. As we cycled for
change we found the chains that
bind us and we were determined
to break them. q
Aliran member Rani
Rasiah is a Jerit coordinator.

SOCIO-ECONOMIC JUSTICE

Two

dramatic

days

Defying the odds, the Jerit cyclists reached Parliament to
achieve a remarkable victory
by Arutchelvan
17 December 2008 – Memo to
Selangor MB
t was the day before the
Parliament rendezvous.
Both teams from north
and south were supposed to unite today to pass the
memorandum to the Selangor
Menteri Besar. The TV and radio
continued to broadcast, asking
people not to participate in the 18
December handing over of memorandum at Parliament. The media
say that it would be an illegal
gathering and action would be
taken against those who participated.

I

In the morning, the southern team
left Kajang towards Shah Alam
while the northern team left Klang
towards Shah Alam. We planned
to meet up at Bukit Cahaya Taman
Pertanian, around 4km from the
Selangor Mentri Besar’s office. As
we approached the venue, we
were a bit surprised that there was
no heavy police presence. No
road-blocks. I was then told by
Zahir and Nik, both aides of the
Selangor MB that they have spoken to the CPO of Selangor. He told
them that they could only allow
50 metres of cycling – as a symbolic action. The orders not to allow cycling were clear.
When we reached Bukit Cahaya,

the police presence was minimal.
Meanwhile Dr Jeyakumar and
Jerit national coordinator Kohila
was holding a press conference in
Parliament house to counter the
allegations that Kumar was exploiting the below-18 cyclists and
to announce arrangements for the
next day. Meanwhile, in Sungai
Siput, around 60 parents turned
up and decided to sue the
Selangor Chief Police Office for
their action in detaining the children and allegedly manipulating
the whole issue.
At Shah Alam, I met with the Acting OCPD Chandra. He said that
his orders were clear. He would
arrest cyclists if they were seen
cycling on public roads. He also
said that the most he could allow
was 50 metres of cycling.
Aliran Monthly : Vol.28(10) Page 22

I kept telling him that he could not
arrest cyclists if they were scattered around. He said that his orders were clear and that they were
federal-level orders. I told him that
good OCPDs used their discretionary powers.
I then went to Bukit Cahaya. By
then, both teams had arrived. We
had a short meeting among the
organisers and decided that we
would break the squad into two.
The first would be a squad of
adults totalling around 30. We
called this squad “Berani kena
tahan” (ready to be arrested). They
would ride one-by-one with a gap
of around 30 metres in between.
They would use a new road heading towards Dataran Shah Alam.
The second group, the rest of the
cyclists, would ride from Dataran

Shah Alam to the state secretariat
(SUK).
The OCPD was now very unsure.
He did not agree that we could
start from Dataran Shah Alam.
I told him that we had compromised enough and beyond that,
we could not agree.
He just nodded. As for the other
team, he said that if they crossed
the road-block, “I will stop them.”
I told him that he could not stop a
cyclist if he or she did not break
any rule.
But we did not pass through his
road block, we used another route.
At Dataran Shah Alam, while we
readied to cycle, our comrade Exco
Elizabeth Wong arrived. She escorted us in her official car. We
reached SUK. There was a sense
of accomplishment as both teams
had reached their destination
safely.
Soon we waited for the MB. We
were concerned that the MB
would not be able to meet us as he
was not feeling well. But it was
not disappointing as MB Tan Sri
Khalid appeared. The cyclists
were delighted especially the
southern team as this was the first
time a Menteri Besar was greeting
them.
The MB told the cyclists that this
was part of the struggle and the
state government would try to fulfill their demands. It was a victory
in Shah Alam.
That evening, Selvam and I had a
meeting with the Acting CPO
Datuk Abu Samah. We met his
team in IPK. The OCPD of Dang

Wangi, Brickfields and Sentul, SB,
Crime and Public Order chief
were present. It was an hour long
meeting.
The CPO said that the orders
were clear. No cycling, not even
one person. We said cycling was
the theme of the campaign and
we could not compromise on
this. He said no way, though he
sympathised with us. He also
said all our arrangements in
Parliament - lunch for 130 cyclists and the press conference
was also cancelled. He added
that only a delegation of 20
would be allowed and that they
could facilitate.

We kept assuring him that we
would cycle but not break any
rule.
But he said that his orders were
clear.
During the meeting, I received a
text message informing me that
our security chief, Sivarajan, had
met with an accident and had
been taken to the University Hospital. With this scenario, the
organising team held a meeting to
strategise while the TV and the
media kept broadcasting warnings that action would be taken
against cyclists and those taking
part in the campaign.

18 December 2008 –
Cyclists
reach
Parliament!
It was the final day - a day that
would determine if the organisers
and cyclists end up in Parliament
or in some police lock-up. We had
arranged lunch at the Selangor
Chinese Assemble Hall, but then
again, we were unsure and we
decided that maybe we
should just organise
lunchboxes.
By 8.00am, our buses
started to arrive in Kuala
Lumpur. Here we were initially misguided by the
police. The police had
started their manoeuvres.
One bus was stopped and
told that it would be taken
to the Brickfields police
station; another bus was
stopped and told to wait;
yet another bus was diverted and later told that it
would be escorted out of
Kuala Lumpur. At this
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time, we had decided that if the
buses were stopped, the participants would just alight and walk
towards Parliament. The police
were equally confused. They did

Continued on page 39
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A doctor who cared not for
reward, only truth and justice
by Tan Kai Hee

Some people are living, but are already dead
Some people are dead, but they live on
~Zang Kejia, “Some People”

Rajakumar at a rally
with Tan Kai Hee
sitting on the right

I

feel very honoured to
have had Dr M K
Rajakumar as a friend.

In the 40 years I knew him, he was
my mentor. The first time I became
acquainted with his name was
through the 1954 Fajar incident.
For provoking the wrath of the
colonialists, Raja and the other
seven members of the Fajar editorial board were hauled to court,
their celebrated case a harbinger
to the anti-colonial movement and
struggle for democratic freedom
which would shake Singapore

and Malaya.

Outstanding
political
worker
Raja was a very kind and amiable
person. From the time he joined
the Labour Party (LPM) in the
1960s, he proved himself to be an
outstanding political worker. As
an anti-colonial hero of Fajar fame,
he was highly respected by the
Left and the masses; but he preferred to keep a low profile and
declined high office in the party.
All the same, whenever any big
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issue cropped up in the party, everyone would immediately think
of him.
Many policy documents, speeches
and press statements were
drafted by him within the shortest time. Whether it was in articulating party policies and strategies
at meetings or delivering speeches
at rallies, he was always eloquent
and lucid, reflecting his wealth of
knowledge and nimble mind.
From the first day I met him till
his demise, he was the person I
held in greatest respect in the
LPM. His was a life dedicated to
upholding truth and justice. He
was my model. He had always
been a defender of the socialist ideals. He did not care for fame or
glory, but quietly worked for the
people. He was poor but had great
moral integrity, he was never
tempted by money or position. Instead, he often donated what little
he had to disaster victims within
and outside the country.
He opened a small clinic in Jalan
Loke Yew to serve the people there,
and had never talked about giving it up. At the same time, a lot of
well-known and important people
also came to him for treatment and
counsel. They sought his views
and advice, and he never hesitated to share with them his

he remained jovial, greeting everyone with a cheerful smile – never
dwelling on his painful struggle
against his illness. I was dumbfounded and humbled.
In his final moments, as his family, Dr Jeya and I watched him
pass away in peace, the pain in
my heart was intolerable.

Nazar Nong: Addressing a rally

knowledge and understanding of
current issues and situations.
That was the way he was: never
turning anyone away, always giving; all through his life leading
numerous fighters for justice on
to the right path.
All his life, displaying no desire
for eminence or wealth, he quietly
made his contributions to the
country and the people. He was
like Dr Norman Bethune of
Canada, who went all the way to
China to offer his services in the
liberated areas of China to treat
and care for the soldiers. He was
also like Nobel laureate, Mother
Teresa, who gave of herself ceaselessly. This kind of selfless internationalist spirit earned Raja the
admiration and respect of the
Malaysian people.
In 1965, Raja and I were locked
up together in Block C of the Batu
Gajah Detention Centre. Sharing
our
cell
were
Hasnul,
Burhanuddin, Tajudin and Nazar
Nong. Boestamam was next door.
We had all struggled for freedom,
democracy, genuine independence and equal rights in the
country. We were all victims of the
ISA and passed a long, difficult

and unforgettable period together
under detention.

Unwavering
will power
As a highly intellectual doctor, his
firm stands and unwavering will
power were astounding. His commitment in all his undertakings
deeply impressed me. At that time
he was also my language tutor
and mentor in strategic
thinking. My later survival and success in the
business world owe
much to his tutelage during those years and his
subsequent counsel.
I am gratified that besides
guiding me in my work
and career, he was always concerned about
my health and safety,
constantly providing me
with advice. Unfortunately, he himself fell
sick from overwork and
had to go in and out of
hospital numerous times
for heart surgery. I felt
saddened for not being
able to lighten his suffering. On the other hand,

He was a great man at a tumultuous era in Malaysian history. Unfortunately, he lived in an era that
was not ready for a man like him;
otherwise, he would have moved
the world.
Rest in peace, my old friend, my
old comrade, my guiding spirit.
We will remain true to your ideals and your dreams and continue down the path you have laid
for us - step by step, generation by
generation. q
(Translated from Chinese by Tan Pek
Leng)

Rajakumar speaking at the Socialist
Front rally
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Remembering Dr M K Rajakumar
I still remember his message the day before I was smuggled out
of the country: “Hamid, have faith in the struggle, keep safe...”

by Syed Hamid Ali

D

uring the 1960s, I went
through a period of deep
depression and almost
lost all sense of hope in

life.
After finishing secondary school,
I intended to continue my studies
in medicine and was accepted
into a university in India. But my
aspiration came to naught as my
family’s financial situation did
not allow for it even though the
expenses required then were
much lower than what they are
now.
I then decided to go to Kuala
Lumpur to join my brother who
was doing his Masters at the University of Malaya. Gradually,
many friends of my brother, Syed
Husin, became my friends as well.
One of them was Dr M K
Rajakumar.
Rajakumar was then a young doctor at the Kuala Lumpur General
Hospital. He showed great concern over my problem of not being
able to pursue my studies in the
sciences.
One day, he engaged me in a conversation that was longer than
usual and in the midst of it said to
me, “Hamid, I am a doctor and I
hope you can mull over this matter: the addition of one more doc-

Karam Singh

Tajudin Kahar

tor does not necessarily mean
things are going to change for the
better for the people.”

saw him was when I visited him
at a hospital in Petaling Jaya a few
months earlier, together with Syed
Husin, the PKR deputy president.

“But if you are a policy maker who
is honest and truly understands
the needs of the rakyat, the change
will definitely be great. It does not
matter whether you are a doctor
or not,” he added.

He was asleep when we arrived
but woke up when he heard us
talking quietly with his two
daughters, Kiren and Sunita.

That was Rajakumar’s advice to
me some 45 years ago.

“Been here long…?” he asked
while thanking the two of us.
“How are Sabariah and the children?”

Initially, I did not understand the
actual message behind his words.
But when I finally recognised its
wisdom, it gradually seeped in
and became firmly lodged in my
thick skull.
Rajakumar passed away on 22
November 2008. The last time I
Aliran Monthly : Vol.28(10) Page 26

“Thank you. They all send their
regards,” Syed Husin answered
while patting him on his leg.
Anyone witnessing the scene
would have been moved by the
deep and close camaraderie between these two old comrades.

Following that, he asked after me
and enquired what I was doing
then.
I fully understood his question.
But when I was slow in responding, he quickly added, “Hamid, in
politics people don’t wait to be invited…”
I nodded my head in agreement.
It was clear to me that the way he
viewed politics remained unchanged from that of his younger
days.

Patriot
public

and leading
intellectual

Perhaps there aren’t many among
today’s younger generation who
know about Rajakumar although
his demise is a great loss for Malaysia.
He was born in Melaka on 25 May
1932. From the Malacca High
School, he obtained a federal
scholarship to study medicine at
the University of Malaya in
Singapore. There, he displayed his
gift for leadership. Together with
a few progressive students, he set
up the Socialist Club and served
as its President for the 1954/55
term. Besides that, he was elected
as a member of the Students’
Council.
The Socialist Club was renowned
because it uncompromisingly opposed British colonialism and
demanded independence for Malaya. On 28 May 1954, The British
arrested the eight editors of Fajar,
the club’s monthly publication.
The authorities claimed that the
articles in that month’s issue,
“Aggression in Asia”, were seditious. Rajakumar was one of the
accused; he was also one of the

main writers of the editorial. It was
through this trial of the “Fajar-8”
that Lee Kuan Yew gained prominence – he served as junior counsel in the defence team.
After completing his studies,
Rajakumar continued his political involvement through the
Labour Party of Malaya (LPM).
His stature is similar to other Socialist Front luminaries such as
Ahmad Boestamam, Pak Sako, Dr
Tan Chee Khoon, V David, Karam
Singh, Hasnul Hadi and Tajudin
Kahar.
From 1965 to 1967, Rajakumar
was detained under the Internal
Security Act (ISA).
When the LPM was forced to disband due to incessant repression
and the detention of its members
by the Alliance government,
Rajakumar decided to shift his
attention to scientific knowledge
and health care. He was the President of the Malaysian Medical
Association (MMA) from 1979 to
1980, the President of the Malaysian Scientific Association from
1981 to 1983 and the President of
the World Organisation of Family Doctors (WONCA) from 1986
to 1989.
I feel very honoured to have
known Dr M K Rajakumar – a
patriot and leading public intellectual. Indeed, I feel indebted to
him. Around 1974, when student
leaders, lecturers and political
leaders were hounded by the ISA,
Rajakumar took me in as a high
risk “guest” in his house. For a
few weeks I was given the best
treatment – lots of food and lots of
reading material. For 24 hours a
day, I filled my time with useful
activities, never once fearing for
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my safety.

Nationalist
with few equals
When necessary, he himself took
me to places I needed to go even
late at night. When my appointments were over, he would come
to pick me up. He never handed
over this responsibility to anybody else – it was incredible.
In 1976, I was forced to leave this
beloved homeland due to security
reasons. (For 15 years, I had to
seek refuge in foreign lands without any travel documents because
my passport had been impounded at Subang before I could
board a plane to Australia/New
Zealand on a trip at the invitation
of the student bodies there.)
I still remember the message from
Rajakumar the day before I was
smuggled out of the country:
“Hamid, have faith in the
struggle, keep safe…” With that,
we parted until we met again in
1991.
Now, Dr M K Rajakumar has left
us forever. I’ve lost a leader whom
I respect and hold in awe. The
country has lost a patriot and nationalist with few equals.
Nonetheless, we must count our
blessings because this son of the
nation had cleared the path and
blazed the trail so that we can continue this long and winding journey of struggle.
Thank you Rajakumar, thank you
once again. Your legacy will always remain with us. q
(Translated from Bahasa Malaysia
by Tan Pek Leng)

TRIBUTE

Driven

to

serve

Rajakumar’s life was driven by service to others without
regard to what he might gain in return
by Dr Agoes Salim
first met Rajakumar in
1954. The occasion was
the ‘Meet the new students’ session of the University Socialist Club. I remember
him well because he was enthusiastic about the club, its objectives
and its role in the pursuit of independence from the British. He was
also attentive toward the new students and readily answered our
questions.

I

We met several times during my
undergraduate days in Singapore
at club meetings and activities. As
he was studying medicine and I
was pursuing an arts course, we
seldom met apart from these occasions. He graduated a couple of
years before I finished my own
studies. I met up with him again
when both of us came to Kuala
Lumpur to work.
For maybe six months before I
went to the United States, I moved
into his quarters. He had invited
Syed Husin and me, two homeless creatures, to share his quarters at no cost. Those were the early
days of Merdeka. Many others
would come to visit him from time
to time. His brother–in-law B C
Sekhar would come over from
Petaling Jaya with Sukumari in
tow and little Jayan too. Our dis-

Rajakumar

Tan Chee Khoon

cussions would always turn to
the political scene. I learnt a lot
from his observations, his analyses and his world view. In many
ways he shaped my own world
view.

Kuala Lumpur General Hospital,
working with A M Ismail (now
Tan Sri Majid Ismail) and Dr S M
Alhady. From what I know, he
was becoming a top surgeon himself. But circumstances and personal convictions changed the
direction of his life.

We had a great time, enjoying
Muniammah’s (the family cook)
cooking. We had even better food
whenever his mother came from
Malacca for a visit. Her cooking
was indeed out of this world.
Sukumari tries to reproduce it but
it is not quite the same.
Rajan, upon his transfer from the
Malacca General Hospital, was in
the surgery department of the
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He opted to become a general practitioner. He chose to be the
people’s doctor. He set up practices in Jalan Loke Yew and
Jinjang, catering more to the lowincome people including me,
since I did not have to pay him.
He even took care of the health of
my whole family and at no time
would he take any payment.

Rajakumar took no money from
me and he took very little from his
other patients. He could have
made millions but he chose to be
poor himself. He took great delight
and satisfaction in treating the
people who could not afford to go
to more expensive clinics. His interest in the health of the poor led
him to devote a lot of time to help
the government in planning rural
health services.
He could have built a mansion for
himself and his family but decided to live modestly. In fact, he
never had a house to his name.

20-year-old

suit

He had a consummate interest in
education. He was upset that
those with the power to transform
the local education system displayed their lack of interest in bettering the school system by sending their children overseas.
For several years, he served on the
Council of the University of Malaya. He and the late Tan Sri Tan
Chee Khoon were elected and reelected by the Guild of Graduates.
I had the honour and privilege to
be elected with them for a couple
of terms. Rajakumar would not
fail to attend any meeting of the
Council or the committees on
which he sat. He took great interest not only in the faculty of medicine but the entire university. His
comments and advice in many
ways shaped the university. If he
had had it all his way, the university would have become the foremost university in the region.
Rajan was not only interested in
education for others. He was

Syed Husin

B C Sekhar

equally interested in educating
himself. He kept up his reading of
medical books and journals. More
importantly, his reading covered
the whole gamut of knowledge.
He read books on philosophy, religion, politics, economics, sociology, music and the arts and, of
course, novels. He was a man who
could carry on a conversation or
discussion with any notable in
any field.

suit appeared to have been tailored some 20 years earlier. The
difference must have been obvious
to everybody, but it did not seem
to bother him at all. It did not
bother him in the least to be sitting by the queen in those raiment.
Such was the man! Some other
person would at least have rented
a suit, but not Rajakumar. It’s not
the clothes that maketh the man!
There he was carrying on a conversation with the First Lady of
the land, clad in a suit some 20
years old.

I would like to relate to you another incident. Sometime in the
1970s, her majesty, the Permaisuri
Agong, became the Chancellor of
the University of Malaya, succeeding Tunku Abdul Rahman. The
University of Malaya Graduates
Society decided to honour the occasion by having a grand dinner
with the new Chancellor as the
guest of honor. Rajakumar was
Vice-President of the Society and
he worked hard for the dinner.
That night, the committee members all dressed very well and sat
at the main table with the Queen.
The men had dark suits on, so
had Rajakumar. The difference
was that we had fairly recentlymade suits, while Rajakumar’s
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Rajakumar’s life was driven by
service to others without regard
to what he might gain in return.
He regarded his many contributions in health care at the individual, national and international levels as merely doing his
job. He was oblivious to the accolades he received from important
people and organisations.
Rajakumar was one of those rare
people who lived up to his own
high ethical principles, sometimes
at the expense of those most dear
to him. He held true to his socialist principles to the end of his life.
He was totally incorruptible. q

POLITICS

The Labour Party
1952–1972

of

Malaya

A brief history of its rise and demise
by Tan Kim Hong
he Labour Party of Malaya (LPM) was a multiethnic socialist party of
the 1950s and 1960s. Its
political origins lay in the ‘New
Trade Unionism’ of the Cold War
period. Before Merdeka, the anticommunist International Confederation of Free Trade Unions
(ICFTU), with the support of the
colonial government, encouraged
the formation of a non-militant
trade union movement and moderate Labour Parties located in different regions of the country. Yet,
the LPM grew into a mass radical
political party whose rise and fall
were crucially shaped by circumstances often beyond its control.

graphical boundaries. Thus, the
Labour Parties operated in restricted spaces. Their leaders
could only conduct limited discourses with their small membership. Besides, it was difficult for
them to transcend existing language barriers to disseminate
ideas of social justice and political equality to the masses.

T

Regional
Labour
Parties
The first regional Labour Parties
shared some characteristics of organization and ideology. Their
leaders were English-educated
leaders of the Malayan Trades
Union Congress. Their members
were largely Indian and Malay
members of public service unions.
The parties were modelled on the
British Labour Party, having
democratic socialism and multiculturalism as guiding principles.
However, they were different in

policy formulation and execution.
The Penang Labour Party spoke
earnestly of moulding national
consciousness and instituting administrative reforms to help the
down-trodden. It paid some attention to the issue of self-government
but steered away from the core
question of ending colonial rule.
On the other hand, the Selangor
Labour Party expressly aimed to
achieve independence through
constitutional means. Its other
important objectives were economic egalitarianism, the socialization of the means of production, equitable income and wealth
distribution, and political liberalization.
The colonial government tacitly
supported the involvement of
such regional Labour Parties in
elections but prohibited them
from expanding beyond their geoAliran Monthly : Vol.28(10) Page 30

Pan-Malaya
Party

Labour

On 26 June 1952, the Pan-Malaya
Labour Party (PMLP) was formed
from the amalgamated membership of the Penang, Selangor and
Singapore Labour Parties. With
Mohammad Sopiee as its National Chairman and Osman Siru
as his deputy, the PMLP was more
a liaison organization than a
structured party. The party did not
admit individual members but
accepted all democratic labour
and socialist organizations as
members. Its formation was expedient, to take advantage of early
electoral politics; yet, it was a pioneering attempt to galvanize
workers’ support in impending
municipal elections.
The PMLP’s constitution had two
main objectives: to co-ordinate
labour and socialist organizations

teachers, all social democrats,
moved to immerse themselves in
politics, offering analyses, recommendations, and political participation vastly different from those
of the moderate trade unionists
favoured by colonial officials. By
early 1954, the PMLP had come to
resemble the British Labour Party,
advocating gradual economic nationalization and a welfare state.
D S Ramanathan

to achieve national independence,
social justice, and political, social
and economic emancipation; and
to cooperate with labour, socialist and other organizations in
Malaya and elsewhere to promote
a higher standard of social and
economic life for workers.
The PMLP’s first policy statement,
Towards a New Malaya, passed in
September 1952, laid out much of
its programme which included
democratic socialism, workers’
participation in industrial policymaking, land for the peasants,
and provisions for social welfare,
medical and health services, and
social security and pension
schemes for all. In economic management, the PMLP wanted to
check industrial and commercial
monopolies, provide agricultural
subsidies to farmers, enlarge the
acreage of rubber small holdings,
manage the rubber industry, reform the salary structure of workers, and revamp the taxation system.
In 1953, sixteen intellectuals including D.S. Ramanathan, Tan
Phock Kin, N. Patkunam, Lee Kok
Liang, C.Y. Choy, Tan Chong Bee
and V. Veerapan from the Fabian
Society of Penang joined the
PMLP. These professionals and

The

Labour Party
Malaya

of

On 5 June 5 1954, the PMLP took
the new name of the Labour Party
of Malaya (LPM). With the election of Lee Moke Sang as its Chairman, the LPM proclaimed itself a
political organization to unite the
workers and peasants of Malaya
and struggle for a united, independent and democratic nation.
The LPM’s manifesto for the 1955
Federal Election was inclined towards socialist reforms. (See box
for details)
On the eve of Merdeka, LPM
gained from the Chinese school
students’ movement and the national workers’ movement; the organizational collaboration between an emerging Socialist
Youth League and the Pan-Malaya Union of General Workers;
and cooperation with Partai
Rakyat (founded in December
1955).
These developments brought LPM
victory in the George Town Municipal Council election of 1957.
The party won five out of the nine
contested seats, a result that
strengthened the party’s multiethnic mass base in Penang, and
gave a leading role to the Penang
Division in the LPM’s national
structure.
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LPM
Manifesto
for 1955
Federal
Elections
1 . To implement planned
economy to fulfill needs
of the Malayan people.
All exploitation of the
workers should be
stopped and all monopolies and inefficient
industries should be nationalized;
2. To amend the Labour
Law and the Trade
Union Ordinance. All
unions to enjoy the full
rights of free assemblies
and political participation;
3 . To provide the poor with
legal assistance;
4. To solve problems of unemployment, and to enforce minimum wage
and parity for women
workers;
5 . To resolve issues of land
indebtedness and to assist peasants with land,
agricultural cooperatives, agricultural banks
and collective farms;
6. To promote local industries with tariff protection;
7. To establish a Central
Bank to regulate circulation of money and
8. To implement compulsory free primary education, and to develop secondary schools and tertiary education.

The

Socialist

Front

Rahman in May 1961.

Merdeka Day was a turning point
in LPM’s history. With Parti
Rakyat, the LPM formed a coalition, the Malayan People’s Socialist Front (SF), which was the second legal alliance to transcend
communal differences. The SF’s
1959 policy statement, also named
as Towards a New Malaya, laid out
its position on the national language, art and literature, education, the Orang Asli, Malay reservation land, plantations and
mines, fisheries, labour and social
welfare, and defence and foreign
policy.

Following a Five-State Socialist
Conference of the proposed Malaysian territories, held in Kuala
Lumpur in January 1962, the LPM
moved to accept Malaysia in principle at its 9th Annual Conference
in August. The LPM’s new Secretary-General, Lim Kean Siew,
maintaining that the merger of
Singapore with Malaya was inevitable, nonetheless warned that
‘unless our thinking is radically
changed and the inconsistencies
of the Malaysian concept are removed, ultimate conflict and disintegration is inevitable.’

In subsequent local government
elections, the SF won control of the
City Council of George Town, and
the local councils in Jinjang,
Serdang,
Tanjung
Sepat,
Pengkalan Titi and elsewhere. In
George Town, the SF fulfilled
some of its campaign promises, for
example, by implementing lowcost housing projects such as the
People’s Court in Cintra Street and
the Kampong Selut scheme in Jelutong.

However, the party rank and file
became bitter over the ‘Malaysia
issue’ after the detention under
the Internal Security Act of Lim
Chin Siong and the Barisan
Sosialis and SATU leaders in
Singapore under Operation
Coldstore in February 1962. The
use of the ISA there, coupled with
the arrest of Parti Rakyat Chairman, Ahmad Boestamam in Malaya, was seen as a move to repress
the left in Malaya and Singapore.
From then on, the SF’s relationship with the regime badly deteriorated.

In the 1959 General Election, the
SF progressed in mixed constituencies in Selangor, Johore and
Penang: it gained 34.6 per cent of
the popular vote cast in the constituencies it contested. The SF
was poised to be a non-communal socialist alternative in Malayan politics during the 1960s.

The issue of ‘ M a l a y s i a ’
The SF confronted a huge political obstacle, however, in the
‘Grand Design’, previously conceived by Britain, and promulgated as ‘Greater Malaysia’ by
Prime Minister Tunku Abdul

SF’s decline
The SF’s performance in the 1964
General Election was adversely
affected by two major factors. First,
allegations had been made from
June 1963 of malpractices in the
City Council of Georgetown and
other SF-controlled local councils.
Second, the Alliance, the People’s
Action Party, and the United
Democratic Party – respectively
led by the Tunku, Lee Kuan Yew
and Dr. Lim Chong Eu – vehemently attacked the SF as the ‘fifth
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Datuk
Kampo
Radjo

column’ of Indonesia.
Despite SF’s repeated acceptance
of Malaysia and a 5-Point Plan to
secure a truce between Britain and
Malaysia, and Indonesia, the SF
and LPM fell victim to the psychological manipulation of voter sentiments and suffered their worst
defeats, even in their own electoral bastions.
It is quite likely that some LPM
cadres and functionaries were
convinced then to adopt a ‘hard
line’ vis-à-vis the regime. Soon
they found other reasons to be so.
In the 1960s, the ISA was widely
and indiscriminately used to detain hundreds of LPM and SF leaders and members in Taiping, Batu
Gajah and Muar. Repeated repression of this sort undermined the
LPM and SF’s organizational effectiveness. The detentions of
Ishak bin Hj. Mohammad, Abdul
Aziz bin Ishak and Datuk Kampo
Radjo on untried charges of setting up a government-in-exile
during Konfrontasi with Indonesia
were attempts to repress the Malay
Left.
In 1965, key SF leaders, such as
Chairman Hansul bin Abdul
Hadi, Secretary-General Tajuddin

Tan
Phock
Kin

Kahar and Assistant SecretaryGeneral Tan Kai Hee were arrested to foil a demonstration
called for 13 February, the SF’s
Human Rights Day, to commemorate the second anniversary of
Ahmad Boestamam’s internment.

Radicalization
under
repression
The pace of radicalisation intensified. The SF’s Perak Division
hailed the ‘February 13 Incident’
in Kuala Lumpur as an epochal
event in the struggle against neocolonialism, and an instructive
lesson in class struggle. The LPM
division in Perak went on to develop a theory of shili douzheng
(militant struggle).
A different kind of problem developed after Singapore’s separation
from Malaysia on 9 August.
Within the SF, the LPM and Parti
Rakyat diverged, principally over
the issue of official language. In
December, Parti Rakyat resolved
to break away from the SF while
Lim Kean Siew announced that
the coalition would end on 16
January 1966. At this juncture, internal quarrels terminated the SF’s
control of George Town City Council and LPM lost a most important
political platform.
Between July 1964 and June 1965,

LPM Assistant Secretary-General
Dr. M K Rajkumar had warned
the party of the infiltration of
agents provocateur who would create internal confusion and division. The Perak Division’s stance
was part of a smear campaign
against the ‘rightist’ LPM leaders,
five of whom resigned in March
1966.
An ad hoc Central Secretariat now
led the party towards more strident radicalization in ideology
and tactics with worsening repercussions. An Anti-US Imperialism Campaign resulted in the
mass arrests of cadres, members
and supporters. The LPM Central
Secretariat called an Extraordinary National Delegates Conference on 24–25 September 1966
that resolved to expedite ‘anti-imperialism, anti-colonialism, antifeudalism and anti-Malaysia’
struggles.’ While combining
‘mass struggle’ with ‘constitutional struggle’, the Conference
placed the former ahead of the latter as a strategy to wrest political
power.

The end of the LPM
In October 1967, the 13th National
Delegates’ Conference in Penang
passed ‘ultra leftist’ resolutions
on such matters as US imperialism, Soviet revisionism, the Cultural Revolution in China, the
Vietnam War, ISA, worker-peasant united front, mass organizations and revolutionary strategies.
The LPM now initiated regular
street demonstrations all over the
country which culminated in the
Penang hartal of 24 November
1967 in response to the unpopular devaluation of the Malaysian
currency. The regime’s response
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was more repression with ISA and
other measures. The party was
crippled when divisions in
Penang, Johore and Malacca, and
36 branches in the country were
proscribed.
The Kedah Division’s call for a
boycott of the 1969 General Election was endorsed on 29 September 1968 by an Enlarged Central
Committee Meeting comprising
three de jure members and several
other divisional representatives.
By the end of the year, in protest
against another wave of arrests on
9 November, LPM councillors at
all levels had resigned from their
positions. And, after ‘May 13’, 17
other LPM branches were banned
and over a hundred members
were detained.
In September 1969, an accord of
understanding was reached between LPM’s Lim Kean Siew and
Dr. Rajakumar and Parti Rakyat’s
Kassim Ahmad and Syed Husin
Ali to hold to ‘scientific socialism’,
‘working class solidarity’ and ‘the
unity of the people of all nationalities’ against ‘chauvinism and
narrow nationalism’. No steps
were taken to work towards such
objectives.
Three years later, in September
1972, the Registrar of Societies
deregistered the LPM on account
of its failure to submit annual reports for several years.
The rise and demise of LPM is an
important experience of socialist
politics in Malaysia. Mistakes
were made and many leaders and
members paid a heavy price for
them. Even so, their courage, commitment and sacrifices before and
after independence cannot be denied a proper historical appreciation. q

LABOUR

ISA: A death blow to
organised
labour
Workers were made destitute and the dignity of labour
trampled upon by ISA detentions and oppressive labour laws
by Sai N S Wigneswaran
liran Monthly has been
the most ardent critic of
social injustice and dictatorial tendencies in the
country. The last issue of Aliran,
dedicated to exposing the evils of
the draconian Internal Security
Act (ISA), is an outstanding example.

A

The emphasis all-through has
been to highlight the plight and
sufferings of the politicians and
the selfless sacrifices of people
like the Hindraf Five, incarcerated
for standing up for the rights of
the downtrodden and the
marginalised poorest of the poor
in our country.
The devastating effect that the ISA
had on organised workers and
their organisations has not been
made known in the right perspective.
The late Bro (Dr) V David was one
of the earliest trade unionist victims of the ISA. He was detained
without trial for a record of four
times. I visited him a few times
while he was in detention and he
would show me the rashes on his
body caused by gigantic bed bugs
and mosquitoes. His main concern was his scalp with dandruff

causing severe itch
and falling of hair,
which in fact ultimately made him
bald. I managed to
get for him some
herbal hair oil,
which he revealed to
me after his release
was delivered to him
in a bottle labelled as
cough mixture.
His plight under detention is microscopic when compared to the
tragedy that struck thousands of
workers who were disorganised
as a consequence of the introduction of the amendments to the
labour laws that followed resulting in the automatic cancellation
of the registration of all general
unions along with the strong and
powerful National Union of Factory and General Workers
(NUFGW) of which Bro David
was the general secretary.
At the time of his detention, Tun
Razak said that David was not detained for trade union activities,
but when David was released
from detention the condition for
his release was that he should not
take part in trade union activities
for two years. Bro David defied
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this condition and
became the executive secretary of the
Transport Workers
Union (TWU) and
challenged the government to arrest
him, which it did not
do immediately but
he was subsequently detained a
few times under the
ISA.
The workers who were members
of the de-registered NUFGW demonstrated their solidarity confined within the narrow arena of
crafts and trades such as the Road
Transport Industry. The government succeeded in further reinforcing the deliberately calculated
policy of the colonial masters by
enacting laws that made the trade
unions weak and feeble.
The government through Dr
Mahathir Mohamed, who was
then the Uumno Labour Bureau
leader, tried to disrupt the Transport Workers Union by encouraging and supporting splinter
unions on a racial basis. He
helped to establish a splinter
union for the workers of the Sri
Jaya Transport Company, who

were then members of the TWU.
The Registrar Of Trade Unions
carried out a referendum to ascertain which Union should represent the workers in the Sri Jaya
Transport Company. At the
Company’s bus depot where the
referendum was conducted, a
kenduri was held and a big banner “Malay Employer, Malay Employees, Malay Union” was displayed.
The workers had the horse sense
and voted in favour of the Transport Worker Union. Mahathir then
marched with a few of his supporters to see Tun Razak, who
advised the workers to join the
TWU.

Destitute
port
workers
The plight of another group of
workers – the Penang Port Workers who were disorganised by the
deregistration of the NUFGW was
so tragic that the workers were
reduced to the level of destitutes.
At that time I was just posted to
the Penang Federal Audit Department. This is what I witnessed.
About 50 to 100 workers would
be registered as residents in a
shop-house in King Street and
other areas in and around the
Penang Port. Most of them spent
the night sleeping on the five foot
ways, Chinese temples and all
over the port area. Married workers were mostly accommodated in
dilapidated houses or in Rumah
Haram in the slums.
There was no guaranteed minimum work. Some of them were
organised into weak fragmented
unions, established with the help
of the Trade Union Advisers De-

partment. The department functioned like a factory manufacturing unions, which were created
via orders from London to discourage the formation of strong
viable national unions. This
policy was systematically enforced by the colonial government, which when allowing trade
union rights to the workers in the
colonies also cautiously ensured
that the unions were not strong
and vibrant to challenge their colonial might.
A similar policy was covertly carried out by our leaders in our independent sovereign nation for
more that 50 years. The
government’s denial of registration of a National Union
(Nuepacs) to replace the loosely
knit Congress of Unions of Employees in the Public and Civil Services (Cuepacs) is a case in point.
There was one union called the
Stevedores Union, which had its
address at King Street. A few of
the workers who were active in the
now deregistered NUFGW were
members of this union. The wages
of the workers were regulated by
a lop-sided Wages Council and
there was no proper supervision
for the enforcement of its decisions.
The workers would gather in the
wee hours of the morning at the
Penang jetty. A commanding figure called “Tendal” (supervisor)
would stand on a box and call the
names of workers. He would even
call names of those who were not
present. Those who were called
would get into sampans and proceed to the cargo ships anchored
in the harbor to do a 24-hour shift.
Those whose names were called
but who were not present, known
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as the privileged class, would join
the ships later. The majority of the
workers who were not called
would return disappointed and
spend their time in one of the
many teh tarik stalls in the vicinity of the port or sleep under the
shade of the trees. Some would
play cards at the five-foot ways,
which served as their ‘bedroom’
at night.
The criteria for the selection of
the workers was based on
whether the workers were relatives of the tendal, or from his village in India or if they would give
him commission. The situation
was so desperate that some of the
workers even stooped so low as
to offer bribes to get selected for
work.
These workers under the Collective Agreements with the now defunct NUFGW and the contractors
for the handling of cargo were
guaranteed a minimum number of
days work each month and reasonable fair wages including meal
allowance.
All these Collective Agreements
became inoperative and thousands of port workers who belonged to the deregistered
NUFGW were reduced to the level
of destitutes as their leaders were
detained under the ISA and
labour laws were passed by a
government that continued to win
a two-thirds majority for half a
century.

Terrible

exploitation

The manner in which the wages
were paid to these ‘slave’ workers who were disorganised by the
banning of the NUFGW was exploitation of the worst kind, rarely

seen elsewhere in the world.
After a 24-four hour shift, the sampans would bring the workers
who were weary and half-sleepy
back to the jetty.
At the jetty, a number of Chettiars
and Punjabis would be hanging
around. The workers would hand
their wage chits to these shylocks.
The chits of varying amounts
($12-14) would be cashed after
deduction of a commission of
about 30 per cent e.g. a wage chit
for $12 would be cashed for about
$9 and a wage chit of $14 would
be cashed for $10-11. Sometimes,
these workers would only be given
a few dollars for meals and the
balance would be set off against a
loan the workers had borrowed
from the shylocks on dry days
without work.
The shylocks would cash these
wage chits from the contractors for
the full amount within weeks.
The workers were penniless and
hungry. They had to get cash to
appease their hunger. The
shylocks would swallow about 30
per cent of their earnings to give
them cash immediately. It was a
cruel world created by the draconian laws that hurt organised
labour more than anybody else.
A few friends of the workers got
together and established a private
fund by taking credit loans from
the Co-operative Thrift and Loan
Societies. Under the By-laws of the
Societies, up to 80 per cent of a
member’s subscription savings
could be granted as a loan at a
very low annual interest with the
repayment period spread over a
maximum of 36 months in small
monthly instalments. We were

able to pool a considerable
amount to cash the wage chits of
the workers and save them from
the clutches of the shylocks who
were deducting almost 30 per cent
for cashing the wage chits.
No levy or charge was imposed
for cashing the wage chits. An
undyal (collection box) was placed
at the union office for the workers
to voluntarily donate whatever
amount they wanted to. The saying that poor people have generous hearts was proven by the encouraging amounts found in the
undyal
The news of this service spread
and more workers enrolled as
members. After a few months the
private fund was able to pay the
monthly instalments to those who
took the cooperative loans to establish the Fund and all the loans
were repaid in full.
The union’s finances also improved and for the first time the
union was able to organise oneday seminars to provide trade
union education. The rapport between the union and the employers (contractors) also gradually
improved.
The workers were provided with
a meal (nasi bungkus) for the 24hour shift in lieu of meal allowance which they used to receive
under the defunct Collective
Agreements. When we had a
seminar at the Chulia Street Chinese Temple, I asked a worker to
bring a nasi bungkus supplied to
them. I opened the nasi bungkus
that was supplied and said this
was worse than dog’s food. Even
the dog would refuse to eat it.
There was nothing in the bungkus
except plain rice and some gravy
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with two or three slices of cucumber. One of the workers said in
Tamil, “Ayah, please see how
many stones are there in the rice.”
Retnam, a journalist and a labour
sympathiser attached to the Straits
Echo, wrote a story on this and I
had to pay a price for it. I was absorbed into the permanent establishment of the government along
with thousands of temporaries as
a result of the struggle of the Government Temporary Officers
Union (GTOU) of which I was
one of the founders and its first
general secretary.

Persecuted
within
the
department
Subsequently, I was promoted to
the Audit Service, a closed departmental service, as an assistant examiner of accounts and transferred to the Penang branch of the
department while I was on a oneyea probation. I was not given my
letter of confirmation or increment. I waited for eight months
and wrote a letter to my headquarters enquiring about the delay.
I was given a reply signed by the
acting Deputy Auditor General, A
B Warrick: “It was found necessary to inform the Public Services
Commission (PSC) that your outside activities are such as to prejudice the efficient performance of
your duties and I am advised to
place you on probation for a further one year during which time
if I am unable to recommend your
confirmation action will be taken
to revert you to your former service.”
I protested vehemently and demanded an explanation as to why
I was not informed three months

before the due date as required by
the General Orders and given an
opportunity to exculpate myself or
improve in my work and only told
of this on enquiry after eight months
of the due date. There was no reply
and I was confirmed in my appointment at the end of one year.
All the same I lost one year of my
seniority and one increment. This
is a trifle sacrifice compared to the
sacrifices and sufferings of the pioneers of the workers movement.
There is a British saying that if you
want to kill a dog, first give it a
bad name and then shoot it. This
is precisely what happened in my
case. The deferment of my confirmation and the stoppage of the
annual increment of salary had
nothing to do with the alleged lacking in the “efficient performance
of my duties” as an audit officer.
Since the inception of my career
in government service in 1953 till
my retirement, I had remained
with the Federal Audit Department. It was from the same department that I sat for a competitive
examination to qualify for emplacement in the permanent and
pensionable establishment. It is
in the same Audit Department that
I was recommended, interviewed
by the PSC, and promoted as an
assistant examiner of accounts
and appointed to the Audit Departmental Service.
The accusation that “the outside
activities are prejudicial to the efficient performance of my duties”
is not the reason I was penalised
for. It was the undercurrent of frustrations among the expatriate officers in the Audit Department
that was the real reason.
On being absorbed into the Fed-

eral Audit Service, I took the initiative to form the Audit Officers
Union (AOU) and was its first
general secretary. I continued to
hold an official position in the
union even when I was transferred
to Penang.

Malaysianisation
in
reverse
At that time, the Malaysianisation
of the Civil Service was rapidly
taking place in all government departments. Fat compensations
were paid to all expatriates whose
posts were replaced by Malaysians. But the converse was happening in the Audit Department,
which was placed under the Paramount Ruler and not under any
Ministry (to maintain its independence and impartiality).
While the rest of the civil service
was being Malaysianised, the
Audit Department continued to
expand its expatriate establishment. Most of the senior positions
from the Auditor General (now
Juru Odit Negara) to senior auditors were held by foreigners.
An article captioned “Europeanisation of the Audit Department”
was published in the official organ
of Cuepacs – “The Cuepacs Bulletin”. The article questioned the
audacity of the department in importing more and more expatriates
into the country contrary to the
avowed policy of the government
to Malaysianise all important positions in the administration in
keeping with the aims and aspirations of independent Malaysia.
This sent shock waves to the nation as the mainstream media also
carried the article that appeared
in the Cuepacs Bulletin. The
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Malaysianisation of the Audit
Service started to move with speed
and the import of foreigners came
to an abrupt halt. It should now
be obvious why I was penalised.

MAS

union leaders
detained
– and released

The Stevedores Union was not affiliated to the MTUC because they
had no money to pay the affiliation fees or send a delegation to
Kuala Lumpur to participate in
the MTUC Delegates Conference.
The plight of these disorganised
workers was made known by letter to everyone including the ILO,
in whose meetings MTUC delegates participated .Even today
the worst death blow delivered to
organided workers by the ISA remain unnoticed. Apart from the
workers in the Penang Port, thousands of workers in factories and
other industries throughout the
country who were members of the
deregistered NUFGW became
disorganised and were left in the
lurch
There is another incident which
made the bosses of the ISA relent.
Bro Donald Uren, the president of
the Railwaymen Union of Malaya
(RUM) who led the marathon railway strike that put an end to the
shame and sufferings of the IMG
workers and removed an I nsult
perpetrated by the M alaysian
Government by emplacing them
in the permanent establishment
and on monthly pay moved up to
the International Transport Federation (ITF).
In the ITF, Uren recorded many
firsts. In war-torn Vietnam, the
port workers were badly exploited

HEART TO HEART

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

Yoga? I remember ‘‘mandi
mandi safar
safar’’
by Choo Sing Chye
he recent yoga issue has
brought back fond
memories of my childhood days. In those days
when our parents were dirt poor,
the ultimate fun was to spend a
day frolicking in the Kinta River
with friends. It cost us nothing
but a sore throat from all the yelling and shouting – but it was all
worth it.

T

Mandi safar to us non-Malays
meant a licence from our parents
to play in the river because we
were taken care of by the Malay
families with whom we had
tagged along. It was unadulterated fun. Mandi safar was a family event then, and at the end of
the day, with heavy hearts as the
and they were not allowed to
strike; and the employers were unreasonable. Uren devised a
unique method. He made the port
workers give notices of mass resignations which was their inherent right. The employers relented,
negotiated and amicably settled
the dispute.
In Malaysia, the MAS Employees
Union, having exhausted all avenues, resorted to industrial action.
The Government as usual invoked the ISA and arrested the
MAS union leaders along with
Bro Donald Uren of the ITW. Uren

fun for the day drew to a close, we
would all collect sayur paku for
our favourite dish – sayur paku
sambal was the last leg of our day
at the Kinta River.

mandi sungei” was greeted with
“mak, marah”. Later we found out
the real reason and we removed
mandi safar and mandi sungai from
our itinerary of fun.

The meaning of mandi safar
meant little to us, eight- to tenyear-old boys and in any case
we were too young to have accumulated enough sins to have
a thorough cleansing in the
river. Apart from mandi safar,
my Malay and Indian friends
would go to the river to swim
during the school holidays.

My Malay friends still responded
to our other calls: “jom, main
layang-layang” or “jom, coun-dacoun-di” (an Indian game)….”

One year it all ended. There were
no more calls from my two Malay
neighbours – “Jom mandi safar.” In
the subsequent years, our “jom,
had a heart ailment and was
hospitalised. When I went to the
hospital I was fortunately able to
see him. He waved to me to go
nearer to him. He whispered into
my ears: “This place is bugged.”
I spoke loud and clear all I wanted
to say about the draconian ISA
and the anti-labour laws of the
government so that every word
could be recorded.
After a couple of days, the MAS
union leaders were released along
with Bro Uren. Everyone wondered what made the Government
benevolent. Certainly it was not
my loud jeers recorded by the seAliran Monthly : Vol.28(10) Page 38

As we recall, mandi safar (derived
from a Hindu ritual for the cleansing of sins) was just a poor man’s
picnic and we had no idea of the
religious reasons attached to
mandi safar.
Note: mandi safar, sungei, and counda-coun-di are spelled according
to how they are pronounced. q
cret service at Bro Uren’s hospital
bed.
It was the fear that the International Transport Federation
would refuse to service MAS
flights anywhere in the free world
that brought about the change of
heart.
Herein lies the answer to the devilish ISA. Workers of the world
unite irrespective of ‘-isms’ and
political affiliations to fight injustice anywhere and everywhere in
the world. It is the united voice of
the workers of the world that can
emancipate the workers and bestow dignity to labour. q

Continued from page 23
not get clear instruction and this
resulted in all our buses carrying
cyclists managing to reach the
Lake Gardens, our pre-arranged
location.
Now we had two strategies. We
got our cyclists and supporters to
slowly walk up to the gates of Parliament. The police did not stop
them because their instruction
was to ensure the cycles do not
reach Parliament. Once our cyclists and supporters reached the
gate, and as the Parliament
guards were making arrangements for 120 cyclists to move into
the multi-purpose hall in Parliament, we embarked on plan B.
Under plan B, we had 30 cyclists
cycle one by one to Parliament.
The first cyclist was Simon. He
managed to start cycling but was
stopped by the police. He then
started to push his cycle, but even
this was stopped by the police. A
stand-off with the police ensued.
Police could not give any legal argument to justify stopping the cyclist apart from saying they had
orders. The police wanted to declare the cycling an illegal procession but we did not have any cyclist following the first one. This
was our tactical move which
baffled the police. Amer Hamzar
and the lawyers team were also
there. The poor police held on to
the bicycle as if it was the most
dangerous weapon heading towards Parliament.
Soon the police manning the Parliament were getting restless. We
then argued with the ground command, Tuan Hamid. He was trying to be reasonable but again he
said he could not allow any cy-

cling as this was his orders. Once
again, he had nothing legally to
stop the cyclists. By this time, Dr
Jeyakumar had led a number of
Opposition MPs to come down to
negotiate with the police.
Sivarasa, Gobind, Tian Chua, Dr
Hatta, Manogar, Manikam and a
few others came by.
The police now started to panic
as they wondered how they were
going to stop those who had been
invited to parliament. Then the police chief said that they would allow one cyclist. He then agreed to
allow five. The lorry carrying the
cycles then appeared in front of
the road leading to Parliament.
Bicycles were unloaded. Then the
police got worried and tried stopping the bicycles.
By then, some of the MPs started
to ride the bicycles inside. The
police were dumb-founded.
Twelve bicycles managed to go in.
At this time, the police created a
scene and arrested one supporter
and tried to arrest a few more.
By now, we knew that we had
won as 12 bicycles did manage
to go into Parliament. The
Deputy IGP’s orders had been
defeated. Police from three districts led by the CPO of Kuala
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Lumpur failed to stop bicycles
from entering Parliament. It was
a victory and we stopped there
as we did not want more arrests
to take place.
The cyclists who managed to enter Parliament got tremendous
support as they rode in. The police looked defeated by all counts.
The programme inside Parliament went on without any incident. Speeches, lunch and a press
conference were held. Outside, the
remaining crowd dispersed to the
Chinese Assembly Hall awaiting
a victory celebration.
The victory celebration commenced at 3.00pm when the cyclists returned. They were given
certificates and medals. Speeches
and victory slogans thundered in
the hall. It was a well fought twoweek campaign and it ended in
Parliament. Many cyclists were in
tears. The organisers were proud
that they had achieved a historic
victory.
The police tried everything – arrests, intimidation, and the media.
They failed to dampen the team’s
spirit. Each day was a struggle,
but on the final day, it was Jerit
that recorded a resounding victory. q

TRIBUTE

In memoriam

A

Dr M K Rajakumar:
man of the people (1932-2008)

is mission was to
serve the people – be
it as a politician, a physician, a person. This
selfless dedication stemmed
from the socialist ideals he had
imbibed from young: witnessing an Asia swept up in the
anti-colonialist storm, going
beyond being a witness in
bringing about the dawn of the
independence era in Malaysia.

H

In the 1950s, he used his pen
to condemn British colonialism
and call for national liberation.
In the 1960s, he used his oratory skills to lead the fight for
social justice, economic equity
and political rights. From the
1970s, he used his physician’s
craft and compassion to care
for his patients, especially
those from the low-cost flats
and the urban slums. Through
it all, his socialist convictions
never wavered, only taking
different forms and directed to
different ends.
He was an inspiration to all
who knew him, and a mentor
to many. The immediate response from his friends and
peers to Aliran’s call to contribute to this tribute is testimony to the high regard they
have for him. From all these

tributes emerge the clear image of a man devoted to the
vision of a multiracial Malaysia built upon a commitment to
justice and freedom. That this
vision has not come to fruition
in his life time might have been
a source of disappointment.
But he was never one to dwell
on setbacks. He rejoiced at the
return of a socialist member to
Parliament after 40 long years,
even if it was only one. As his
old friends and old comrades
know, he would only have
urged them to swell the ranks.
This tribute is therefore dedicated to celebrating his rich and
full life and his undaunted
spirit.
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Tributes: See page 8

