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s the Umno election and
general assembly in
March approaches, the
party faces a huge di-

lemma.

It is phasing out a leader
(Abdullah Badawi) it feels is not
suitable to lead the party follow-
ing a general election setback last
year which saw it lose its coveted
two thirds parliamentary major-
ity, while five out of 13 states fell
to opposition hands.

Umno is now about to endorse a
new leader, Najib Razak, whose
own leadership credentials are in
tatters following crushing by-elec-
tion defeats in Permatang Pauh
last August and Kuala
Terengganu in January.

The irony is that it was the lack of
meaningful reforms that led to the
BN suffering an erosion of sup-
port. But it was Abdullah, more
than Najib, who realised the im-
portance of reforms, even though
he largely failed to deliver them.

The 17 January by-election may not
have changed the balance of power
but it has implications that extend
far beyond the capital of the re-
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In our cover story, Anil Netto looks at life after the
Kuala Terengganu by-election for the BN. The rul-
ing coalition knows what it needs to do to survive; it
has to push through major reforms to wipe our cor-
ruption and abuse of power to win back lost sup-
port. But is it capable of such reforms?

Someone who should know is Zaid Ibrahim. We
have failed miserably in dealing with complex is-
sues of society by resorting to a political culture of
promoting fear and division amongst the people, he
says. Even attending outdoor vigils could land you
in trouble. Rakyat@work examines what prompts
ordinary Malaysians to light candles in the dark-
ness.

Malaysians have indeed awakened. Indian Malay-
sians, for instance, voted in droves for the opposi-
tion in the last general election. It is time to tackle
the root causes of their discontentment, says P
Sivakumar. Lim Hong Hai, meanwhile, reviews a
new book on the watershed general election: ‘March
8: Eclipsing May 13’, a thought-provoking collec-
tion of essays by Ooi Kee Beng, Johan Saravanamuttu
and Lee Hock Guan.

While political issues grab our attention, but Kam U
Tee says the economic turmoil offers an opportu-
nity to develop a multi-pronged energy strategy,
which would include renewable energy.

Further away, the spotlight falls on Gaza. The world
needs to respond to the carnage there, says R N
Bhupalan. We cannot sit on the fence when people
are being murdered before our very eyes, asserts
Farish Noor; we have to do something. On a more
mundane level, Stoplookgo reflects on the afraid-to-
lose-face, not-afraid-to-die Malaysian motorists and
their reckless driving.

Finally, Aliran appeals to all caring Malaysians to
make a small donation to keep the Malaysian
struggle going.
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source-rich state of Terengganu.
Voters were also sending a signal
that the Umno power transition
scheme had not impressed them.
Many analysts saw it as the voters’
refusal to endorse Najib as the
prime minister-to-be.

No one will feel the blow more
than Najib, no matter how much
the spin-doctors try to put the
blame on Abdullah Badawi (who
was after all widely perceived by
both BN and Pakatan supporters
as on his way out), the candidate,
or other local issues.

The by-election was a victory not
just for Pas but also the Pakatan,
whose politicians helped in the
campaign.

It was also a victory for People
Power, as scores of activists, Mus-
lims and others from as far away
as KL and Penang (including
Permatang Pauh) turned up to
help out in the campaign.

More than that, it was a triumph
for the people of Kuala
Terengganu, who cast away their
fears, doubts and concerted at-
tempts to buy their votes through
promises of allocations and
projects.

The combined effect proved too

much for the BN candidate, de-
spite being backed up the heavy
machinery of the state and its re-
sources, including the big guns
from Kuala Lumpur. The presence
of the Umno big guns from other
states was obvious from the num-
ber of gleaming, black SUVs
swarming around Kuala
Terengganu.

The remarkable win for the
Pakatan - and the people - reveals
several things.

The ‘east coast monsoon’ by-elec-
tion showed that the 8 March 2008
‘political tsunami’ and the
Permatang Pauh showdown last
August were no aberrations. The
impact of March 8 has now been
extended to the East Coast and
augurs well for the opposition
alliance’s future electoral perfor-
mance.

It showed that Pas cooperating
with the PKR and DAP could im-
prove on the performance of a
single component party in the al-
liance. That said, the Pakatan will
have to take note of some of the
weaknesses in the campaign.
Some of their top leaders did not
stay for the duration of the cam-

paign and were not even present
when the results were announced
as a show of solidarity. The coop-
eration is not as seamless as it
could be -  and the Pakatan must
do their own post-mortem.

The by-election has also allowed
Pakatan supporters to put aside
the disappointment over the fail-
ure to capture power on 16 Sep-
tember as predicted by Anwar
Ibrahim. In any case, it has shown
that consolidating power in the
five states and incrementally
building on the momentum is
probably a wiser alternative than
attempting to seize power by de-
fections.

More importantly, the by-election
results prove that the days of try-
ing to buy votes whether through
announcements of grants and
aids or through outright cash dis-
bursements are fast coming to an
end. Instead of feeling grateful,
more and more people now feel a
growing sense of disgust and even
outrage at such unethical prac-
tices. Pakatan has capitalised on
this by telling people to take what
is offered but vote for the opposi-
tion.

The result showed that the major-
ity of people in Kuala Terengganu
refused to allow ‘money politics’
and vote-buying to influence the
way they vote. The BN’s tradi-
tional money, media and machin-
ery formula tak laku anymore.

Analysts have also pointed out
that young voters in Kuala
Terengganu were increasingly
more likely to vote for the opposi-
tion. A few factors could explain
this. Younger voters are more
likely to be working outside the
state and exposed to opposition

The momentum
c o n t i n u e s
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politics in other states.
They are less likely to be
carrying the baggage of
race- and religion-based
politics.

They are also more likely
to be IT-savvy than the
older generation; even
though only a small mi-
nority of them use the
Internet to catch up on
political news, this mi-
nority further disseminates dis-
senting views to a larger audience
while the older generation tend to
rely on Utusan, Berita Harian and
largely pro-BN television news.

Kuala Terengganu also showed
that the intimidation of voters is
less likely to work among the elec-
torate at large. Residents wit-
nessed a heavy deployment of
troops, making it look as if the city
was almost under siege. The Po-
lice Contingent Headquarters in
the city was buzzing with activ-
ity, hundreds of traffic police
bikes, land-rovers, trucks. A heli-
copter buzzed above the city con-
stantly until most people got used
to the sound as part of the back-
ground bustle of the city.

Such reminders and the desire not
to rock the boat may have had an
effect. The majority of conservative
ethnic Chinese voters remained
faithful to the BN despite the
Pakatan holding on to about 40
per cent of the Chinese votes.

And yet, the people of Terengganu
swung further towards the oppo-
sition. In 2004, the BN won with a
majority of 1,933. By 2008, its ma-
jority had dropped to 628, and in

this by-election, the Pas candidate
won by 2,631 votes. We saw a
similar erosion of support for the
BN over the same period in the
Permatang Pauh by-election last
August.

For the BN, the election perfor-
mance was disastrous. This was
its third electoral setback in a row
within ten months. The by-elec-
tion result allows the opposition
to build on its earlier momentum
to further erode support for BN.

Though the reformasi era began a
decade ago, civil society groups
and trade union activists had al-
ready planted the seeds of change
way back from the post-war pe-
riod. But it was only from the late
1990s that the momentum for
change started building up. The
greater accessibility to alternative
views cannot be underestimated.
Reformasi in 1998 coincided with
the mushrooming of websites and
email. Later, blogs and then other
networking tools such as Twitter
and Facebook began radically
changing the face of cyber activ-
ism and opening up a whole new
world of citizen journalism.

In Kuala Terengganu, the tradi-
tional media - television, radio
and newspapers - found they had
to contend with the Internet.

Though the Internet
played only a small role
in the actual campaign,
its role lay outside the
state.

Like in Permatang Pauh,
the Internet played a key
role in highlighting the
by-election campaign to a
national audience. Fed on
a steady diet of more in-
dependent news, many

Malaysians outside Terengganu
were practically willing Kuala
Terengganu residents to continue
the momentum for change. Facili-
tated by the Internet, this national
fervour for change - and the ex-
ample set by people of the five
states who voted for Pakatan - can-
not be underestimated.

After the by-election campaign,
there was some sense in the Umno
leadership that drastic changes
were needed to reform Umno and
the BN-led government rather
than mere “re-branding”.

Najib asked BN leaders to move
out of their comfort zones and
build closer rapport with the
people or be punished at the next
general election. He said that de-
velopment projects must be based
o n
the needs of the people - an ad-
mission of sorts that many
projects had not been people-ori-
ented in the past. ‘’The BN gov-
ernment cannot afford a discon-
nection between the people’s as-
pirations and the government’s
direction.”

Umno vice-president Muhyiddin
Yassin, for his part, said Najib

Is the BN beyond
r e d e m p t i o n ?

National fervour
for change
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would have to perform “political
surgery”.

But that could be easier said than
done. The BN government ap-
pears to have learnt little.

Just three days after the by-elec-
tion, on 20 January, police de-
tainee Kugan Ananthan, 22, died
in police custody, his body show-
ing signs of serious injury. It was
the latest in a list of custodial
deaths over the years. The photo-
graphic and video evidence of the
injuries sparked a public outcry.

Kugan’s death put into sharp fo-
cus the BN’s failure to set up an
Independent Police Complaints
and Misconduct Commission, a
key recommendation of the Royal
Commission set up to look into the
operations of the police.

Even during the closing stages of
the by-election campaign, several
regular Abolish ISA vigil were in-
formed that they would be
charged in court the following
week (23 January) in connection
with their participation in a vigil
on 9 November 2008.

The 9 November Abolish ISA vigil
coincided with the first anniver-
sary commemoration of the Bersih
rally. Riot police charged into the
crowd and the 23 people were ar-
rested; a couple of  participants
sustained injuries in the process.
The 23 were later released on po-
lice bail and when they later re-
ported to the police station, their
bail was not extended and they
thought then they were free. But
now the authorities are charging
them in court.

Further evidence that the BN had
not learnt anything from its Kuala

Terengganu defeat came in the
form of a directive by Minister in
the Prime Minister’s Department
Abdul Zahid Hamidi.

His directive that federal depart-
ments and agencies in Perak
should not attend meetings
organised by the state govern-
ment clearly runs against our the
spirit of our Constitution and our
system of federalism. The  move
reportedly was to prevent the
state-elected Village Development
and Security Committees (JKKKs)
from gaining access to federal
agencies. The federal agencies
were also barred from consider-
ing the recommendations put for-
ward by these JKKKs.

It is precisely such actions that
have angered and upset many
right-thinking Malaysians and
spurred them to demand demo-
cratic reforms.

Recognising this, Abdullah
Badawi seems intent on pushing
through three bills as part of his
reform agenda before his depar-
ture. Already two bills - the Ma-
laysian Anti-Corruption Bill and
the Judicial Appointments Bill –
have been passed in Parliament.
A third on the police force and
other enforcement agencies com-
pletes his agenda - though he has
promised to see through the
implementation even after leaving
office in March.

But after failing to push through
such reforms at the height of his
popularity following a landslide
general election win in 2004, it re-
mains to be seen whether the BN,
particularly a wounded, divided
Umno, has the political will and
gumption to push through mean-
ingful reforms.

Umno might not have the stom-
ach to do what is necessary, espe-
cially when such reforms could
bring to a premature end the ca-
reers of many party functionaries
who have benefited from the sys-
tem and even loosen the BN’s
stranglehold on power.

How can it do away with money
politics when business and poli-
tics are in a perpetual state of
khalwat in Malaysia? How can it
do away with race-based politics
when that is the only sort of poli-
tics it knows? How can it do away
with the politics of fear and intimi-
dation when it does not know any
other way to rule?

Deep down, the Umno/BN lead-
ers probably know what has to be
done. But they find themselves
unable to implement the needed
reforms because they know the
gravy train they and their busi-
ness cronies have been on board
for years will come to a screech-
ing halt.

But then again, the gravy train
is hurtling towards a cliff and if
they don’t switch tracks in a
hurry, they could find them-
selves crashing into the abyss in
the next general election. Even
without reforms, the gravy is
fast evaporating as the country
sinks deeper into an economic
slowdown and, as appears in-
creasingly likely, even a reces-
sion.

The crisis of credibility in demo-
cratic institutions will only un-
dermine public confidence in
the BN’s – and Najib’s - ability
to govern effectively. Umno’s
and the BN’s inability to reform
themselves will come back to
haunt them. q
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he book is a collection of
complementary but self-
contained essays on
Malaysia’s 12th general

election on 8 March 2008, supple-
mented by an epilogue on the
Permatang Pauh by-election on
26 August, which returned Dato’
Seri Anwar Ibrahim to Parliament.

The subtitle, Eclipsing May 13,
suggests that the essays would be
tied together by common reflection
on the larger significance of this
‘watershed’ election. This reflec-
tion, to the book’s credit, is not
confined to whether and how
May 13 has been eclipsed. What

May 13 symbolises to the authors,
moreover, is too cursorily ex-
plained in the introduction to suf-
fice as agenda for reflection. A con-
cluding chapter that offers the au-
thors’ collective and systematic
discussion of what March 8 sig-
nifies, portends or makes possible
would have been useful. Even so,
this book is worth reading for
what it has brought together in a
single volume and the thinking it
provokes.

The first essay, by Ooi Kee Beng,
has two parts. The first part, sur-
veying important political events
of 2007–8, strongly suggests a
sharp deterioration in Barisan
Nasional’s support in the 10
months before March 8. The sec-
ond part, an impressionistic ac-
count of the election campaign in
Penang, contends that the swing
to the opposition in Penang only
crystallised towards the end of the
13-day campaign. If this was also
the case elsewhere, it would ex-
plain why virtually all political
observers and politicians failed to
predict the outcome of the election
earlier.

Ooi concludes with several obser-
vations, some of which are further
examined in the other two essays:
the widespread discontent with

BN and its successful
mobilisation by the opposition as
key factors for BN’s greatest ever
setback; the prominent role and
success of the multiracial and
Malay-led Parti Keadilan Rakyat
as an important reason for the
absence of post-election violence;
‘that Malays tend to vote for the
government and non-Malays for
the opposition was broken, per-
haps for good’; and ‘March 8
eclipses May 13 and will continue
to do so’ in that ‘race alone no
longer suffices in explaining
Malaysia’s voting pattern and
political behaviour.’

These points should provoke
thought. To provide just one reac-
tion: if PKR helped many voters
to overcome the fear of violence
that has been often and rascally
used to haunt voters, then thanks
are also due to Tan Sri Koh Tsu
Koon and Dato’ Seri Abdullah
Ahmad Badawi for helping to
bury the May 13 ghost.

Johan Saravanamuttu’s essay, an
overall analysis of the election,
covers the usual or expected top-
ics: background, issues, cam-
paign, results, likely reasons for
the results, and some post-elec-
tion developments. Johan high-
lights a key feature of March 8 that
was shared only by the 1969 elec-

BOOK REVIEW

T h e  ‘ M a r c h  8 ’  C o m b o ?
by Lim Hong Hai

TTTTT

Ooi Kee Beng, Johan
Saravanamuttu and Lee Hock
Guan, March 8: Eclipsing May 13.
Singapore: ISEAS, 2008). 126
pages. RM55.

W i d e s p r e a d
d i s c o n t e n t

Vote swing
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tion, namely, BN’s failure to se-
cure a majority of the popular vote
in Peninsular Malaysia because
of a shift in voter support, among
all races, to the opposition. The
cited estimates (Table 2.2, page 38)
show that the percentage shift in
2008 is much lower among Malays
than among non-Malays, espe-
cially Indians.

Analysts have rightly stressed the
vote swing. But a puzzle remains:
BN’s peninsular vote share of 46.2
percent in 1969 was lower than
the 49 percent in 2008 (Table 2.4,
page 55). Why, then, is the out-
come in terms of seats so much
more devastating for BN in 2008
than in 1969? Electoral contests
are about seats rather than votes
per se, and a party’s share of seats
is not proportional to its share of
votesunder our first-past-the-post
system. Something besides vote
share or vote swing – and that af-
fects the vote-seat relationship in
our electoral system – must have
produced the seat distribution in
2008.

This is where Lee Hock Guan’s
essay comes in. Focusing on Kuala
Lumpur and Selangor, Lee shows
how constituency delineation, in
particular increasing the number
of ethnically mixed constituencies
in the last exercise in 2002,
favours BN when voting follows
ethnic lines. Then he convincingly
shows the considerable cross-eth-
nic voting for the opposition that
dissipated the hoped-for BN ad-
vantage in 2008. It appears that
many voters were sufficiently dis-
satisfied not only to overcome
fears of instability to vote opposi-
tion but to overcome ethnic affili-

ation to vote for any opposition.
Lee concludes: ‘once the Opposi-
tion overcame [the barrier of] cross-
ethnic voting, mixed constituen-
cies no longer remained safe ha-
vens for BN.’

Lee’s implication – the pooling of
the votes of all opposition party
supporters for individual opposi-
tion candidates in 2008 – deserves
to be emphasised. The opposition
parties achieved this by putting
up and campaigning for a single
candidate against BN in each
constituency. But in the final
analysis, as Lee shows, its
realisation depended on the will-
ingness of opposition voters to
cross ethnic lines. Opposition par-
ties were thus able to counteract
and largely negate BN’s advan-
tage of vote-pooling under first-
past-the-post election with simi-
lar vote-pooling of their own.

The 2008 election may be special,
then, because of the occurrence or
combination of two factors in Pen-
insular Malaysia: overall opposi-
tion vote-majority and opposition
vote-pooling in individual con-
stituencies. This ‘March 8 combo’
explains BN’s greater seat loss in
Peninsular Malaysia compared to
1969 and why BN’s loss of a two-
thirds parliamentary majority
could not be averted by even a vir-
tual sweep of Sabah and Sarawak.
It also explains why, in state con-
tests, the opposition’s vote-major-
ity (Table 2.1, page 37) translated
into control of five state govern-
ments.

The fruits of cooperation, which
March 8 more clearly demon-
strates than any previous election,
should provide powerful incen-

tives for Pakatan Rakyat to cohere
and build – and bring about a
competitive two-party system. To
reap these fruits fully, PR should
keep pressing for electoral reform,
especially the reduction of the mal-
apportionment in constituency
delineation that largely benefits
Umno.

For BN, the challenge is to redress
voter dissatisfaction, especially
among non-Malays, to keep it be-
low ‘tipping point’ or the level
that pushes ‘too many’ voters to
vote opposition, even regardless
of ethnicity. In this connection,
Johan criticises Abdullah Badawi
for having ‘egregiously failed to
deal effectively with issues’ and
posits his departure (now sched-
uled for March 2009) as a neces-
sary condition for BN’s recovery.
Johan argues that ‘Abdullah’s sty-
mied political hand only allows
for tinkering rather than an over-
hauling of all that is wrong’.

Abdullah’s failures, more sins of
omission than of commission,
can hardly be disputed.  But
surely the man has been shaken
out of his complacency. And
would his successor’s hand be
any less stymied, whether by
Umno or personal baggage? In
other words, Abdullah’s depar-
ture, even if necessary, is insuf-
ficient. But Johan would prob-
ably agree with this point, and
perhaps this too: the (good)
ghost of March 8 will help to
strengthen any BN leader’s re-
form hand, especially with many
voters watching and expecting.

As stated in the book’s epilogue,
‘real political competition in Ma-
laysia cannot but bring about
great and beneficial changes.’
Good luck, then, to BN and PR.

Crossing ethnic lines

Good ghost of March 8

q
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ver the past decade, we
have experienced in-
creasing financial turbu-
lence. Currently, the sub-

prime collapse seems to have
sucked in sound housing loans,
insurance companies and finally
banks, leading to a full blown
world financial crisis.

It appears that a credit bubble had
been growing for the past 25 years.
In the late 80s, Ravi Batra, an
economist, wrote a book, “The
Great Depression of 1990”, pre-
dicting that the world was head-
ing toward economic disaster. For
over 15 years, this seemed an over-
pessimistic evaluation of the situ-
ation.  There are many and com-
plex reasons for bubbles, but
Batra’s simple answer was that
bubbles were fundamentally
caused by growing inequalities in
incomes in the population.  Those
well endowed with savings would
want quick returns and were
drawn to risky investments. He
evoked the 60-year Kondratief
cycle, during which growing con-
tradictions would reach a limit
and boil over.

My view is that the 60-year cycle
was disrupted by a new factor not
envisaged by him; namely the re-
cent escalating price of oil, in par-
ticular over the last decade, from

US$20 per barrel in 1995 to over
US$140 just before the present col-
lapse.

All goods and services can be
eventually equated to their energy
inputs, so that if energy costs go
up, so too would goods and ser-
vices.  This results in a virtual re-
duction of purchasing power that
contracts the economy. It would
seem, from this distance, the US
Federal Reserve’s response each
time was to increase liquidity by
lowering interest rates and/or
taxes; in the process, we appear
to have been lurching from one
bubble to another larger bubble.

Concurrently, oil-exporting coun-
tries accumulate huge surpluses,

and after spending on luxury
goods, are driven by the declin-
ing value of money to re-invest
their accumulated funds in US fi-
nancial institutions, who then
must find commensurate returns
for their clients. In a saturated
market, the sub-prime crisis was
the result of people who could ill
afford to buy quality homes, be-
ing enticed to make purchases on
expectation that increasing pros-
perity or increasing inflation
would enable them to sell their
purchases after expiry of the ini-
tial grace period of low interest
charges.

Those who made the loans under-
stood the risks, and packaged
them into Collateralized Debt Ob-

ECONOMY

Rays of hope
The present economic turmoil offers an opportunity to develop
a multi-pronged energy strategy, says an engineer

by Kam U Tee
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ligations (CDO’s) and these were
given AAA ratings by rating agen-
cies and sold to unsuspecting in-
vestors all over the global land-
scape, thus completing the chica-
nery of using other peoples money
to gamble on expected inflation-
ary increase of prices, meantime
earning fat bonuses for them-
selves.

My instincts tell me that in the fi-
nal outcome, money and invest-
ments must be put into real goods
and services that improve the
material benefit of all levels of so-
ciety; this is the creed of us engi-
neers. So called “financial engi-
neering” is not a term we under-
stand.

From our point of view, the pros-
perity of the last century was fu-
elled by the advent of cheap oil.
Over the last hundred years, we
have burnt up one trillion barrels
(1 bbl = 22 US Gallons); known
reserves may be another trillion,
with another trillion or two made
possible by technology such as
horizontal drilling, water and
steam injection, and drilling
deeper and over the oceans.
Simple arithmetic shows that oil
will not see us through another
century. (Present consumption is
86 million barrels/day. Assuming
an average of 100 million barrels/
day for 50 years, we will consume
another 1.6 trillion barrels).

The fundamental postulate of
peak oil theory states that when a
field is half depleted, we can no
longer increase the rate of extrac-
tion.  The present volatility is
caused by the fact that for several
reasons, the rate of extraction has
stagnated at 86 billion barrels/

day, so that there is little reserve
margin available.

We may have reached the point
where the more energy we use, the
more it will cost.

Can we change to a situation
where the more we use, the less it
will cost, and in the process save
the world from increasing wild
swings of the economy, not to say
also from ecological disaster as
well.

The sun’s flux falling on earth, is
estimated at 87,000 Terawatts
(1012 watts). The wind's energy
is another 270 Terawatts, com-
pared to present energy consump-
tion of just over 15 Terawatts.  If
only we can tap into a fraction of
this available energy, our
civilisation can possibly endure
(other suicidal tendencies apart)
as long as the sun shines!

Wind-mill turbines and photo
thermal and photo voltaic panels
are being developed, but these

sources are intermittent.  What
happens when the sun does not
shine or is obscured by clouds and
what happens when the wind is
not blowing?  Considering that we
have only addressed this problem
within the last few decades, tech-
nology is still a limiting factor.  At
the moment, solar and wind
power can only provide 20 per
cent of our energy consumption;
electricity generated from these
sources has to be connected to the
supply grid and anchored by fos-
sil fuel generators or by nuclear
generators.

Fossil fuel plants, hydro genera-
tors and nuclear generators must
still provide base load generation,
but with increasing inputs of
wind and solar, through the com-
mon grid system. Some scientists
propose to clean up emissions
(carbon dioxide, nitrous oxide etc)
from fossil generating plants, but
this is not yet doable.  Nuclear fis-
sion has to overcome the psycho-
logical fear factor of the Three Mile
Island mishap and the Chernobyl
disaster. Runaway fission was

A l t e r n a t i v e
energy sources

An interim step

P r o s p e c t s
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the problem but new second and
third generation nuclear plants
have safety features and proce-
dures incorporated in them.
France generates 80 per cent of its
power from nuclear fission plants,
and Japan, 30 per cent despite
memories of Hiroshima and
Nagasaki

Currently, the urgency caused by
climate change, has forced all gov-
ernments to reconsider the use of
nuclear energy.  Fourth genera-
tion plants using radio active neu-
tral gasses such as helium or ni-
trogen as coolants are passive safe
(they are self regulating, they do
not melt or explode, and require
no active safety measures) and are
suitable for modular scalable con-
struction.

This means that the reactors can
be small and mass produced at
controlled factories and con-
structed in modules, with addi-
tional units added as demand
rises. Uncomplicated features
mean that they can be run with-
out dozens of doctorate degree
operatives. They can burn up a
higher proportion of fissionable
material, producing less toxic

wastes, leading Bruno Comby,
President of Environmentalists for
Nuclear Energy (many of whose
members include renowned
greenies, such as James Lovelace),
to claim that the wastes created
from burning energy for one
household over 40 years is only a
vitrified golf-ball in size. Such
wastes can be stored temporarily
at the plant pending reprocessing
or disposed into geologically
stable rock formations.

These scalable plants, such as the
Pebble Bed Reactor or the
Hyperion uranium hydride cap-
sule, await final certificated ap-
proval from the US Nuclear Regu-
latory Commission, and are due
for mass production within the
next decade.

Possible terrorist attacks are still
a point of contention, but environ-
mentalists such as Lovelace think
that this issue is still manageable,
compared to climate change and
possible rising ocean levels,
which will inundate whole cities.

The above envisages many sup-

pliers can be connected to the grid;
feed in tariffs, protocols for trade
offs against base load generators
have to be developed.  In England
and some other European coun-
tries, a central distribution agency
controls the grid, with all supply
generators connected to it.  Con-
sumers can elect to nominate a
supplier of choice to pay their
charges to.  This is a more demo-
cratic environment, and allows
the public to support green tech-
nologies directly. If any subsidies
are required, the consumer can
choose to shoulder some of it.

In order to achieve commercial
viability, wind and solar must
compete with coal, and the holy
grail of engineers is to achieve
parity at US$ 1/watt of power.

Wind turbines have achieved par-
ity and are being implemented on
a large commercial scale. Den-
mark produces 20 per cent of its
electricity by wind power.

Solar thermal generation     concen-
trates the sun’s radiation with a
field of mirrors which are made to
track the sun across the sky.  Con-
centrated by several magnitudes,
thermal heat is stored in a fluid
which then evaporates to drive
generating turbines.  Because tur-
bines are large items of equipment,
solar thermal plants are mostly
built over large tracts of desert.

Solar voltaic power:  Previously
cells had been made from high
purity silicon crystals, which had
to be grown, sawed and doped.
Costs were four times greater than
coal generation.

Newer technologies include

Wind and sun power

Grid management

HiroshimaHiroshimaHiroshimaHiroshimaHiroshima
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tive programme to retrofit existing
petrol vehicles. It may require ac-
tive government encouragement
to make a meaningful impact in
10 years.

Petrol stations can install large
batteries of 1 Megawatt capacity,
charge these with wind turbines
of photo voltaic panels and give a
ten-minute charge to full electric
cars.

It is my contention that growth of
these industries to move the world
slowly away from escalating oil
prices can provide the engine of
growth for the next 50 years.

To sum up, we need a game-
changing plan to convert our fos-
sil fuel based civilisation into a
more diversified energy consum-
ing entity, producing less carbon
dioxide, and less subject to the vi-
cissitudes of social/political mo-
nopoly situations.  Hydrocarbon
fuels can still be reserved for
chemical and fertiliser manufac-
ture.

In this regard, the sun’s energy is
limitless and is distributed over
the whole surface of the earth.
This can make possible a more
democratic vehicle of wealth cre-
ation.

Technologies to exploit this
source of energy await ramping
up to mass production.  By devel-
oping a multi-pronged strategy,
using wind, solar, bio-fuel, and
even nuclear energy, and devel-
oping high-density long-life stor-
age batteries, we can avoid an es-
calation of the economic storms
that lie ahead and slowly move to
an era of unlimited prosperity.

vacuum-deposited wafers and
even photo-sensitive nano-ink
printed on flexible substrates at
above 100 ft/minute. These can
bring manufacturing costs down
to less than US$1/watt, but these
cells need to feed into grids, and
will require inverters to convert
DC to AC as well as transformers
and electronic controls, which
may add another US$1/watt to
installation costs.

Wafers can provide higher effi-
ciency ( 30 per cent plus), and the
thin film cells attain only 18 per
cent efficiency.  But where land is
already paid for, they are competi-
tive, and it is not impossible to en-
vision whole cities covered with
such cells.

Storage devices make wind and
solar more applicable; flywheels,
insulated heated oil storage tanks
and even pumped storage reser-
voirs are used.  These devices
have limited applicability, and
more portable devices are needed.

Lead acid batteries have been
used in vehicles for almost 100
years, but they cannot endure
deep cycle discharges, are heavy
and do not last long.

Lithium batteries have been
made available for portable com-
puters, but such storages are 10
times more expensive than lead/
acid, and initially, they can
overheat and catch fire.  Newer
devices with more stable chem-
istry such as lithium-iron-phos-
phate have been developed.
GM’s plug-in electric Volt and
Japanese mild hybrids are loom-
ing in our rear-view mirrors, as
the pressure to limit CO2 and

C o n c l u s i o n

other pollutants mounts.

Newer chemistries such as the
lithium-sulfur battery with charge
densities of 300w/kg – meaning
that it will now be possible to have
a 50 kg battery power an all elec-
tric car over a distance of 200km -
are in developers’ experimental
works. Such research can still be
subsidised as part of pump-prim-
ing economic activities and our
government can cut import duties
for such vehicles.

Internal combustion engines
(ICE) have been with us almost
a hundred years.  They need to
suddenly accelerate and brake
and operate at variable speeds,
often idling in traffic jams.
Petrol engines seldom attain
more than 25 per cent efficiency,
even with fuel injection and
compressor boosted air inlets.
Diesels may attain 30 per cent
efficiency because of higher
compression ratios, but by the
same token, must be more robust
and limited to larger engine
sizes. Replacing them with elec-
tric, plug-in hybrid or mild hy-
brids can achieve reductions in
fossil emissions, even if electric
supplies come from power sta-
tions but these have efficiencies
of over 40 per cent because of
constant speeds of turbines and
co-generation.

It is anticipated that mass produc-
tion models will come online be-
ginning from 2010, but even so,
the number of gas guzzlers on the
roads still number in the millions.
Andrew Grove, ex-chairman of
Intel, is a passionate fan of elec-
tric vehicles and advocates an ac-

Energy storage

Replacing the internal
combustion engine
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his Penang Hokkien phrase comes to mind
wherever I drive in Penang. The same thing
always happens: drivers will be ‘cutting
in’ left, right and centre with complete dis-

regard for anyone’s safety - not even their own!

It seems to be a matter of one metre or less, just that
they must be in front of the driver behind them or
else they might ‘lose face’ for reasons beyond my
understanding. Maybe because I’m a driver who
believes in safe, defensive driving and prefers to get
to my destination even if a bit late rather than not at
all.

I came to the conclusion the other night, on the way
home, that many of these pushy, stressed out, bossy
drivers were more afraid of losing face, being ‘out-
done’, than they were of death or of bashing up other
people’s cars as well as their own. The expense and
consequent red tape is nothing to them - much less
the loss of life and limb even if its their own.

The irony of the paradox runs through all things
allegedly Malaysian. This inability to think logically
and comprehend the connection between cause, ef-
fect and end consequence seems to have reached
epidemic proportions. It should alarm us but the
Malaysian psyche also seems to lack an alarm sys-
tem.

Instead, this apparent idiosyncrasy that disables
logical and reasonable thinking is lauded by some
as a ‘virtue’. Something they are proud of.

The ‘double-triple-parking-on-a-narrow- road’ syn-
drome is a typical example. It appears as if people
would rather risk a RM30-RM300 fine than pay 30
sen to park properly and safely in a parking lot just
a few steps away from where they want to go.

The other quite disturbing practice that seems to be
speedily becoming ‘normal’ behavior is the “Datuk-
Datin” syndrome. The attitude that “everybody-has-
to-wait-for me” not surprisingly may give rise to
road rage.

A fine example was seen in Pulau Tikus, one hot
afternoon. There was a traffic jam at the cross road
from Lorong Leandros, the service road in front of
Bellissa Row (a row of up-market shops and restau-
rants) and the main road, Jalan Burma.

The cause of the jam? A well-dressed young woman
in her big expensive car stopping just in front of a

SOCIAL BEHAVIOUR

Kia-Su Boh Kia-Si O!
Afraid to lose face, not afraid to die! -
The perils of driving in Malaysia

by Stoplookgo
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stall at the corner to buy the deep
fried snack we call eu char koay.
She parked the car virtually in the
middle of the road and got out,
apparently oblivious to the line of
cars behind her that were unable
to overtake because of the heavy
traffic turning into Lorong
Leandros and the service road
from the main road.

Those turning in and going out
couldn’t move because her car
was parked too far out for them to
avoid hitting her car or the cars
parked at the side of Lorong
Leandros, which is quite narrow.
Cars  coming out of that road were
also stuck behind her car.

She took at least 10 minutes choos-
ing and buying her eu char koay as
if nothing had happened,  oblivi-
ous to the major traffic snarl
caused by her thoughtlessness.
When she had finished buying,
she got into the car and drove off
without a backward glance.

What was in her head? This may
be a serious case of the “Datuk-
Datin” complex that can arise
when people suffer from possible
lack of attention. Driving a big up-
market car didn’t do enough for
her.

It is also not unusual to find, when
driving in slow-moving traffic,
that the driver just behind you will
do his or her utmost to overtake,
simply to be two inches in front of
you. I wonder what the big deal
is? This kind of behaviour seems
to have infected drivers who rush
towards traffic lights in order to
be in front of others when the
lights turn red and they have to
stop.  Inevitably, you end up com-

ing to a gradual un-hurried stop
right behind them.

Some drivers seem to like imper-
sonating motorcyclists or are un-
der the illusion that they are
riding motorbikes when they are
driving a car. The size of their car
is totally irrelevant to them. These
exhibit the kiasu mind-set by weav-
ing in and out, changing lanes at
every opportunity to go ‘faster’.
The irony is they could end up in
the wrong lane from the direction
in which they intend going, and
if the traffic flow doesn’t allow
them to get where they want to –
bad luck!  Yet these, ‘geniuses’
will endanger others by suddenly
forcing their way into the path of
the on-coming traffic, making il-
legal and dangerous manoeuvres
to change direction.

‘Lane busters’ and ‘jammers’ suf-
fer a lack of logic and common-
sense. These are the ones who
think that by creating extra traffic
lanes from those already marked
on the road, they will get to their
destination faster. They fail to see
that by doing this it merely slows
everyone down and causes traffic
to  jam up and come to a stand-
still. This often happens at the
Penang Bridge toll-gate when traf-
fic flow is heavy and slow and a
few ‘bright sparks’ give way to
compulsive impatience.

‘Honkers’ are another kind of
road irritation. Honking seems to
have become a habit for them. This
sort bang on their horns for little
or no reason whatsoever. When
traffic lights turn green, it takes a
few seconds for the car to pick-up,
but hardly half a second need pass
when the ‘honker’ makes himself/
herself known to all and sundry.
It is understandable if drivers

honk in circumstances where they
feel they need to warn other road
users of their approach, but
honking to harass others is totally
rude and uncivilised.

In contrast to these ‘odd-balls’,
there are the ‘sleepies’ who hav-
ing stopped at a red traffic light,
have to be ‘woken–up’ when the
light turns green. To be cautious
is a road virtue. But if you are re-
ally sleepy, please don’t drive as
it endangers others apart from
yourself.

Many drivers seem to suffer from
‘indicatoritis’. This disease dis-
ables the ability to indicate or sig-
nal when turning left, right, start-
ing to move out from the side of
the road or over-taking. The driv-
ers suffering from this seem un-
der the delusion that other road
users and drivers can read their
minds. This infection seems to
have reached epidemic propor-
tions as so many Malaysian driv-
ers frequently show symptoms of
the disease and live under the im-
pression that we are a nation of
‘mind-readers’. ‘Indicatoritis’, like
many other traffic diseases, can
end in DEATH!

Some drivers think it ‘cool’ to
drive as if they are not in control
of their vehicles. They don’t
know how to slow down when
approaching a junction, a poten-
tial obstacle, or when turning.
Another type of odd behavior is
to accelerate when approaching
an obstacle or a slower moving
vehicle backing out at right
angles to the road ahead. The
idea here seems to be to squeeze
into the remaining space that
hasn’t yet been occupied by the
vehicle that is backing out with-
out slowing down. They would

Stranger than fiction
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be less stressed out if they simply
stopped and politely allowed the
vehicle backing out to complete
its manoeuvres and then safely
continue on their way. Blood
pressure need not shoot up!

The kiasu attitude is clearly seen
in drivers following a slow-mov-
ing vehicle. Frequently, as soon as
you indicate that you are about to
overtake a slower moving vehicle
such as a lorry or bus that you are
following, you can be absolutely
sure that someone from behind
will immediately accelerate to
overtake at that very moment you
are going to pull out from behind
the slow-moving vehicle.

There seems to be an insane fear
that they will be ‘doomed’ to fol-
low the slow-moving vehicle if
they allow you to overtake it first.
All I can say is, they ‘doom’ them-
selves to such a fate.

In reality, it is safer to overtake
when there’s no one coming in the
opposite direction or behind you,
especially when you are on the
highway.

Then there are the tail-gaters and
‘bum kissers’. These love driving
bumper-to-bumper without any
safe braking-space. They seem to
like courting legal action. Perhaps
they hope to collect court awards
in so-called compensation or they
enjoy gambling for money from
their insurers. These are another
category of road irritants that may
cause road-rage and avoidable
pile-ups. Contrary to the impres-
sion they may have, hitting an-
other vehicle from behind is usu-
ally legally unfavourable to them
as it is up to the driver behind to
keep a safe distance from the ve-
hicle ahead.

A number of drivers subscribe to
“Hollywood” or “Bollywood”
driving, in which they think they
are acting in a car-chase scene,
where they may cause much de-
struction, inevitable injury and
possible death. Currently, such
dangerous drivers appear to be
only occasionally curbed by law
enforcement authorities despite
the obvious danger they pose to
the public at large.

Moreover, certain drivers appear
to give more thought to their imag-
ined ‘coolness’ as in the movies
than to road safety. Symptoms of
this mentality are seen in ‘souped-
up’ cars with under chassis-light-
ing and blinding bluish-white
headlights switched on at full
beam when driving at night in a
built-up area with road lighting.

These motorists characteristically
speed in highly populated areas,
not only endangering pedestrians
and other road users but also serv-
ing to blind other drivers with
those glaring bluish-white head-
lights. To do this seems to have
become the ‘fashion’ in Penang –
perhaps one of the reasons for the
potentially high traffic accident
rates. Late evenings and nights
seem to be the time when some
drivers throw all road safety rules
to the wind. Perhaps the moon has
a bad effect on them.

Others imagine they are qualified
for Formula One and are actually
participating in a Grand Prix out-
side the Sepang race track. The
‘go’ signal at the traffic lights
means they have to ‘win’ by all
means, forgetting all safety and
traffic rules. How they acquired

driving licences in the first place
is beyond me. Some even ignore
red lights.

Wonder what someone like
Michael Schumacher or Fernando
Alonso would think of this. If you
knew anything about Formula
One drivers, you would be aware
that these highly qualified experts
who test cars for safety are the
greatest advocates of road safety
and adhere strictly to traffic regu-
lations in their countries. Formula
One drivers rarely get into trouble
on a normal road.

The different example of such
‘psycho-driving’ egged on by the
kiasu attitude are so numerous
that it is impossible to list them
all in a single article. I have seen
so many instances of such sui-
cidal lunacy that seems to be taken
as normal driving practice in Ma-
laysia and which, in a weird way,
our people are extremely proud of
exhibiting to the world. It is like
hailing vehicular lunatics as na-
tional heroes of our time! No won-
der the ‘Mat Rempit’ and ‘vigilan-
tes’ run wild in this country.

Maybe the Federal Government,
Transport Ministry, Commercial
Vehicle Licensing Board(CVLB)
and Police don’t mind Malaysia
having such a notorious interna-
tional reputation!

Still, ordinary Penangites typi-
cally will carry on with a shrug of
their shoulders, shake of their
heads and continue mumbling,
“Kiasu Boh Kiasi O!…” Our indis-
cipline and willful ignorance con-
tinues as we keep our daydreams
of achieving ‘developed’ country
status, blaming God, Fate, Luck,
other people and whatever else for
our self-made tragedies.

007, Formula One and
Tokyo/KL Drift…?
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Aliran is appalled at the deter-
mined effort of the police to stop a
peaceful campaign mounted by
Jerit to raise awareness of issues
such as food shortages, environ-
mental problems, draconian laws
and the financial crisis. In a
unique way, Jerit is highlighting
these very important issues affect-
ing the great majority of our citi-
zens by getting two teams of cy-
clists to “Ride for Change”.

Both these teams took off simulta-
neously – one from Johor Bahru
and the other from Alor Setar on 3
December 2008. It would have
taken them 16 days to reach Kuala
Lumpur on 18 December 2008
where both the teams would con-
verge and proceed to Parliament
House to deliver a six-point
memorandum to Prime Minister
Datuk Seri Abdullah Ahmad
Badawi and Opposition Leader
Datuk Seri Anwar Ibrahim.

Why are the police in a frenzy to

frustrate this attempt in such a
serious manner? Why is this en-
deavour by peaceful means
viewed as if it posed a threat to
the peace of the nation? Why are
so many police personnel and ve-
hicles used when crime is so ram-
pant and needs urgent attention
all over the country?

What is bewildering is the fact that
in spite of having informed the
Inspector-General of Police Tan
Sri Musa Hassan of this “Ride for
Change” programme, these ha-
rassments, intimidations and ar-
rests have taken place on a daily

basis in a routine manner. There
has also been an allegation of
sexual assault which allegedly
resulted in the breasts of a partici-
pant being groped. The police as
an institution have not lived up
to the expectations of the public
as a moral guardian looking after
our safety and well-being.

People are wondering why can’t
the police put in as much enthu-
siasm and determination in going
after the criminals who have be-
come the bane of society with
crimes escalating to worrying lev-
els. Snatch thefts, murders, house-
breaking, robberies, kidnappings,
and rapes have become daily oc-
currences in our country simply
because the police are no longer
perceived as being effective in
combating crime.

Why are the police hell-bent in
wanting to stop this peaceful cam-
paign which is undertaken on
behalf of the people and for the
good of the people? Where is the
threat and who is being threatened
by this endeavour that is aimed at
compelling the Barisan Govern-
ment to focus on the real issues
affecting the rakyat instead of in-
dulging in politics to perpetuate
their power. So many police re-

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

Go after the criminals



Aliran Monthly : Vol.28(11/12) Page 17

ports have been lodged with re-
gard to corruption, abuse of
power, violations of human rights,
and disregard for rule of law, but
why have the police not dis-
played as much enthusiasm in
trying to solve all these griev-
ances?

So far 23 arrests have taken place
involving the team from the South
and 53 arrests involving the team
from the North. On each occasion
those arrested were taken to po-
lice stations for statements to be
recorded and particulars to be
checked before being released.
This has resulted in a lot of time
being wasted - time which could
have been devoted to fighting real
criminals and curbing crime.

It is very unfortunate that the po-
lice are being perceived as the tool
of the ruling party in the way they
conduct themselves. They seem
more intent in going after dissi-
dents and social activists to en-
sure the power of the BN rather
than tackling crime and criminals
to make the country safe for the
ordinary citizens.. This police con-
duct is definitely not acceptable
to the people in a democracy.

We are going through, in the
words of the Greek poet,
Aeschylus, “one of the periods of
hope and endeavour which now
and again light up the dark pages

of history”. Clearly there are Ma-
laysians who will not be brow-
beaten to submission but will on
the other hand stand up for jus-
tice and what is right. These brave
cyclists will complete their jour-
ney on behalf of the people and
the memorandum will surely be
delivered to the Prime Minister
and the Leader of the Opposition
on 18 December 2008.

If the police resort to brutal means
to stop this endeavour. which
provides hope for change, then we
will have to ensure that there is a
change in the government in the
next general election to put a stop
to this unhealthy behaviour of the
police and teach the BN a lesson
that there is a limit to their undemo-
cratic rule. The dark pages of his-
tory will not dominate our lives
forever.

P Ramakrishnan
President

11 December 2008

It is exactly one year since the
Hindraf Five have been detained
under spurious charges of having
links with the Tamil Tigers of Sri
Langka. The Barisan Nasional
Government has had one whole
year to substantiate this allegation

and lay to rest their case in this
sordid affair. But, to date, no evi-
dence has been produced to con-
vince doubting citizens that the
government had not lied about
this allegation.
In the absence of any proof, the
government’s claim remains
merely an allegation. That being
the case, there is no justification
whatsoever for holding them un-
der the ISA. Their continued de-
tention would be cruel, unjust and
unwarranted.

Aliran calls upon the BN govern-
ment to free the Hindraf Five im-
mediately as atonement for per-
petuating a cruel and unjust act.
Aliran also calls upon the govern-
ment to immediately release all the
other ISA detainees and close
down the Kamunting Detention
Centre, which has become a na-
tional shame.

Aliran ExecutiveCommittee
13 December 2008

Aliran is alarmed that the Barisan
Nasional is in the final stages of
negotiations that would allow
Sime Darby to acquire a stake in
the National Heart Institute (IJN).
Since the negotiations are in the
final stages, it would mean that
the deal has been in progress for

Free the Hindraf Five:
Unfounded allegation

of terror links

Have a heart:
D o n ’ t  p r i vatise IJN
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some time. But the public has been
kept in the dark as though they
have no interest in IJN.

Aliran takes objection that the
BN is unable to carry out
privatisation projects in an open
and transparent manner thus
deliberately denying the public
from putting across their views.
Since the privatisation of this
healthcare facility is going to
affect the public, especially eco-
nomically disadvantaged
groups, in a big way, shouldn’t
there be more debate and discus-
sion so that public interest will
not be sacrificed?

Privatisation means greed and
profit for the corporate world
while it means deprivation and
denial of quality healthcare for
the poor. Privatisation means
escalating costs which will put
this facility beyond the reach of
disadvantaged groups.This has
been the sad story of our
privatisation – giving in to the
rich and depriving the poor.

The BN is allowing an essential
service, which should be made
available to all and sundry, to be
turned into a business venture
that will cater to the needs of the
privileged.

We have no faith in whatever as-
surance that is being dished out
stating that the needs of the poor
will be taken care of. Ultimately it
will be nothing more than charity
given to the limited few while the
large majority will be languishing
in their misery.

Aliran calls upon the BN govern-
ment to have a heart and stop the
privatisation of this essential
health care facility. There is no

valid reason to turn IJN into a busi-
ness concern serving the rich.

P Ramakrishnan
President

19 December 2008

The great thing about the results
of the Kuala Trengganu by-elec-
tion is that the old politics of the
Barisan Nasional will no longer
work.  The past winning formula
— money, media and machinery
— could not woo the voters to
throw in their support for the BN.

The BN poured in money in the
millions to tantalise the voters; it
mobilised both the federal and
state machinery to mount an ag-
gressive campaign; it had the
solid support of the pliant media
to give the widest one-sided cov-
erage.  This was the winning for-
mula the BN had consistently re-
sorted to in the past with great
success.  But this time it did not
work in its favour.

In fact, this formula was an utter
failure in the March 8 general elec-
tion.  This same formula failed to
make a difference in the Permatang
Pauh by-election when the BN

Is the BN becoming
i r r e l e v a n t ?

was given a drubbing.  And for
the third time in ten months, the
old formula of money politics
failed to deliver the votes for the
BN.

Money politics has definitely lost
its allure and the voters cannot be
enticed into voting for the BN
solely on goodies given and prom-
ised even more if they were to win
the election.

Even fear tactics of dire conse-
quences should the BN be rejected
did not make any impression on
the voters.

By now, the BN must be throughly
lost and confused.  And deserv-
edly so!

If the BN fails to abandon its poli-
tics that has kept the people apart;
if it doesn’t discard its unfair poli-
cies that reward its cronies and
punish its critics; if it doen’t
openly condemn the extremists
among its midst; if it doesn’t re-
ject the bigots who destroy our
harmony and unity, then it is
doomed to become irrelevant to
Malaysian politics.

P Ramakrishnan
President

21 January 2009
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alaysia’s two million In-
dians, who make up less
than 8 per cent of the
population today have

been largely sidelined by the NEP
policy since 1971. Once tradition-
ally very staunch supporters of the
ruling Barisan National, the ma-
jority of them have switched
camps following years of
grassroots agitation concerning
their neglect under the NEP, the
demolition of historical temples
and some sensitive religious is-
sues.

We thank the Government for the
immediate halt to temple demoli-
tion and the positive attention
given to religious rights made pos-
sible after the outlawed Hindu
Action Force (Hindraf) took to the
streets with an unexpected turn-
out of some 30,000 Indian Malay-
sian supporters in November
2007.

Nearly 85 per cent of Indian Ma-
laysians are ethnic Tamils, about
70 per cent of them are descen-
dants of plantation workers. Of
the 8 per cent of Malaysians who
are Indians, 80 per cent of them
are Hindus, 15 per cent Muslims
among whom are Tamils and

Malayalees who have wangled
their way into the bumiputra pre-
serve.  The rest are Christians,
Sikhs, Gujaratees and others.

Today after 51 years of Indepen-
dence, the Indian definition has
become a metaphor for backward-
ness. Even though the median
family income of Indian Malay-
sians, according to official statis-
tics, is higher than that of  Malays,
certain segments of the Indian
Malaysians live in abject poverty
and form part of the lowest strata
in terms of economic ownership.
The official statistics indicate In-
dians account for only 1.2 per cent
of traded equity since 1971.

According to Hindraf, 15 per cent
of Malaysian juvenile delin-
quents,  50 per cent of all convicts
in prison since 2004 and 41 per
cent of the beggars in 2003 were
Indians. The percentage of Indi-
ans in the civil service fell from 40
per cent in 1957 to less than 2 per
cent in 2005. According to official
records, 30-35 Indians  per
100,000 committed or attempted
to commit suicide annually as
compared to 10-12 Malaysians per
100,000 in 2006. In education they
make up less than 5 per cent of

MARGINALISED COMMUNITY

Indian Malaysians
deserting Pakatan?
It is time the government addresses the root causes of Indian
Malaysian discontentment

by P Sivakumar

MMMMM

Needs of the neglected will beNeeds of the neglected will beNeeds of the neglected will beNeeds of the neglected will beNeeds of the neglected will be
protectedprotectedprotectedprotectedprotected
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the university intake of over
45,000 annually.

The current agitation in Malaysia
by Indians is directed against dis-
crimination and violation of hu-
man rights, which is evident in the
piling up of complaints with
Suhakam. Apart from the eco-
nomic hardships, they have spe-
cific grievances. Their immediate
concern is to be treated equally
and offered business opportuni-
ties and government jobs. This is
where their expectations are un-
derstandably high in the Pakatan
controlled states because they had
thrown in their lot with the
Pakatan Rakyat and provided
their crucial support to vent their
frustrations and demonstrated
their anger for the detention of the
Hindraf leaders without trial un-
der the infamous ISA.

The now outlawed Hindraf as
you can see had provided serious
data and hard facts that had
baffled MIC, the 60-year-old In-
dian political Party. These data
and facts were used to awaken
the Indian ethnic minority in Ma-
laysia regarding the root of their
discontentment.

Many feel that if not for the actions
of Hindraf, the Indian minority
issues would not have received
such an extensive national and in-
ternational attention unheard of
over the last 60 years of the MIC
leadership which by and large
depends on the charity of BN lead-
ership for handouts.

Indian Malaysians are seeking
equality after 51years of Indepen-
dence. The people of the world are
more affluent now. What Malay-
sia needs now is a sacrifice of the

rich and super-rich of all races to
refrain from grabbing everthing
under the NEP and allow the poor
of all races to benefit a little in or-
der to move up and progress.

Pakatan supremo Anwar Ibrahim
to his credit  has pledged to cater
for the needs of the Indians and
all other neglected segments of
our society and that is why he has
won their support perhaps per-
manently. The BN may argue that
the Indians are not a force when it
comes to voting in any constitu-
ency. However the Indians would
be the deciding factor in at least
40 to 50 constituencies s in the
next general elections based on
assumptions from the last general
elections.
.
Thus the Malaysian Indian Busi-
ness Association (MIBA) does not
see many Indians deserting the
Pakatan unless the BN comes up
with something more tangible and
meaningful rather than the same
handouts.
.
The Hindraf Five must be released
unconditionally and they should
be allowed to form a public policy
think tank which will contribute

P Sivakumar is presidentP Sivakumar is presidentP Sivakumar is presidentP Sivakumar is presidentP Sivakumar is president
of the Malaysian Indianof the Malaysian Indianof the Malaysian Indianof the Malaysian Indianof the Malaysian Indian
Business AssociationBusiness AssociationBusiness AssociationBusiness AssociationBusiness Association

to the building of a strong and
progressive Indian Malaysian
community.  Such a think tank
will adopt a  balanced and inclu-
sive approach when addressing
the community’s grievances.

BN leaders cannot avoid the
changing patterns in the
globalised world of today espe-
cially so when a coloured person
has become president of the
United States – something that
was deemed impossible.  If,
Americans can set aside their
prejudices, cross party lines and
elect Barak Obama purely based
on merit, why are we stuck with
our narrow mindedness, bigotry
and unfair policies?  Why can’t
we move on?

It is only proper for Malaysia to
seriously promote a Malaysian
national identity in order to unite
all the people of the land. Malay-
sia, being a founding member of
the Association of South East
Asian Nations signed the Asean
charter on 21 November 2007.
Under the Asean Charter and also
as a member of the UN Human
Rights Council, Malaysia is duty-
bound to promote and protect
human rights irrespective of race,
religion and gender.

In keeping with this moral obli-
gation, the MIBA humbly requests
the Prime Minister of Malaysia to
release all those languishing un-
der the ISA or failing which they
should be tried in a court of law
so that we will be seen as a nation
that honours and respects the rule
of law.

A political awakening

q
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 feel compelled to share
this so that all of us will
know, what and how
this nation can be

viewed as betraying its own citi-
zens. What you are about to read
is without any political motives:
it is written by a normal, sensible,
ordinary family person who has
to put up with all sorts of intimi-
dations by the authorities in this
country.

What is it that drives a person to
take to the streets with candles to
make a statement? Many more
people are asking this question,
even today. Are there no better
things to do? Is it to get attention?
Is it because of need to become
popular? Or is it the desire to es-
cape the daily routine? Is it the fear
of losing one’s freedom? Or is it
concern for the future of our chil-
dren? All the above may be pos-
sible reasons why some of us at-
tended the Abolish ISA vigils
since 12 September 2008.

For me it was about getting rid of
the ISA and concern for the future
of my children - but that’s besides
the point. Whatever reasons
people had for attending the vig-
ils, it’s never about creating dis-
harmony nor causing anybody
inconvenience except for those
who harbour ulterior motives and
fear in their hearts and souls -

which thank goodness did not
come from those participating in
the vigils.

Those who have eyes, let them see
and those who have ears, let them
listen and those who have hearts,

let them feel – the voices of  the
children, teenagers and even se-
nior citizens. They are your nor-
mal brothers and sisters, your
uncles and aunts, your fathers and
mothers, your grandfathers and
grand mothers and your friends,

DEMOCRACY

Betraying the Bangsa Rakyat?
What spurs someone to light a candle? And what drives the
authorities to do what they do?

by Rakyat@work
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the bangsa rakyat of
Malaysia. Are these
the people who plan
to threaten national
security? All these
people ever brought
with them are ONLY
candles, for heavens
sake. Are there any
proven records that
show that these
candles are capable
of inflicting injuries
compared to what
police batons can do? Or are they
capable of upsetting the morality
of the public? What is it that the
authorities are so afraid of?  It is
astonishing what logic and intel-
ligence levels the authority have
to use before drawing their con-
clusions. It is an insult to Malay-
sians and defies common sense.

The rakyat were participating at
the twelfth Sunday vigil despite
the infamous local 911 (9 Nov)
incident in which  no less than 20
people were reportedly detained
ruthlessly and  recklessly – clearly
an injudicious decision by the
authorities. Here we go again, (the
police are working at it) this same
authority now undercover,
equipped with cameras and
camcorders, continues to go
around snapping pictures and
recording all that is taking place
at the vigils. It’s pure intimidation,
some vigil participants feel as if
they were being raped, their pri-
vacy violated! What is all this?

Of course, the participants do not
respond as though they have done
something wrong as some smart
alec wants you to believe. But the
manner these total strangers and

uninvited persons start taking
pictures without any permission
- it just puts people off! Sure, they
are simply employing scare tac-
tics! But isn’t that an infringement
of my personal privacy? These
people are worse than paparazzi.

Sure, the authorities have every
right to take those pictures (for
national security?) and they mean
business in doing so. But the
rakyat have their rights too! Where
is their security? The taxes that
they  have paid for security among
other things is being used for the
exact opposite purpose! If there
are any politicians who have a
heart and believe in God, let him/
her listen and listen well. The
rakyat feel threatened and intimi-
dated too, Yes, they do, by our own
police force. What are you going
to do about it, Mr/Ms Big talk -
big-time politicians or policy mak-
ers?

Where and what are the rakyat’s
rights? The authorities will say
it’s anywhere between the lock-up
to the ISA under our laws which
are so flexible in accommodating
every charge – even those that can-
not be justified or proven. This
may sound like a joke initially,
but over time it is not. Everyone
does make mistakes, and so they

are punished but
what about the po-
lice? What kind of
system do we have
here? What justice is
there to explain to
children and parents
that this candle
could land someone
in jail or - one never
knows - detained un-
der the ISA. They are
paying a heavy price
- and much, much

more for trying to be free and just
citizens of Malaysia.

They are proud to be Malaysians;
the rakyat intend to stay this way
and no other force will make them
think otherwise. The bangsa
rakyat only urges the government
and people in authority to help
the rakyat like us to believe that
this is a free, democratic country
and that words can only be
proven through beneficial AC-
TION; so stop harassing the
people. They do not  have to say
that this government betrayed the
Bangsa Rakyat of Malaysia.

I started with the question: What
spurs someone to light a candle?
You now know the answer. My
other question now is what drives
the authorities to do what they
do? I wonder…

I can only pray that the Bangsa
Rakyat will be be set free from the
brutal actions that have been
planned, if any; that the authori-
ties exercise due fairness; that they
are able to instil trust and confi-
dence back to society, that they
start believing that the Bangsa
Rakyat love and care for this coun-
try is no less than that of our
present or past politicians and
policy makers.

Proud to be
M a l a y s i a n

q
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hat we are witnessing
these last two weeks is a
carnage involving inno-
cent people: children,

women and those who have no
quarrel with either the Israelis or
Hamas. These are people who
want to be left alone to carry on
with their miserable lives in the
crowded and congested hell
called Gaza.

They have been subjected to the
worst kind of existence for long
periods of time without electricity
and water, without food and
medicine, without freedom to
move about. They have been con-
trolled and subjucated in the cru-
elest form merely to exist in an area
choking with 1.5 million refugees
without any hope or dream.

Their borders are sealed and es-
sential food and medicine cannot
pass through freely to feed the
hungry and treat the sick and the
wounded.

It has been a living hell for these
people.

One would have thought that
people who had lived through the
horrors of the holocaust would not
subject others to suffer and die
miserably. But we are mistaken to
have believed so.

We are disappointed that the
world community has allowed
this situation to continue so long.

We are disappointed that the
world community has not found
a solution to the Middle East prob-
lem during the last 60 years. In
spite of the rhetoric and pompous
pronouncements in the UN from
time to time, the problem has been
left to drag on without an end in
sight.

We are disappointed with the
Muslim countries for not helping
these miserable people at Gaza in
any meaningful way. If only they
could absorb these people and
provide shelter and home, their
lives would have been made
easier and the congestion in Gaza
would have eased so that those
left in Gaza wouldn’t have to go
through hell on a daily basis.

Why doesn’t Egypt open up its
frontiers so that the much needed
food and medicine could get
through?

How would all the protests and
demonstrations in these Muslim
countries help to ease the pain
and misery of the people in Gaza?

We need to do something concrete
and tangible. These people truly
deserve all the help they can get.

Israel’s ruthless aerial bombard-
ments and land invasion that
have brought about death and
destruction must be condemned
in no uncertain terms. This has
resulted in the loss of nearly 800

lives; thousands more have been
wounded seriously and maimed
for life. Women and children have
not been spared. People have
been terrorized and traumatised
in ways that are difficult to for-
give.

Israel must know that in a con-
gested place like Gaza it is not
possible to pick its targets with-
out killing the innocent.  Gaza is
a place where you cannot run
away or hide from danger. They
are so exposed and so vulnerable.

Hamas must also share part of the
blame for giving Israel the excuse
to launch on this onslaught. By
firing rockets, however justified
and for whatever reason, they
have contributed to this on-
slaught. It may be a nationalistic
reaction, it may be a patriotic duty
to fire those rockets but what has
been gained? Is it worth the cost
the innocent people are paying?

Israel and Palestine must learn to
live side by side as two indepen-
dent and sovereign states their
borders and safety guaranteed by
peace keeping international
forces. There is no choice for ei-
ther of them.

In the wise words of Nehru, “The
only alternative to coexistence is
co-destruction.

We either live in peace or choose
to be blown into pieces.

INTERNATIONAL

Coexistence or co-destruction?

WWWWW

Israel and Palestine must learn to live side by side

by P Ramakrisnan
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oday the world stands
shocked and aghast at
Israel’s cold-blooded
massacre of Palestinians

in Gaza.  This calls for an imme-
diate response from the interna-
tional community.  The rest of the
world cannot watch idly while
this tragedy unfolds.  It must speak
out strongly against this holo-
caust and take immediate action.
No longer can nations stand in
muted silence against this sense-
less and dastardly Israeli aggres-
sion against the Palestinians.

The annexation of PalestinianThe annexation of PalestinianThe annexation of PalestinianThe annexation of PalestinianThe annexation of Palestinian
territory & the oppression of itsterritory & the oppression of itsterritory & the oppression of itsterritory & the oppression of itsterritory & the oppression of its
peoplepeoplepeoplepeoplepeople

It is clear that for decades, Israel’s
Zionist policy has relentlessly re-
mained focused on the annexation
and subjugation of Palestinian
territory and the oppression of its
people.  It is an outrage that the
world ignores at its peril.  Israel
claims that the present war in
Gaza is being carried out to bring
an end to the rocket and missile
attacks by Hamas militants.  This
is the “reason” given for their re-
lentless attack by air, sea and land
on the residents of Gaza.

The subjugation of Gaza sinceThe subjugation of Gaza sinceThe subjugation of Gaza sinceThe subjugation of Gaza sinceThe subjugation of Gaza since
the “Truce” of 2006the “Truce” of 2006the “Truce” of 2006the “Truce” of 2006the “Truce” of 2006

The machinations of Israel since
the “truce”of 2006 between Israel

and Hamas have provided clear
evidence of Israel’s true inten-
tions.  What the world has wit-
nessed is the continued subjuga-
tion of Gaza and its people who
continue to live under Israeli oc-
cupation.  The Palestinians of
Gaza live with the daily reality of
an Israeli blockade.  Free move-
ment in and out of Gaza is pre-
vented.  Several Hamas members
includingdemocratically elected
members of Parliament have been
arrested, and others live under the
constant threat of further arrests.
All manner of restrictions have
been imposed on essential house-
hold items, food and medical sup-
plies, and the supply of water and
electricity is totally controlled by
Israel.  Such is the suffering and
hardship experienced by the cou-
rageous and resilient Palestinians

INTERNATIONAL

The Carnage in Gaza
An immediate world response is needed now

by R N Bhupalan

TTTTT

in Gaza.

Palestinian resistance againstPalestinian resistance againstPalestinian resistance againstPalestinian resistance againstPalestinian resistance against
Israelil oppressionIsraelil oppressionIsraelil oppressionIsraelil oppressionIsraelil oppression

Israel often draws attention to the
firing of rockets into Israel by
Hamas supporters during the pe-
riod of the so-called truce.  On the
other hand, the constant oppres-
sion of the Palestinians by the Is-
raelis is ignored by Israel and its
powerfully ally the United States.
More than 1,000 Palestinians
have been killed in the past two
years as compared to six deaths
on the Israeli side.  In these cir-
cumstances, can there be any jus-
tification for the present carnage?
Let it not be forgotten that Israel
has been for some time the most
powerful nation in the region.  It
possesses a military power with
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a huge arsenal of the most sophis-
ticated weaponry including guns,
tanks, missiles and bombs sup-
plied by the US.  Its army, navy
and air force are the most well-
trained in the region.  Further-
more, Israel is the only nuclear
power in the region.

Israel ignores UN ResolutionsIsrael ignores UN ResolutionsIsrael ignores UN ResolutionsIsrael ignores UN ResolutionsIsrael ignores UN Resolutions
and world opinionand world opinionand world opinionand world opinionand world opinion

Israel’s arrogance and total disre-
gard of UN resolutions is strength-
ened by the unfailing support of
the US.  Regardless of world opin-
ion in support of the Palestinian
firm determination to be free of
Israel’s domination, Israel seeks
to impose and perpetuate even
greater oppression on the Pales-
tinian people in blatant disregard
of the rule of law in clear viola-
tion of the explicit prescriptions
of the Geneva Convention.

Heavy civilian casualties in GazaHeavy civilian casualties in GazaHeavy civilian casualties in GazaHeavy civilian casualties in GazaHeavy civilian casualties in Gaza

The savage attacks on Gaza so far
have taken the lives of more than
1,000 people with women and
children making up about 30 per
cent of the fatal casualties.  More
than 3,000 others have suffered
serious injuries of various kinds.
It must be stressed that these have
for the most part been civilianciviliancivilianciviliancivilian ca-
sualties giving lie to the Israeli
claim that strikes have only been
directed at Hamas targets.  That
is a ludicrous claim given that
Gaza is a densely populated area
inhabited by ordinary Palestin-
ians attempting to get on with their
lives under near intolerable con-
ditions.

Media spin of disinformationMedia spin of disinformationMedia spin of disinformationMedia spin of disinformationMedia spin of disinformation
and propagandaand propagandaand propagandaand propagandaand propaganda

The indiscriminate offensive

bombing and artillery attacks
have turned Gaza into a battle-
field where the carnage continues.
Israel with the support of the US
continues with its media spin of
disinformation and propaganda
with a view to influencing world
opinion.  Israeli air, sea and land
attacks continue with impunity.
And with it occurs the callous de-
struction of lives, UN schools,
mosques, buildings for refugees,
transport for humanitarian food,
as well as medical, water and elec-
tricity supplies.  All this is done
with stark savagery and in total
disregard of basic humanitarian
considerations.

A concentration camp in GazaA concentration camp in GazaA concentration camp in GazaA concentration camp in GazaA concentration camp in Gaza

The situation of the Palestinians
have frequently been compared to
that of the Jews in Nazi German
concentration camps. Israel has
shown to the world that it is emu-
lating the policies and actions of
Nazi Germany.  Forgotten is the
extermination of six million Jews.

The civilised nations of the worldThe civilised nations of the worldThe civilised nations of the worldThe civilised nations of the worldThe civilised nations of the world
must act nowmust act nowmust act nowmust act nowmust act now

This human catastrophe demands

that the world and all its people
stand united and firm in its com-
mitment to fight for justice for the
1.5 million Palestinians in Gaza
in the face of the Israeli onslaught.
What do the Palestinians have to
defend themselves?  Just rockets
and missiles which reflect their
spirited and heroic resistance
against Israeli oppression but
which alas are no match against
the military might of Israel.
Israel’s actions in the past 40
years and the present unfolding
carnage in Gaza call for an imme-
diate response from the UN and
all civilised nations.  The Pales-
tinians are engaged in a life and
death struggle for freedom and for
their own homeland.  They no
longer have to seek justification
for their struggle for freedom,
equality, peace and unity.
People all over the world have
come out strongly in support of
the Palestinians and such ef-
forts must be intensified.  The
quest for an independent Pales-
tinian state must not be derailed
by Israel and the US.  History
must record that the world has
responded to the Palestinians
in their life-time struggle to es-
tablish their own state. q
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he liberal conscience is a rather peculiar
thing. Right now, as Gaza is being bombed
to oblivion yet again, liberals the world over
are wrestling with their own consciences

instead. Faced with the reality of a colonial state
that is bent on grabbing more land for itself and
which has systematically aided and abetted the cre-
ation of illegal settlements all over the occupied ter-
ritories, liberals are still unsure of what to do, what
to say and what stand to take.

We see this happening around us all the time. In
cyberspace one encounters the response of the liber-
als time and again: They say and write things like
“Yes, we know that what the Israelis are doing is
wrong, but doesn’t Hamas have rockets too?” or
“Yes, we know that Palestinians have been killed
but haven’t Israelis too?” or “Yes, we know that Is-
rael is expanding its territory more and more, but
didn’t Israel exist in the past and haven’t the Israe-
lis the right to rebuild their nation?”

Much of this confusion stems from a skewered and
manipulated understanding of history and an mis-
understanding about what history can and should
do for you. So in an attempt to assuage the tender
liberal conscience and to show just why these liber-
als need to take a stand now, let us revisit the his-
tory of the region and more importantly understand
what the discourse of history is all about.

History is a record of facts and all the discourse of
history does and can do is remind us of the paths
that we have taken and the actions that have brought
us to where we are today. A discourse that is forever
recounted after the fact, history does not have the
agency to compel, rationalise or justify our actions
in the immediate present. I emphasise this for the
simple reason that we tend to assume a continuity
of historical agency over time and a continuity of

responsibilities over time that is simply not there: A
German child born today is simply not responsible
for the crimes of Hitler and the Nazis of the past,
and for no reason can any young German citizen
today be held accountable for the past of his/her
country; any more than a young Brit is responsible
for the British Empire.

Yet Israeli expansionism – which in reality has been
nothing more than systematic colonisation – has
been justified precisely on the grounds of such his-
torical continuity, as if an Israeli born today is en-
titled to enjoy the rights and entitlements of Jews
who lived thousands of years ago.

Now one does not and cannot deny the historical
existence of the historical Jewish kingdom of King
Solomon and David. Nor would one want to deny
the existence of the kingdom, for that would amount
to a denial and erasure of history. But there has to be
a clear distinction between the historical kingdom
of Solomon and David and the present state of Is-
rael that came into being in 1948. The historical king-
dom of Solomon and David existed at a time when
the very notion of the nation-state did not even
materialise yet; while Israel is a modern nation-state
that was created in the wake of World War Two,
and which has been seen and cast by many as a
result of Europe’s moral debt to the Jews who were
annihilated by the Nazis and Fascists in the 1930s
and 1940s.
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This does not however alter the
fact that the creation of Israel oc-
casioned a terrible moral rupture
among the Palestinians who were
there and the fact that since its
creation in 1948 the
modern state of Israel
has behaved in a man-
ner no different from the
colonial states of Eu-
rope in relation to its
Arab neighbours and
the people of Palestine
in particular. Israel’s
record of colonising the
lands of the Palestin-
ians is a modern fact in
the here-and-now, and
not a historical fact residing in the
ancient past. It is a living reality
in the present and it has led to the
brutal conduct of its troops in their
own colonising efforts we see to-
day.

To defend the modern colonising
state of Israel on historical
grounds would therefore be akin
to saying that just because the
Roman Empire existed then Italy
today has the right to resume her
former glory and conquer half of
Europe and Africa . It would be
like saying that just because the
British and French empires ex-
isted then Britain and France also
possess some historical right to
expand their boundaries again.

Yet this fallacy has yet to be de-
bunked for the rot that it really is.
Should the extreme right-wing
Zionist fundamentalists who cur-
rently run the Israeli modern state
get their way, then their long term
aim would be to re-create in mod-
ern times what was an archaic
historical kingdom whose borders
extend all the way into Jordan,
Syria, Lebanon, Palestine and
Arabia. The Liberal conscience

that may have been persuaded by
the bogus historical claims of Zi-
onist propagandists and apolo-
gists should therefore see this for
what it is: nothing more than a

longing and justification for Em-
pire and empire-building at its
crudest and rawest form.

It is also the duty of the historian
to remind all of us that we are not
and should not be captives to his-
tory and the abuse of the discourse
of history. The historical existence
of the kingdom of Solomon has
never been a matter of contention,
for it is not the historical kingdom
of Solomon and David that is
sending jet fighters to bomb Pal-
estinian schools and hospitals,
sending tanks into the occupied
territories and sending bulldozers
to destroy Palestinian homes.
These atrocities are being commit-
ted by the government of the mod-
ern colonial state of Israel, and it
is the modern colonial state of Is-
rael that deserves to be con-
demned for its colonial ambitions
today.

As the death toll in Gaza mounts
by the hour, there are still faint
Liberal voices around us that be-
moan the violence and deaths on
both sides. We hear and read in

the internet again and again
about the violence of Hamas and
the fact that there have been Israeli
casualties in the fighting as well,
as if the death of a dozen Israelis

can be equated with the
deaths of hundreds of
Palestinians and the
wounding and maiming
of thousands. At times
such as these, liberals
tend to demonstrate an
acute lack of understand-
ing of mathematics and
seem to have trouble
counting…

The most common re-
frain that we get from the liberals
comes in the form of the argument:
“Yes, but doesn’t Hamas have
weapons too and haven’t the Pal-
estinians killed Israelis?”

Here the moral dilemma of the Lib-
eral stems from a misunderstand-
ing of power-relations and parity.
It is based on the idea that killing
is wrong (which many would find
difficulty in arguing against) and
the idea that no attack on civil-
ians is ever justified. Due to the
fact that Hamas and other Pales-
tinian groups have attacked Is-
raeli civilian settlements, the con-
clusion they come to is that all Pal-
estinians are equally guilty.

Let us clear up this confusion by
raising a few questions ourselves
and pointing to a few facts:

Firstly, let us remember that many
of the attacks on Israeli civilian
settlements were also focused on
illegal settlements that have been
universally condemned by the UN
and practically every civilised
country in the world. It is a fore-
gone conclusion that no country
on the planet would welcome the

The question of parity



Aliran Monthly : Vol.28(11/12) Page 29

intrusion of any other foreign
power, and that any nation that
has been deprived of its territory
would retaliate. (In fact, not to do
so would be unnatural and illogi-
cal.) How then can those Israelis
who have settled in illegal settle-
ments, built on stolen land, expect
to be left in peace? And how can
these illegal settlers continue to
wonder why they are being at-
tacked? The incredulity of these
illegal settlers is astounding, and
akin to a situation where a thief
wonders why his victim is fight-
ing back…

Secondly, let us look at the ques-
tion of parity. The fact is that there
is NO parity between the trained
colonial army of Israel and the ir-
regular forces that have been as-
sembled by the Palestinians. One
can be in a genuine moral di-
lemma if both the Israelis and Pal-
estinians possess the same mili-
tary might and armed power; and
we would be faced by a moral di-
lemma if – and only if – we see
Palestinian jet planes bombing
hospitals and schools in Israel;
Palestinian tanks attacking Tel
Aviv; Palestinian helicopters
strafing the suburbs of Israel and
Palestinian bulldozers smashing
down civilian homes in Israel.

But tell me when did you last see
a Palestinian jet fighter plane, at-
tack helicopter, tank or bulldozer?
The answer is there simply aren’t
any because there is simply no
parity between the Israelis and the
Palestinians.

The delay with which the Liberal
conscience acts is therefore unpar-
donable under the circumstances,
when we are witnessing what can
only be described as a totally un-
even and unequal contest between

an aggressive colonial state and a
colonised people fighting back.
But for Liberals to assume a neu-
tral stance in the face of a decid-
edly un-neutral situation beggars
belief, and points to the moral hy-
pocrisy of liberals under such cir-
cumstances.

Finally there is the question of
WHY the Palestinians (Hamas,
Hizbullah, Fatah and other civil-
ian groups) have been fighting
against this Israeli colonial
goliath despite the fact that they
have been outgunned time and
again. Well, the history of anti-
colonial struggles worldwide will
show that all nations fighting for
freedom have gone up against Em-
pires and Imperial forces infi-
nitely stronger than them. During
the Indonesian and Vietnamese
wars of Independence as well as
the anti-colonial wars of Africa,
local insurgent forces fought with
all they had against modern west-
ern colonial armies that were bet-
ter armed.

The record of anti-colonial wars
in Asia and Africa shows that it
was always the local insurgents
who suffered the most. For every
Dutch colonial soldier killed by
the Indonesian freedom-fighters,
hundreds of Indonesians were
killed. Yet they fought on relent-
lessly till they won their indepen-
dence despite the human costs
they were forced to bear. Today
the people of Palestine are fight-
ing a war of national liberation
against a colonial Zionist state
that has the tacit backing of the
most powerful hegemon of the
planet, the USA . Yet they do so
despite the odds because they
know that to lay down their arms
would be to capitulate to imperi-
alism and colonialism.

So the confused liberal who can-
not decide should consider this:
Had the freedom fighters of Indo-
nesia , Vietnam, Burma as well as
their comrades across Asia and
Africa not fought against the odds,
would the colonial powers have
relented and unilaterally given
them their independence? If one
is naïve enough to believe that the
colonial ambitions of a state like
Israel can be appeased by surren-
dering the struggle, then one de-
serves to lose one’s country!

Consider the following scenario:
A band of thieves break into your
home while you are out, and help
themselves to your property.
When you return you find them
comfortably installed in your
home and enjoying themselves.
Just as you are about to do the logi-
cal thing by doing whatever is
necessary to kick them out, they
say to you: “No, don’t attack us.
We want peace. We want peace
because we want to watch your
DVDs on the DVD player; we
want peace because we want to
enjoy the food in your kitchen; we
want peace because we want to
sleep in your bed tonight.” Then
as soon as you lose your temper,
you are accused of being a terror-
ist, terrorising their peace!

It may sound ridiculous, but that
is precisely the ridiculousness we
are hearing from illegal Israeli set-
tlers and Zionist propagandists
who are telling the world that Is-
rael wants peace and is the victim
of Palestinian terrorism.

The realities of colonialism have
been the same throughout history.
Every imperial colonising power

The realities of
c o l o n i a l i s m
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from the Romans to the Europe-
ans have sought to justify,
rationalise and normalise the re-
alities of colonial expansionism
by resorting to the discourse of
peace. When the Europeans
colonised Africa and Asia from
the 17th to 20th centuries, they
did so on the grounds of
‘progress’, ‘civilisation’ and even
the rule of law. Africa and Asia
were to be colonised ostensibly to
bring progress to the natives, to
expand the scope of free trade, to
establish modern governance. Yet
colonies are never modern, free,
democratic or progressive in the
first place: they are little more than
the expression of primordial
greed, lust for power, hatred of
Others, racism, bigotry, sexism
and common prejudice.

The pathetic moral dilemma of the
wishy-washy liberal is com-
pounded by the invented dilemma
of the colonialist who dreams to
live in peace while resid-
ing on stolen land and
stolen property. It is this
double-hypocrisy that
has to be addressed and
exposed once and for
all. The liberals among
us are ever-so-sensitive
to the plaintive emo-
tional appeals of the Is-
raeli settlers who claim
that they have been
victimised by the Pales-
tinians, but at the same
time conveniently fail to recognise
the simple fact that no illegal
settlement can ever be left in peace.

Once again we can turn to our own
colonial history in Asia for point-
ers:

During the bad old days when the
European Imperial powers were

installed across Asia and Africa,
there were incessant wars and re-
bellions when the colonised sub-
jects rebelled to gain their freedom.
It has to be remembered that the
creation of modern post-colonial
independent states across Asia
and Africa did not come naturally
or without pain and struggle.
Thousands of Africans and
Asians fought and died, thou-
sands were imprisoned, exiled,
tortured and made to ‘disappear’
by the colonial powers that re-
fused to vacate their stolen colo-
nies.

Today of course we celebrate these
freedom fighters who fought and
died as the martyrs and heroes of
our respective countries and
count them among the founding
fathers and mothers who gave
birth to our independent states.

Now during our own anti-colo-
nial struggles, did we (or rather

our forefathers) bother about the
discomfort and fear of the
colonialists whom they constantly
and relentlessly opposed by all
means necessary? Let us recount
our own past with honesty. We
did not negotiate or dialogue with
imperialists: we opposed them,
fought them, and when necessary
attacked and killed them. Inde-

pendence was not won in a game
of cards or polite conversation. It
came through years of guerrilla
warfare, ambushes, assassina-
tions, acts of sabotage, strikes and
boycotts. That’s how we became
free. And wasn’t that how the first
Americans gained their indepen-
dence from the colonial govern-
ment of Britain too?

Now if that was the case for prac-
tically every country that has been
colonised in the past, why doesn’t
it apply today for the people of
Palestine ?

Let us not, therefore, be taken in
by the glib rhetoric and sweet ap-
peals of the Zionists and their
American backers. The modern
colonial state of Israel today is a
proxy for superpower interests
and in its dealings with the Pal-
estinians it has been nothing
more than a violent, expansion-
ist, colonial state bent on expand-

ing its colonial posses-
sions and territorial out-
reach. The modern colo-
nial state of Israel has
been at the forefront of
working and collaborat-
ing with the most reac-
tionary Arab pro-Ameri-
can regimes and helping
them retard the develop-
ment of democracy in
their own countries.

The realities of colonial-
ism are that any and every colo-
nial state has been built on force,
violence and coercion, and that
their continued existence into the
future rests on the continued use
of such violence and coercion. But
like the band of thieves who have
stolen into your home and robbed
you of your property, they cannot
expect to be left in peace and they
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will never enjoy peace as long as
they exist as a colonial power. Is-
rael is no exception to this rule,
for this was the lesson learned by
every imperial power throughout
human history: No colonial state
has the right to safety and safe
boundaries, as long as those
boundaries are drawn on land
that has been illegally and forc-
ibly stolen on others. You will
never have safe frontiers as long
as your frontiers are drawn on the
land of another.

One of the best ways not to do
anything and vegetate at home
while watching DVDs and eating
junk food is to say to yourself,
“Well, what difference can I
make? I’m just one person and
one person’s actions will not save
the world.” It is through passive
indifference that authoritarian re-
gimes thrive around us. Tyrants
and despots rely on the passivity
of their subjects to gain time and
ground to spread their poisonous
tentacles, and in our idle sleep we
forget that our comfort zones are
being eaten away bit by bit, inch
by inch, till the day comes when
the stormtroopers are standing at
our doorstep.

Today the calls for the boycott of
goods and services related to Is-
rael and its hegemonic benefactor,
the United States, are similarly
being met by such casual disdain,
by trendy liberals who think it is
ever so cool to pretend that we are
all powerless and that the rotten
mess we see unfolding in Gaza at
present is something we cannot
do anything about. Wrong.

Let us re-visit some of the pre-
mises above and debunk them one

step at a time:

First of all, boycotts work. They
work, they are effective and if care-
fully planned, well co-ordinated
and maintained for long enough
a period of time they can make and
break the fortunes of nations. Let
us return to the days and months
after the Danish ‘Muhammad
cartoon controversy’. I do not
wish to revisit the facts of that con-
troversy, but rather look at its af-
termath and the reaction of the
major industrial powers to the in-
ternational boycott of European
products.

In a space of 12 months after the
crisis broke out, I had written two
academic papers, given eight
talks and taken part in six inter-
national conference on the issue.
Now let me recount one of these
conferences in some detail. It was
a conference held in an Arab coun-
try that was put together by an
American-European business
planning institute and present at
the meeting were CEOs of some of
the biggest players in the capital-
ist world. I am not at liberty to go
into the details of the discussions
we had due to the Chatham House
rules by which we operated, but
let me just say that one CEO in par-
ticular was at the helm of one of
the biggest automobile companies
in Europe .

This is what the CEO of the Euro-
pean car company had to say to
me: “33 per cent of our exports go
to the Arab world, and 15 per cent
goes to the developing world. If a
major global boycott of our cars is
carried out, we can hold out for
six months before retrenchments
begin. After 12 months we close
down for good, because we can
never recover after such a thing.”

Now these were the words of one
of the most important CEOs on the
planet. Cognisant of the fact that
their luxury cars are increasingly
bought in Asia and the Arab
world, he knew very well what a
boycott of their cars would do.
And the man was scared. Terri-
fied in fact.

That the CEO of a company as
powerful as this could tremble
before the prospect of a clientele
that exercises their collective will
is instructive. I saw the same with
the other CEOs and at all the busi-
ness meetings I took part in dur-
ing the 12 months after the Dan-
ish cartoon controversy. This
proves several things, namely:

• that boycotts work and that
they scare the living daylights
out of even the most powerful
companies;

• that boycotts have the power
of equalising power relations
between producers and con-
sumers, and thereby restores
power and dignity to consum-
ers who should never be seen
as passive sheep;

• that consumers can dictate the
terms of production and man-
agement in the same way that
consumers have compelled
companies to adopt environ-
mentally-friendly modes of
production and to halt unethi-
cal business and investment
practices.

Now look at the successes we
have had over the past few de-
cades in terms of boycotts:

• The environmentalist lobby –
through threats of boycotts and
consumer awareness cam-

The power of boycotts
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paigns – has forced companies
to adopt greener modes of pro-
duction and more ethical
means of raw material pro-
curement (as in the case of fair
trade coffee, etc.);

• The anti-apartheid lobby has
managed – again through boy-
cotts – to compel communities
and governments to isolate the
apartheid regime of South Af-
rica to the point where main-
taining such a discriminatory
regime was unsustainable in
the long run; and managed to
make them pariahs in the glo-
bal diplomatic scene;

• The ethical banking lobby –
again through threat of boy-
cotts – has managed to compel
banks and financial houses in
Europe to return stolen funds
embezzled by Third World dic-
tators and has also managed
to persuade banks to dis-invest
from countries like South Af-
rica .

So with all these examples to
mind, why on earth would a boy-
cott of American and Israeli goods
not succeed in the long run if they
are carried out in a well-co-
ordinated and sustained man-
ner?

Related to the liberals’ concern is
the somewhat pathetic refrain
that boycotts will also hurt local
producers and local workers who
may be working for these multi-
nationals. We offer a three-
pronged reply to this fallacious
argument:

Firstly, it would be ridiculous to
suggest that companies that in-
vest in a colonial state like Israel
actually care about the rights and
dignity of their workers elsewhere.

A company that has no issues or
problems collaborating with im-
perialism and colonialism is a
company whose directors have
scant regard for human rights
and dignity in the first place, in-
cluding the rights and dignity of
their workers.

Secondly, the closure of compa-
nies that invest and support the
colonial Israeli state can be seen
as a good thing in the long run as
it will compel communities such
as ours to seek real jobs and real
livelihood for its citizens instead
of flogging our people off to work
as cheap labour for fast food com-
panies and other such concerns.
In places such as Kerala, India,
where American fast food compa-
nies have not been given a chance
to enter, we see the long term ben-
efits of such a prudent move: the
local industries are protected,
Keralan citizens do not feel com-
pelled to abide by lifestyle stan-
dards set by American consumer
culture, local identities are pro-
tected, and overall the people have
a stronger sense of identity and
self-pride. Compare the streets of
Kerala that still have their local
character to the dreary streets of
Kuala Lumpur where every other
shop-lot has been taken up by
some gaudy fast food company
and you will see my point.

Thirdly, we need to remember that
we are also compelled to act mor-
ally even in cases where moral
action does not necessarily bring
immediate positive results. We do
not tell the truth simply to score
points with our friends. We tell the
truth because that is the ethical
thing to do. Moral action entails
responsibility and we need to re-
member that even if we are not di-
rectly positively responsible for

the humanitarian disaster in
Gaza, we are nonetheless nega-
tively responsible by our inaction.

To fail to act, to fail to make a stand
now in the face of such over-
whelming evidence, is to commit
the mistake of negative moral re-
sponsibility via neglect. It would
be akin to letting a blind man cross
a street while a car was coming
and not warning the blind man
before he is struck down. In such
a case we are not responsible for
running down the man, but we
are responsible for not trying to
warn him. The guilt remains with
us nonetheless.

Therefore the liberals among us
need to take their stand and do
whatever is necessary to end the
atrocities in Gaza now, in what-
ever ways and means they have
at their disposal. To look the other
way, or worse still to say that we
are powerless, is to deny our
moral and rational agency when
we all know that we have it. We
are not children, nor are we ani-
mals. To count ourselves as ratio-
nal adult citizens means having
to accept our capacity for moral
judgement and our responsibility
for moral action.

To boycott the goods and products
of those companies that actively
support the colonial government
of Israel is but one simple step to
make our point. This act is as
simple and mundane as it is nec-
essary and obligatory upon us. To
stall judgement and sit on the
fence when people are being mur-
dered before our very eyes makes
us active witnesses of a crime we
did nothing to prevent. In such a
case, we would be little better than
the colonialists and murderers
themselves. q
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protection and promotion of these
guarantees. If at all there was a
social contract, it was the guaran-
tee of equality and the promise of
the Rule of Law.

I would say that as at 31st August
1957, the Federation of Malaya
was set to become a shining ex-
ample of a working democracy.
Though special provisions had
been included in the Constitution
to allow for protective affirmative
action measures where the
Malays were concerned, and later
the natives of Sabah and Sarawak
when these states merged into the
renamed Federation of Malaysia,
and for declarations of Emer-
gency and the enacting of excep-
tional laws against subversion,
these provisions were not anti-
democratic nor were they under-
mining of the Rule of Law. Con-
versely, if used as contemplated
by the founders of the Constitu-
tion, they were aimed at protect-
ing democracy from grave uncer-
tainties that could undermine the
very foundations of the nation.

If I sound nostalgic, it is because
in some ways it could very sadly
be said that democracy and the
Rule of Law, as they were under-
stood at the time this nation
achieved its independence, at a
time when I was much younger,
have been consigned to the past.
Events that followed in history
undermined and stifled their
growth. To understand how this
came about and the state of things
as they are, one however must
have an understanding of the poli-
tics of the country. I seek your in-
dulgence as I attempt a brief sum-

mary of key historical events.

After the euphoria of 1957, race-
relations took a turn for the worse
in 1969. The race riots of that year
have marked us since. As a re-
sponse, adjustments were made
and measures introduced to keep
what was now perceived to be a
fragile balance in place. The
Rukun Negara was pushed
through as a basis of national
unity and the New Economic
Policy (NEP) was unveiled by
which the government was man-
dated to address the disparity in
wealth between the Malays and
the other communities, in particu-
lar the Chinese, that had been
identified as the root cause of the
resentment that had exploded into
violence. These measures, in my
view, were on the whole positive.
They were agreed to by all the po-
litical parties making up the gov-
ernment, in part due to an under-
standing that the NEP was a tem-
porary measure aimed at assist-
ing the Malays that would not
disadvantage the other communi-
ties. The late Tun Dr Ismail talked
about giving the Malays an op-
portunity to survive in the mod-
ern competitive world. It was
readily appreciated that unless
society as a whole addressed and
rectified certain historical imbal-
ances and inequities, the country
would flounder. In my view, these
measures were easily reconciled
with democracy and the Rule of
Law.

The 1980s presented a different
scenario altogether. We saw a
unilateral restructuring of the so-

called Social Contract by a certain
segment of the BN leadership that
allowed for developments that
have resulted in our current state
of affairs. The non-Malay BN com-
ponent parties were perceived by
Umno to be weak and in no posi-
tion to exert influence. Bandied
about by Umno ideologues, the
Social Contract took on a differ-
ent, more racialist tone. The es-
sence of its reconstructed mean-
ing was this: that Malaya is pri-
marily the home of the Malays,
and that the non-Malays should
acknowledge that primacy by
showing deference to the Malays
and Malay issues. Also, Malay
interest and consent must be al-
lowed to set the terms for the defi-
nition and exercise of non-Malay
citizenship and political rights.
This marked the advent of
Ketuanan Melayu or, in English,
Malay Supremacy. Affirmative
action and special status became
a matter of privilege by reference
to race rather than of need and
questioning of this new status quo
was not to be tolerated.

As Ketuanan Melayu evolved and
entrenched itself, Islam became
political capital due to the close
links between Malays and the re-
ligion. The Constitution itself de-
fines a ‘Malay’, for purposes of af-
firmative action, as someone who
amongst other things professes
the religion of Islam. This over the
years led to a politically driven ar-
ticulation of Malaysia as an Is-
lamic State. Again, no questions
were tolerated. Majoritarianism
had become the governing para-
digm of governance as the char-
acter and nature of rights were de-
fined by Malay interests and de-
fined by them.

F r o m  ‘ s o c i a l  c o n t r a c t ’
to Ketuanan Melayu

Democracy lost?

MALAYSIA - A LOST DEMOCRACY?   Continued from page 40
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This new political philosophy in
which the primacy of Malay in-
terests was for all purposes and
intents the raison d’être of govern-
ment naturally led to interference
with key institutions. I say natu-
rally as it was, and still is, impos-
sible to reconcile the principles of
equality and civil rights of the
people of this country with the
primacy of one group over all oth-
ers. Needless to say, a new social
order in which some are made to
defer to the primacy of others is
not going to be easily accepted. As
such, in order to enforce compli-
ance and to encourage acceptance,
harsh measures would have to be
taken to quash protest or disagree-
ment. Policy doctrine or diktat not
supported by consensus will al-
most certainly be a subject of con-
tention. It is for this reason that in
the 1980s already harsh anti-
democratic laws that allowed for
the suppression of legitimate dis-
sent such as the Internal Security
Act, the Official Secrets Act, the
Police Act, the Printing Presses
and Publications Act and the Se-
dition Act were tightened further.
Where possible, reliance on them
was made immune from judicial
scrutiny, a feat achieved only
through a constitutional amend-
ment that suborned the Judiciary
to Parliament. It got to a stage
where when more than five
friends got together, one won-
dered whether it was wiser to ob-
tain a police permit. Such was the
state of the law, such was the state
of democracy.

Mukhriz Mahathir will probably
be the new Umno youth leader. In
saying as he did recently that
there is no need for law and judi-
cial reforms as it will not benefit
the Malays, he typifies what is
perceived as the kind of Umno
leader who appeals to the right-

wing of Malay polity. That he may
be right is sad as it leads to the
ossification of values that will
only work against the interests of
the party and the nation. This type
of thinking may pave the way to a
suggestion in the future that we
may as well do away with gen-
eral elections altogether as they
may not be good for the Malays
for if the justice that a revitalised
Rule of Law would allow for is
not to the benefit of the Malays,
what is? More inefficiency, more
corruption and a more authoritar-
ian style of government perhaps.
We are a deeply divided nation,
adrift for our having abandoned
democratic traditions and the
Rule of Law in favour of a politi-
cal ideology that serves no one
save those who rule.

How else can we describe the state
of affairs in Malaysia? In a coun-
try where the Rule of Law is re-
spected and permitted to flourish,
just laws are applied even-
handedly and fairly. I can point
to numerous instances where that
has not been our experience. Let
me point a few out to you. A gath-
ering of one group constitutes an
illegal assembly but not that of
another. A speech or publication
is seditious or constitutes a seri-
ous threat to the security of the
nation such as to warrant deten-
tion without trial under the ISA if
published by one person but not
another. This cannot be right even
if it were to be to the benefit of the
majority, which is not the case. My
belief in constitutional democracy
and the Rules of Law is founded
on an acceptance of their func-
tional qualities and the prospect
of sustainable and inclusive de-
velopment that they offer. It is of
no concern to me whether

Fukuyama was right when he de-
clared that in view of the success
of liberal democracies all over the
world and the collapse of commu-
nism, mankind had achieved the
pinnacle of success and history
was dead.

There are less esoteric reasons but
as, if not more, compelling ones.
Indonesia’s transition to democ-
racy since the end of military rule
in 1998 showcases these. The ma-
jority of Indonesians have em-
braced democracy, religious toler-
ance, and religious pluralism. In
addition, a vibrant civil society
has initiated public discussions
on the nature of democracy, the
separation of religion and state,
women’s rights, and human
rights more generally. These de-
velopments have contributed to a
gradual improvement in condi-
tions for human rights, including
religious freedom, over the past
few years. Since 2003, Indonesia
has also overtaken Malaysia on
the Reporters sans Fronteres Press
Freedom Index, moving up from
110th place to 100th out of 169
countries covered. Malaysia on
the other hand has dropped from
104th place to 124th place in the
same period.

I am not surprised. In 1999, Indo-
nesia passed a new Press Law
that, in repealing two previous
Suharto administration laws,
guaranteed free press through the
introduction of crucial measures.
This new law allows journalists
to freely join associations, guar-
antees the right of journalists to
protect their sources, eliminates
prior censorship of print or broad-
cast news and makes the subvert-
ing of the independence of the
press a criminal offence. It also es-
tablishes an independent body to
mediate between the press, the

Whither Rule of Law?
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public and government institu-
tions, uphold a code of ethics and
adjudicates disputes. Progress
has not stopped there. On 3 April
2008, Indonesia passed its Free-
dom of Information Act. This lat-
est law allows Indonesia’s bu-
reaucracy to be open to public
scrutiny and compels government
bodies to disclose information. To
enforce disclosures and to adju-
dicate disputes, a new body has
been created under the new law,
independent of government and
the judiciary. While there remains
some debate about the penal sanc-
tions for misuse of the law, the
passing of the Act clearly is a step
in the right direction.

The lessons of the African and the
Caribbean states are there for all
to see. Do we emulate Zimbabwe
or do we take Botswana as our
political and economic model?
How is it that Haiti is far behind
the Dominican Republic in eco-
nomic terms when they both
achieved their independence at
about the same time, and have the
same resources? Singapore’s suc-
cess is mainly attributed to its
commitment to good governance
and Rule of Law, even though po-
litical dissent is not tolerated. De-
mocracy, a system of government
based on fair and transparent
rules and laws, and the respect
people have for institutions of
government – these make the dif-
ference. Economic prosperity
drives democracy. But stifle true
democracy – and the inevitable
outcome is economic ruin. It is
useful to remember that freedom
is vital for economic development.

The critical feature of a constitu-

tional democracy to me is the test
of Constitutionality itself. Does the
government allow its own legiti-
macy to be questioned? Does it per-
mit executive decisions to be chal-
lenged? Written Constitutions
normally provide the standard by
which the legitimacy of govern-
ment action is judged. In the
United States the practice of judi-
cial review of congressional leg-
islation ensures that the power of
government to legislate is kept
under check. Bipartisan debate
and votes of conscience are not
only encouraged but also expected
of Congressmen and    Represen-
tatives. More recently the Basic
law of Germany and Italy pro-
vided explicitly for judicial review
of parliamentary legislation.

We have the opposite situation
here. The jurisdiction of the High
Court can be, and has been,ousted
when it comes to challenges of ex-
ecutive decisions even if such de-
cisions impact on fundamental
liberties and other rights under
the Constitution. For instance,
where government compulsorily
acquires land for a public pur-
pose, the Courts are prevented
from questioning the bona fides
of the acquisition. Where a discre-
tion is exercised by the Minister
of Home Affairs under the Inter-
nal Security Act, the Court is
barred from examining the exer-
cise of the discretion except so far
as to ensure that the procedural
requirements have been followed.
Such detention without trial
would be considered repugnant
in any system predicated on the
Rule of Law.

Nation building is not a simple
process. It is not achieved through
tinkering with political ideologies
or injudicious use of the coercive

Test of
c o n s t i t u t i o n a l i t y
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powers of state. These do not pro-
mote the lasting peace and stabil-
ity that we crave for. We have
failed miserably in dealing with
complex issues of society by re-
sorting to a political culture of pro-
moting fear and division amongst
the people. The Ketuanan Melayu
model has failed. It has resulted
in waste of crucial resources, en-
ergy and time and has distracted
from the real issues confronting
the country. Tan Sri Muhyiddin,
the DPM-in-waiting it would
seem, suggested that there is a
need for a closed-door forum for
leaders of the BN to develop a com-
mon stand; a renewed national
consensus grounded on the Social
Contract. This is positive step but
it should include all political lead-
ers and be premised on the Social
Contract that was the foundation
of independence.

The results of March 8th clearly
show that the BN no longer ex-
clusively speaks for the rakyat.
Promoting discourse and dia-
logue is essential, as we must
learn to talk and to listen to one
another again. The recent pro-
nouncement by the Malay Rulers
underscores the urgency with
which we need to look at rebuild-
ing the politics of consensus.
Communication and trust
amongst the people must be re-
established. q
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As reported by the media last
week, the Cabinet has postponed
the privatisation of IJN after con-
sidering the public’s outcry. Even
Dr. Mahathir has expressed his
misgivings of this proposal by
Sime Darby, although during his
regime he had given out several
juicy privatisation contracts. The
people are angry about
privatisation because almost all
the past privatisation of projects
have not resulted in cheaper prices
for the consumers, e.g. the water
and electricity supplies etc. We
cannot get the best price for any
deal if the concessionaires were
not selected through competitive
tenders. Everyone can see that ne-
gotiations involving large sums of
money would encourage corrup-
tion.

Privatisation of the Selangor wa-
ter supply to Puncak Niaga is a
classic example. After consumers

Letters must not exceed 250
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writer's name and address.
Pseudonyms may be used. Send
letters or emails to Editor (see
page 3 for address details).
Views expressed need not reflect
those of Aliran. If e-mailing,
include message in the e-mail
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have been paying higher water
rates according to the terms nego-
tiated by the previous Govern-
ment, the current Government is
trying to undo the damage. Oth-
erwise, the water rate will be in-
creased by 38% from 1 Jan 09.  Yet
negotiated deals like the new
Penang Bridge costing about 4 bil-
lion ringgit can be approved by
Parliament and no one, including
the ACA raises any questions.

That is why more people have
shown their frustration by voting
for the opposition in the last gen-
eral election. Considering the pro-
posed IJN privatisation only
shows that the Government has
not learned the bitter lesson. I am
not saying that privatisation is
not good. It is good if the marriage
is arranged after honestly taking
the interest of all parties into con-
sideration. In this case, Sime
Darby, like any business entity, is
profit oriented and IJN’s main ob-
jective is to discharge the
Government’s social responsibil-
ity in providing the best medical
service for the heart patients in
Malaysia. How can they marry
when their basic objectives are so
different?

Unfortunately a large number of
people do not really understand
the meaning of profit. They think
profit is a bad word and that IJN
should not make any profit. We
must remember that IJN is a busi-
ness concern producing medical
services for sale. Unless IJN is well
managed and all its employees
work efficiently to produce good
services at competitive cost, it can-
not make profit. Without profit IJN
cannot continue to survive on its
own unless the Government is
willing to keep pouring in more
money. But we wish IJN can con-

tinue to improve its efficiency to
make more profit so that it can af-
ford to undertake more charitable
cases to help the needy. As re-
ported in the media today, IJN did
85 charity cases costing RM 1.2 M
last year and up to end of Aug 08,
it has done 52 cases costing RM
1.7 M.

IJN must publish its annual ac-
counts to show the essential de-
tails including the actual cost for
each surgical operation or proce-
dure. Is its unit cost of operation
lower than that of last year and
generally who are the patients?
Moreover, consumers must know
the charges for each type of proce-
dure and how they can qualify to
be admitted to IJN. All tax payers
are shareholders and they must
have the right to know how effi-
cient IJN is.

The General Manager of IJN said
that their cost for each operation
is between RM 25 K to RM 45 K as
published in the media . For your
information, Ipoh Specialist Hos-
pital charges less than RM 25 K
for a quadruple bypass operation
and the surgeon has a track record
of less than 2% casualty rate for
open heart surgery. In U.K. the
national average casualty rate is
about 2.5%. In fact, in U.K. any
patient has the right to ask for his
surgeon’s track record before he
agrees to accept him, because he
is buying his service.

What is the average casualty rate
for open heart surgery in IJN?

Koon Yew Yin

Government must
learn from past

p r i v a t i s a t i o n s

How well is IJN
p e r f o r m i n g ?
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My definition of traders here in-
clude manufacturers, retailers,
wholesalers, buses and taxi op-
erators, food stalls and restaurant
operators etc, throughout the
country.

When the price of petroleum and
diesel went up in August this year,
all the traders in the country took
advantage by raising the prices of
goods and transportation on
grounds that the cost of transpor-
tation had increased. Such a rea-
son could be considered reason-
able.

There was an outcry by  the pub-
lic and complains of hardship
they faced after the price of basic
necessities including cooking oil,
beef, chicken, wheat and rice pow-
ders were raised.  Even the price
of roti canai also increased. Both
people in rural and urban areas
were disgusted.

Although many people and some
social activists including several
NGOs and associations had made
some protests on the petrol price
hike and urged the government to
take part in lowering the prices of
necessary goods, the authorities
kept quiet, as if their mouths were
locked and gummed.

Only after the debates between PR
(Pakatan Rakyat) adviser Datuk
Seri Anwar Ibrahim and informa-
tion minister Datuk Shabery Chik
had taken place, only then the
government took action to de-
crease the oil price due to the fact
that the Pakatan Rakyat’s stated
intention of lowering the price of
petrol should the party rule the

country.

I would like to refresh the memory
of the public who had watched the
debatewhen Shabery  defended
the government’s stand that the
oil price could not be decreased
despite Anwar clearly disclosing
that PR could do it if his party
formed the government based on
the reason that the world’s oil
price was on a downward trend.

The problem that we face today is
that the price of petrol has dropped
drastically but the price of goods
has not seen a corresponding re-
duction.  Yet, many traders have
said that the price of goods will
continually go up because of other
rising costs such as rental and
other overheads.

The Malaysian government must
play a leading role in dealing with
the indiscriminate rise in the
prices of goods and also step up
its enforcement against errant
traders in order to relieve the pain
and the suffering of the people.

Y. Das

Sometimes we continue to ponder
as to why Malaysian local stu-
dents despite being endowed with
such vast knowledge, both physi-
cal and human, are still lagging
so far behind compared to the oth-
ers.

In the past, they were at the fore-
front of knowledge and charted
progress for the whole of society.
They were responsible for the
struggle to help poor people that

later brought various reformation
and development to this nation.

This question of student progress
or student backwardness can of
course be approached from many
angles. Perhaps for the sake of dis-
cussion, we may examine how
consciousness is imparted and
spread amongst them these days,
which may indicate how the in-
tellect is nurtured and further de-
veloped.

The history of the student move-
ment in Malaysia actually began
even before Independence. During
that time, a couple of nationalist
youth movements had emerged,
such as the Kesatuan Melayu
Muda (KMM) and Kesatuan
Melayu Singapura (KMS).

Later, the student movement ex-
perienced a lot of challenges
which eventually led it to matu-
rity. Also, the movement had
achieved its brightness era in 1974
after successfully mobilising
people to join in street demonstra-
tions at the Merdeka Square to
fight for the nation’s poor. That
event, which was led by Anwar
Ibrahim, is still remembered today
as ‘Demonstrasi Baling’.

As a result, the government tight-
ened the Universities and Univer-
sity Colleges Act and stopped stu-
dents firmly from expressing their
opinion. This action affected the
student movements and finally it
was unable to survive.

Although last week, the parlia-
ment has proceeded with amend-
ing the UUCA, which brought cer-
tain reformation to the Act, it is
still not enough to revive the
golden age of the student move-
ment. Students are still not al-

T r a d e r s
should decrease

the price of goods

The Universities and
University Colleges Act

(UUCA) amendments
not good enough
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lowed to join any political parties,
either as members or leaders.

This violates student rights and
restricts them from thinking intel-
lectually. The government should
review the amendment and repeal
all draconian sections in the Act
in order to develop a new genera-
tion of progressive-thinking stu-
dents.

Ahmad Shahrir Bin Abdul Aziz
National Pro Student  Spokesperson

Why must obama be a Chinese or
an Indian in Malaysian politics.
Can’t a Malay qualify? If we fol-
low this narrow sense of valida-
tion then we are discriminating
against capable Malays who as-
pire for justice and equality.  On
this level of thinking, we are cer-
tainly dismissing the very core
idea of non-racial politics that
Obama represents.

If we equate the colour of the skin
or race in this restricted sense then
obama had arrived 27 years ago in
the form of  Tun  Mahathir  (In-
dian) or Tun Hussein Onn (mixed

Turkish blood) 32 years ago or
Abdullah Badawi  (mixed Chi-
nese blood) 7 years ago.

If we want a Chinese or an Indian
prime minister, it would definitely
be a long wait – a very long wait.
We have not even started to dis-
cuss terms for a Bangsa Malaysia.
The old social contract is break-
ing down and we have not sat
down to renew the social contract
that is agreeable to all races.  Do
we not have a melting pot of cul-
tures?   In reality we do not even
agree on the type of pot in which
all our cultures be melted into.  We
are still embroiled in the
Bumiputra and Non Bumiputra
dichotomy which is some sort
akin to a mild caste system.

What Bangsa Malaysia entails
today is just an illusion.  Like
Arthur Miller’s American dream
depicts in his play, “Death of the
Salesman”   the idea of anybody
could become rich and succeed in
the American Society is illusion-
ary.  The character in Arthur
Miller’s play Willy Loman, found
his dreams unattainable if not in-
surmountable (1) just like in the
Malaysian Dream – we are still far
from achieving this aspiration.

To have an obama political culture

here we must realign our core
thinking. Like Thomas Hobbes
(1588 –1679) who justified abso-
lute sovereignty:

‘ was rooted in the need of men to pre-
serve their lives and liberties rather
than in the commands of the church.
For this he is regarded as one of the
first “Social Contract” philosophers’
(2).

Social contract does change.   It
changes with time. Nowhere in
Martin Luther King’s dream has
that developed the idea of a black
president.   But the main thrust of
his dream is to amend justice by a
new social contract.   This new
social contract would prevail over
injustices in the American society
and that the Americans will no
longer be judged by the colour of
his/her skin but by the content of
his/her character.

King’s dream is about justice, non
violence, and compassion and in
the core of it, harmony between
the whites, blacks and others.
This is what obama is all about.

Is this not what Anwar Ibrahim
has been talking about all this
time?

Choo Sing Chye

Must a Malaysian
o b a m a

be a Non Malay?

Our Obamas?Our Obamas?Our Obamas?Our Obamas?Our Obamas?
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If every reader chips in, Aliran's financial woes can be resolved

Dear Fellow Malaysians:Dear Fellow Malaysians:Dear Fellow Malaysians:Dear Fellow Malaysians:Dear Fellow Malaysians:

or over 30 years,
Aliran has been a bea-
con for Malaysian so-
ciety in many impor-

tant ways. Aliran provides a
rallying point for citizens and
civic organisations concerned
with freedom, justice and de-
mocracy. Aliran defends civil
liberties and human rights, and
promotes inter-ethnic and in-
ter-religious respect. More
than that, Aliran advances the
causes of marginalised commu-
nities, disadvantaged groups
and persecuted individuals
who are too often bereft of any
opportunity to speak for them-
selves.

To carry out these tasks, Aliran
depends on limited financial
resources derived from Aliran
Monthly subscriptions and
sales as well as donations made
by our members, subscribers
and other well-wishers. Our
writers, members and other
supporters receive no payment
for their tireless services.

For our operational expenses,
we receive no funding what-
soever from any government
or opposition political party,

FFFFF
corporation or foreign source.
We intend to keep things that
way to safeguard our au-
tonomy.

The cost of producing Aliran
Monthly, disseminating infor-
mation and publications, net-
working with other civic or-
ganisations, and organising
public talks and forums has
risen considerably. In truth,
we are incurring deficits every
month.

To maintain our crucial public
service, we sincerely appeal to
you to respond in any of the
following ways:

• Make a donation to Aliran.
Send a cheque or draft
made payable to Persatuan
Aliran Kesedaran Negara or
directly transfer your con-
tribution to our account no.
507 246 118 995 with Ma-
layan Banking Berhad,
Green Lane branch, Penang.

• Take out or renew a two-
year subscription to Aliran
Monthly (see page 23).

• Take out a gift subscription
for someone close to you
(see page 23).

This festive season, your RM10This festive season, your RM10This festive season, your RM10This festive season, your RM10This festive season, your RM10
Can Make A DifferenceCan Make A DifferenceCan Make A DifferenceCan Make A DifferenceCan Make A Difference
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et me start by inviting
you back into history.
Imagine that it is the
morning of the 31st of

August 1957. At midnight, an in-
dependent nation calling itself the
Federation of Malaya is to be un-
veiled. Conceived as a cutting edge
model of multiracial and multi-
religious coexistence and coop-
eration, it is poised to stand out
as an example of what can be
achieved through diplomacy and
a respect for the spirit of democ-
racy. It is of great historical sig-
nificance that the transition from
colony to independent nation, so
often achieved only at the great

price that turmoil and unrest ex-
acts, has been achieved peace-
fully. Though this is a process that
may have been made more diffi-
cult without the skill and fortitude
with which negotiations to that
end have been carried out, they do
not define it. That honour goes to
the aspirations of all those who
call Malaya home. The quest for
self-determination has not been
one that recognised race. It has
been, simply put, a Malayan one.

I would like to think that as mid-
night approached, one of the ele-
ments that gave confidence to the
Alliance leaders and, in fact, all

Malayans was the knowledge
that a constitutional arrangement
that accorded full respect and dig-
nity for each and every Malayan,
entrenched the Rule of Law and
established a democratic frame-
work for government had been put
in place. The Federal Constitution
was a masterful document. In-
spired by history and shaped lov-
ingly to local circumstance, it was
hand-crafted by a team of brilliant
jurists who appreciated that they
could not discharge their burden
without first having understood
the hearts of minds of those who
would call this nation their home
and whose children would call it
their motherland. Hundreds of
hours of meetings with  represen-
tatives of all quarters resulted in a
unique written constitution that
cemented a compact between nine
sultanates and former crown ter-
ritories. This compact honoured
their Highnesses the Malay Rul-
ers, Islam and the special status
of the Malays even as it seamlessly
allowed for constitutional govern-
ment and created an environment
for the harmonious and equal co-
existence of all communities
through the guarantee of freedoms
and the establishment of the in-
stitutions that would allow for the

DEMOCRACY

Malaysia – A lost democracy?
We have failed miserably in dealing with complex issues of
society by resorting to a political culture of promoting fear
and division amongst the people

by Zaid Ibrahim

LLLLL

Continued on page 33Continued on page 33Continued on page 33Continued on page 33Continued on page 33


