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nce, when several of my
colleagues and I inter-
viewed a top Pakatan
leader just over a year

before the 8 March 2008 general
election, I was taken aback when
he proudly announced, “The
corporates are coming back to
support us.”

But then again, we needn’t be sur-
prised. Big business tends to
gravitate towards whoever is in
power. And if a serious challenger
emerges to the parties in power,
corporate figures and developers
are likely to hedge their bets by
supporting both sides of the po-
litical divide. At the end of the day,
for the corporate players, it
doesn’t matter who is in power as
long as the ruling parties continue
with pro-business policies even
though some of these policies may
not be pro-people (such as the lack
of welfare, environmental and
labour protection regulations).

Many felt that March 8 was a great
show of support for Pakatan. But
the reality was Pakatan did not
exist at that time. It was more
about a people’s groundswell for
change. It was not just the culmi-
nation of a decade of reformasi,
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In our cover story Anil Netto looks at the Pakatan
Rakyat economic orientation and questions whether
its pro-business policies are compatible with pro-
people sustainable development.

Within the Pakatan, Pas appears to be speaking with
different voices to different constituencies, observes
Farish Noor, who says the party can and should
play a key role in determining the development of
democracy in Malaysia.

Training the spotlight on the Barisan, Martin Jalleh
feels the MIC does not have much of a future, thanks
to its long-serving president, Samy Vellu, who could
sink the party along with himself.

Fan Yew Teng, for his part, takes issue with
Muhyiddin’s recent outburst; what a stark contrast
to Umno founder Onn Jaafar, who was more inclu-
sive and open, he observes. Indeed, Fathol Zaman
Bukhari recalls with nostalgia an era when things
were so different.

In reviewing a new book by Dr Jeyakumar Devaraj’s
new book, Francis Loh questions whether the impe-
tus for change should come from a worker-based
socialist movement or a broad-based popular demo-
cratic alliance.
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Singh Dhaliwal, Fadiah Nadwa Fikri and Stephanie
Bastian pay tribute to these unsung Legal Aid law-
yers who secured the early release of those detained
during the rally.
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cession, Michael Lim Mah Hui says its long-term
structural causes lie in the nexus between economic
inequality, debt and financial explosion.
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but also the most visible sign that
the struggle for justice and re-
forms in the previous decades had
finally borne significant electoral
fruit. For the first time, the politi-
cal environment was conducive
for a viable two-coalition system
to emerge, where previous at-
tempts had failed.

But it would be a mistake for us
now to think that a two-coalition
system in itself would be enough
to bring forth sweeping changes
to radically transform the coun-
try and everyone can now sit back,
relax and leave it to the politi-
cians.

Much has been written about why
the Barisan did so poorly in the
2008 general election.  Several
obvious factors have often been
cited: the corruption, the abuse of
power, the sheer arrogance, hu-
man rights violations, the
marginalisation of various
groups, and grandiose projects
that squandered public funds.

But other more subtle reasons
contributed to the overall disillu-
sionment: the drop in the quality
of life over the years and the preva-
lence of social problems includ-
ing the rising crime rate. These are
all inter-related.

The drop in the quality of life
needs to be looked at more closely:
longer hours at work, little leisure
time, the stress and pressures at
work, and the inability of wages
to keep up with the cost of living.
Thus, when petrol prices shot up,
people were outraged and pro-
tested publicly. The absence of a
minimum wage and the import of

migrant workers generally sup-
pressed wage levels and allowed
Big Business to reap even higher
profits.

House and vehicle prices shot
well beyond the reach of many
unskilled - and even many skilled
- workers. Moreover, the rapidly
diminishing space for healthy
activities (like parks and farming),
along with higher oil prices, and
the corporate pollution and deg-
radation of our rivers and seas,
contributed to higher food prices
- while polluting labour intensive
manufacturers thrived.  Even the
quality of air we breathe is now
suspect because of the persistent
haze in parts of the country - partly
due to weak enforcement and the
actions of irresponsible industry
and plantations, apart from the
obvious cross-boundary haze
from Indonesia.

Neo-liberal policies, including the
privatisation of essential services
such as health care and education,
have led to a two-tier system: one
system for the rich and another for
the poor who are forced to pay
more and more for good quality
essential services. Such policies as
well as the move towards a more
regressive tax system (lower taxes
for corporations and the rich),
along with the suppression of
wages mentioned above, have
widened the gap between the rich
and the poor over the years.

Research has shown that with
wide-income differentials come a
myriad of social problems (‘Spirit
Level: Why more equal societies
almost always do better’ by
Wilkinson and Pickett, 2009) such
as drug addiction, alcoholism
and even mental illness (‘Mental
Health, Resilience and Inequali-

ties’, joint study by Mental Health
Foundation, UK, and World
Health Organisation, Europe,
2009). Social problems may also
be caused by the alienation of
workers by rapid industria-
lisation as well as the rising un-
employment among youths. In
many places, the gap between the
rich and the poor has spawned a
new urban underclass.  And then,
with greater disillusionment come
the divisive problems of racial and
religious chauvinism and intoler-
ance.

Few Malaysians have actually
thought through the problems
plaguing Malaysian society in
great depth nor do they
recognise that many of these
problems were created by poli-
cies that favoured Big Business
and big projects, with little ac-
countability to the public - in
short, a heavily pro-business
framework, with neo-liberal un-
derpinnings.

But that didn’t stop many Malay-
sians from teaching the Barisan a
lesson in the last general election.
It was enough that many felt dis-
illusioned that things somehow
did not feel right -  and for that,
Barisan candidates were pun-
ished and fell like nine pins.

Thus, it was not so much a vic-
tory for Pakatan - Pakatan did not
exist then apart from a loose elec-
toral alliance among the key op-
position parties that prevented
votes from being split. It seemed
more of a backlash by the people
that swung the votes away from
the BN. In the event, the Barisan
lost five states (now four, after
grabbing Perak back) and its cov-
eted two-thirds parliamentary
majority.

Less obvious reasons
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What started off as a sense of dis-
illusionment and disgust rapidly
turned into a sense of hope with
the formation of Pakatan Rakyat.
With that came the anticipation
that if the Pakatan could take over
at the federal level in the next gen-
eral election, most of the problems
in Malaysia would automatically
disappear. Anwar’s bid to seize
federal power by 16 September
2008 by enticing BN reps to cross-
over only heightened the antici-
pation that at long last, change
was possible and was
beckoning.

But what exactly was
the change desired? Few
seem to understand
what this encompassed
beyond the opposition
parties’ election ceramah
rhetoric that corruption
would be done away
with, undemocratic
laws would be repealed,
and poverty alleviated.

Most people had - and
still have - little inkling of the
Pakatan’s economic policies if
they came to power.  Would they
be pro-business? Would corpora-
tions hold excessive power vis a
vis the people? Or would the
Pakatan’s economic policies be
genuinely pro-people and em-
power the poor? Would they fo-
cus on improving public health
care especially our general hospi-
tals or would they contribute to
the brain drain amongst medical
professionals and to further mis-
ery for the poor by promoting
“health tourism” and private
medical insurance?  Would the
Pakatan introduce a more progres-
sive taxation system or would it

move towards a regressive tax sys-
tem including introducing a
goods and services tax that would
disproporionately hurt the poor?
Would it improve public trans-
port and make it cost-effective or
would it build more highways
and resort to expensive public
transport options?

Within days of taking over the
state government in Penang, for
instance, the Pakatan-led admin-
istration was confronted in the
media by the business commu-
nity, which wanted better infra-

structure (more highways and a
second bridge), faster approval of
licences and controls on costs.

On the surface, these demands
might seem innocuous. After all,
who could complain if policies
were introduced to promote devel-
opment. But what kind of devel-
opment? Corporate-led, profit-ori-
ented unsustainable development
or people-centred, welfare-ori-
ented sustainable development?
These two are not necessarily
compatible.

What if pro-business polices con-
flict with pro-people policies?
Would more highways and

bridges (good for construction
firms) lead to more traffic jams in
the future? Would increasing the
plot ratio density (which is good
for property developers and
which has recently been ap-
proved in Penang) lead to urban
congestion and a reduction in
green lungs and the overall qual-
ity of life? Would faster approv-
als of licences (good for manufac-
turers and developers) remove
controls that protect the public
interest and the environment?
Would controls on costs (good for
manufacturers) result in little em-

phasis on workers’ (in-
cluding migrant work-
ers’) rights and hardly
any talk of a minimum
wage?

On the bright side, the
Selangor government has
tried to take over the wa-
ter concessionaires from
private operators and
stop tariffs from rising.
Perhaps this is due to the
greater influence of civil
society voices inside and
outside the state admin-

istration and its willingness to lis-
ten to them. The PKR-led Selangor
government also immediately
banned all hill-slope development
when they came into power until
last month when the government
appeared to crumble to Big Busi-
ness pressure and announced it
would relax its stance. Their ear-
lier prompt action had stood in
stark contrast to the  lack of any
similar action by the DAP-led
state government in Penang.

When Pakatan took over in sev-
eral states, it had to contend with
more than just financial con-

What kind of change?

Kg Buah Pala villagers called on the Penang stateKg Buah Pala villagers called on the Penang stateKg Buah Pala villagers called on the Penang stateKg Buah Pala villagers called on the Penang stateKg Buah Pala villagers called on the Penang state
government to block the demolition - but it was in vain.government to block the demolition - but it was in vain.government to block the demolition - but it was in vain.government to block the demolition - but it was in vain.government to block the demolition - but it was in vain.

People vs Corporations
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straints, a civil service used to BN
rule, and missing files.

Making a bee-line to the doors of
the state government were the cor-
porate folks in suits. In Penang,
among the first congratulatory
messages to arrive was a huge flo-
ral bouquet bearing the DAP logo
from the developer of the contro-
versial Penang Global City Cen-
tre project, which eventually
failed to get the green light to pro-
ceed, following a concerted pro-
test by civil society groups. To be
sure, developers and the rest of the
business community often hedge
their bets and gravitate towards
whoever is in power.

What about the politicians?
Whereas before the general elec-
tion, the Pakatan politicians, in
casual attire, were busy mingling
with the rakyat, once they formed
the government they donned for-
mal business suit and opened
their doors to a steady stream of
visitors, many of them represent-
ing major business interests and
their concerns. The Pakatan state
governments, eager to keep the
economy humming, wanted to be
seen as “pro-business” to quell
any uncertainty of the political
transition within the business
community.

But the interests and lobbying by
these business groups are often
incompatible with the public in-
terest. Take the outright ban on
hill-slope development an-
nounced in Selangor which is
now being watered down to
“guidelines” after the developers
reportedly threatened to move
their business to Johor.  This wa-
tered-down approach is  unlikely
to impress residents in places
such as Bukit Antarabangsa,

scene of a landslide
last year.

Over in Penang, the
state government ap-
pears powerless or re-
luctant to curb steep
hill-slope develop-
ment in the Tanjung
Bunga area, much to
the disappointment of
the Tanjung Bunga
Residents Associa-
tion (TBRA). Observ-
ers suspect the reluctance is due
to the unhappiness it would cause
to the influential developers’
lobby. Developers have supported
a variety of state government ini-
tiatives financially or otherwise
such as donations to Penang’s
Partners Against Poverty
programme, which reportedly re-
ceived contributions from IJM
Properties (RM1 million pledge),
Hunza Properties (RM250,000
donation) and Hunza’s 25 busi-
ness partners (RM10,000 each).

Over in Kampung Buah Pala, now
demolished, the villagers had ac-
cused the state government of not
doing enough to stop the sale of
their land from being sealed. They
were also upset that the state gov-
ernment did not try to  re-acquire
the land and save their homes
from demolition after it was
pointed out that the land title is-
sued to the owner has a restric-
tion that forbids third party trans-
actions. Pakatan politicians had
earlier promised to defend the vil-
lage in the run-up to the general
election and even in the months
after.

Although this saga was a legacy
of the BN administration, which
approved the deal, the state gov-
ernment has tremendous power

over land matters - which it
seemed either reluctant or unable
to use. Nor did the Pakatan ad-
ministration reveal the findings of
its investigative committee to
probe the land deal, which was
disturbing as the land was alien-
ated at around RM10 per sq foot
when the market price is believed
to be around RM100 psf.

The villagers also complained
that they were not allowed to re-
locate their community to adjacent
state land. The state government
is believed to have feared that re-
locating the villagers there would
set a “precedent”.

The business community also
feared that any move by the state
government to reacquire the land
would set a similar “precedent”
and encourage residents affected
by future projects elsewhere to ask
that the state government acquire
the affected land. But what’s
wrong in setting a precedent that
is beneficial for ordinary people
displaced from their ancestral
homes?

Some suspect the real reason is
that such a “precedent” would
ruffle the developers in particular
and the business community in
general as it would make it diffi-

A sense of empowerment was evident at theA sense of empowerment was evident at theA sense of empowerment was evident at theA sense of empowerment was evident at theA sense of empowerment was evident at the
Penang Forum soon after the general electionPenang Forum soon after the general electionPenang Forum soon after the general electionPenang Forum soon after the general electionPenang Forum soon after the general election
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cult for them to evict settlers in fu-
ture and force them  to provide
more generous compensation,
thus eating into their profit mar-
gins. Instead, the state government
tried to mediate and persuade the
villagers to accept the developer’s
vaguely worded offer of double-
storey terrace houses as compen-
sation.  In the end, the pro-busi-
ness orientation triumphed over
the villagers’ traditional commu-
nity-based way of life, which was
more in harmony with the envi-
ronment.

The demolition of Kampung Buah
Pala has left other villagers across
the country now feeling a greater
sense of insecurity and wonder-
ing when their own villages
would be demolished by develop-
ers. They can now see that the fed-
eral government and the state gov-
ernments - whether BN or Pakatan
- seem powerless or reluctant to
intervene. Groups such as the
TBRA and the Kampung Buah
Pala villagers feel they have been
brushed aside as their concerns
take second place to what some
perceived to be the pro-business
orientation of the Pakatan state
governments.

The Penang state government also
appears interested in big ticket
transport infrastructure projects
such as the Penang Outer Ring
Road - even though this was one
of the controversial projects that
cost the BN administration votes.
Even when it comes to public
transport, Pakatan administra-
tions - like their BN counterparts -
appear more interested in the
more expensive options instead of
exploring more creative and cost-
effective initiatives to reduce con-
gestion such as opening up pe-
destrian-only streets, bicycle

lanes, bus rapid transit systems
and trams. Pakatan state govern-
ments also seem keen on health
tourism, which would benefit pri-
vate hospitals the most, while di-
verting even more resources away
from the government-run general
hospitals.

The pro-business orientation is
not much different from that
found in BN-ruled states. In
Sarawak, for instance, logging
and plantation companies have
brought tremendous grief to the
Penan and other natives, who
have been forced to set up block-
ades as their food sources disap-
pear along with the vanishing for-
ests.

Another breakthrough took place
on 8 March 2008 - quite apart from
the electoral one.

For the first time in a long time,
people felt genuinely empowered.
They had made the difference.
Their votes had helped to change
the country’s destiny. Even
though that change is still ongo-
ing, the journey continues with
renewed vigour. A light at the end
of the tunnel has beckoned - and
there is no turning back - whereas
previously a cloud of darkness
had shrouded the path.

This post-election excitement was
evident in the Penang Forum, a
civil society event held to discuss
proposals and recommendations
for the state government. Many
discussed these proposals ani-
matedly, and the buzz the discus-
sions created was infectious.

But by and by, a certain sense of

dis-empowerment set in once
again as the Pakatan politicians
took over. Many of the hitherto
politically uninvolved who had
vigorously campaigned for
change ahead of the general elec-
tion through emails and SMSes
trustingly let the politicians
handle the governing.  Some of
those who voted for change even
think they have already done their
part and their next duty is only to
vote for complete change in the
next general election.

Even so, an important break-
through had taken place. No
longer do people feel cowed by the
politicians and those in power.
They know that politicians -
whether from the BN or the
Pakatan - can now be thrown out
if they refuse to work in the
people’s interests. Equally impor-
tant, many are now no longer pre-
pared to accept any public rela-
tions spin/nonsense or projects
dished out that are against the
interests of the people.

From the villagers of Tanjung
Tokong who want to preserve
their 200-year-old village against
impending “development”, to the
residents of Taman Golf in Ipoh
who successfully stopped the
construction of a sewage plant
facing their homes, to the urban-
ites of Kota Damansara who are
campaigning to stop the construc-
tion of a Carrefour hypermarket -
there is a new sense of people
power that politicians on both
sides of the divide cannot afford
to ignore.

No longer can the people be taken
for granted. No longer are they
willing to tolerate nonsense and
the same old BN politics even if
it’s in Pakatan garb.

A psychological
b r e a k t h r o u g h
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But there is a larger dilemma fac-
ing voters who are hoping for
change and for a new, more just
and inclusive Malaysia.

Few of the Pakatan’s concrete poli-
cies were clearly spelt out to the
people in the run-up to the gen-
eral election, during which
ceramah speakers basically told
people what they wanted to hear.
Hardly any mention of pro-busi-
ness policies during those election
rallies and what these entailed.

Many who had voted for change
understand that Pakatan state
governments face a number of se-
rious constraints - funding, legal,
enforcement and human re-
sources - and they are thus sym-
pathetic to the Pakatan’s short-
comings. Besides the Pakatan has
only been in power for 18 months.

They are thus willing to suspend
judgement on the Pakatan for the
next few years - because they see
the Big Picture: they hope that the
Pakatan will capture federal
power and after that, the country
will experience a dramatic change
for the better and everyone will
live happily ever after.

Only thing is that it doesn’t quite
work that way. Certainly, it is
likely that if the Pakatan takes over
at the federal level,  an improve-
ment in the human rights situa-
tion, especially in civil and politi-
cal rights, could be on the cards
and there probably would be less
outright corruption.

But, at the same time, Pakatan has
already displayed a number of
shortcomings in the states it ad-
ministers - in particular, its

worryingly pro-business stance.
These deserve to be highlighted
and discussed and debated to
gauge the extent such policies
may harm the people’s interests.

But because of the Big Picture (i.e.
looking ahead to the next general
election) - does it mean the public
should hold back from criticism
of Pakatan out of fear that such
criticism could undermine the
fledgling coalition even before it
can take off?

The problem with that approach
is that the lack of criticism - the
silence - shall certainly be con-
strued by Pakatan leaders as con-
sent. If Malaysians don’t make
their dissatisfaction felt now,
Pakatan leaders will think that
they have popular support behind
such a stance and that everyone
is happy with their pro-business
orientation.

Democracy, freedom and eco-
nomic and environmental justice
are rarely given to us on a silver
platter.  We cannot afford to sit
back and give Pakatan a blank
cheque. We have seen how that
led to lost opportunity, environ-
mental damage and squandered
resources in the 52 years of BN
rule.

In five states, the Pakatan was
given the mandate to push for-
ward the reform agenda.  But re-
forms in favour of whom? Big
Business or the ordinary rakyat?

Our scrutiny should be constant,
and we need to be vigilant at all
times, whether those in power are
the BN or the Pakatan. We should
make it clear that we consider this
time until the next general election
a probationary period for the

Pakatan that puts them under
constant scrutiny and pressure to
deliver on democratic and pro-
people economic reforms (as op-
posed to pro-business economic
liberalisation) that do not harm
the environment.

Civil society can serve as an im-
portant check and balance on any
overtly pro-business stance that
could sideline grass-roots demo-
cratic initiatives, progressive re-
forms and efforts to empower
marginalised groups.

The public,  especially
marginalised groups and those
at the wrong end of “develop-
ment” and “pro-business” poli-
cies, must continue to step up to
the plate and make their voices
heard. After all,  did not the
people vote Pakatan into power
in five states? Thus, the vote be-
longed to the people and not Big
Business. Consequently, should
not Pakatan serve the interests
of these people instead of those
who did not elect them? And if
not, why is Pakatan so eager to
pander to big corporate inter-
ests instead of those who voted
them into power? What is it
about Pakatan that seems to
have clouded its vision and
muddied its struggle for the
people so soon? Is it money?

But if, on the other hand, voters
give the Pakatan a blank cheque,
by the time we reach the next gen-
eral election, we might end up
with a Pakatan that is little better
than a BN clone or a BN Lite, so to
speak, with a generous sprinkling
of ex-BN political rejects who have
suddenly “seen the light” along
with others who have strong ties
with the business community.
And that would be a tragedy.

The larger dilemma

q
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olitical parties are, it has
to be remembered, com-
plex composite entities.
It is common for us to

talk about political parties as if
they are invested with singular
identities and personalities; and
we often make the mistake of talk-
ing about political parties in the
singular, when in fact all politi-
cal parties are plural entities with
plentiful internal complexities
and differences.

The Malaysian Islamic Party, Pas,
is no exception to the rule, and for
that reason we need to be cautious
when referring to Pas as if it was
a singular person. Pas – like all
the parties in Malaysia and else-
where – is a complex composite
entity with a myriad of streams,
schools of thought, ideological
leanings as well as a colourful
history to match.

When Pas was first formed – as a
splinter party from Umno, mind
you – in 1951, it was led by mod-
erate Islamists like Dr Abbas Elias
who were mostly nationalists
who were committed to the cause
of national liberation and inde-
pendence. It was during the lead-
ership of Dr. Burhanuddin al-
Helmy and Dr Zulkiflee
Muhammad (1956-1969) that PAS
was the Islamist party that was

championing the cause of inde-
pendence and which gave its sup-
port to progressive anti-colonial
movements and workers groups
both in Malaysia and abroad.

Between 1970 to 1982, however,
PAS came under the leadership of
Asri Muda, who turned Pas into
a Malay-centric ethno-nationalist
party that tried to be ‘more Malay’
than Umno. Asri was the one who
brought Pas into the fold of the BN
during the 1970s, which turned
out to be an experiment that later
went disastrously wrong and
which led to him being ousted
from his own party in 1982. Be-
tween 1982 to 1998, Pas came un-
der the leadership of the Ulama
who were on the one hand con-
servative Islamists who sup-
ported the Iranian revolution but
who also injected the party with a

new wave of Islamist intellectual-
ism and activism as never before.

Since 1998, Pas has once again
reinvented itself as the party that
battles for human rights and de-
mocracy, while also championing
the cause of the Islamic state and
Islamist politics.

Pas today is therefore an ex-
tremely complex party, with the
second biggest vote base and net-
work of supporters in the coun-
try, and which is perhaps the best
organised and most disciplined
party in the country. As a (subse-
quent) component party of the
Pakatan Rakyat, Pas won the
smallest number of seats in Par-

POLITICS

That complex entity called PasThat complex entity called PasThat complex entity called PasThat complex entity called PasThat complex entity called Pas
Pas can and should play a key role in determining the future
of Malaysia and the development of democracy in the country

by Farish A Noor
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liament at the elections of March
2008, despite being perhaps the
biggest in terms of its support
base.

Which brings us to the state of Pas
today, and where it is heading –
both in its own right and as a com-
ponent party of the Pakatan
Rakyat. Over the past year the Ma-
laysian public has witnessed
what can be best described as a
stalemate in the state of politics in
Malaysia . Neither the BN nor the
PR has managed to radically
change the landscape of Malay-
sian politics thus far, and despite
appearances it would appear that,
politically, Malaysia has not
evolved much over the past few
months.

What troubles many Malaysians
who supported the opposition PR,
however, is the fact that Pas seems
to be one of the parties of the PR
that is speaking with different
voices to different constituencies.
On the one hand, we have seen
that the moderate voices in PAS –
the so-called ‘Erdogan faction’ –
have been instrumental in keep-
ing Pas in the PR and in promot-
ing the agenda of progressive, con-
stitutionalist Islamism in the
country. The moderates in Pas are
the ones who have been most vis-
ibly involved in many of the popu-
lar campaigns – such as the cam-
paign for free and fair elections –
that have focused on inclusive
non-sectarian issues that unite
Malaysian citizens from all eth-
nic and religious backgrounds.

On the other hand, it cannot be
denied that they are also very real
voices in Pas today who are
equally keen to engage in dialogue

with Umno on the basis of Malay-
Muslim unity. Likewise, there are
those who have once again reig-
nited public fears of radical con-
servative Islamisation thanks to
their self-proclaimed status as
moral guardians who have uni-
laterally begun the process of
moral policing in the country.
Voices in Pas that support
Shariah punishments, moral po-
licing snoop squads, the banning
of alcohol sales and the banning
of Muslims from going to music
concerts do not bode well for a
party that is trying to become a
national party with national as-
pirations..

The question has been asked,
therefore: which is the real Pas?
Well, unfortunately, this aca-
demic can only give a complex
answer to a complex question: For
all these voices emanate from Pas
and all of them are equally real
and valid. Pas is at the same time
a party that wants to see more
democratisation in the country but
at the same time is still intent on
creating an Islamic state in Ma-
laysia . On the thorny question of
the Islamic state and the place of
Islamic laws and punishments in
Malaysia, Pas remains firm to its
commitment to governance ac-
cording to its interpretation of Is-
lamic law and legal-political
praxis.

The challenge therefore is not to
‘reform’ Pas to make it a ‘liberal-
secular’ party, and indeed why
should Pas change? Pas has never
been hypocritical about its own Is-
lamist orientation or aspirations,
but only different when it comes
to the modalities of its operational
procedures. The challenge is re-
ally to the Pakatan and to the
people of Malaysia instead: PR

has to accept the fact that its key
component and ally is an Islamic
party whose religious ideology is
totally different from that of say,
the DAP or PSM. Likewise the Ma-
laysian public has to accept that
if it wishes to support PAS, then
Pas in turn will try its best to
implement its own Islamist
agenda on its own terms. One may
engage in debates about opera-
tional procedures and the politi-
cal costs of some of their demands,
but one has to at least respect Pas
for what it is: an Islamist party.

Finally, we need to remember that
Pas today is as complex as its own
history. The party was once a left-
leaning Islamist party and once a
right-leaning pseudo-nationalist
party. How Pas will deal with the
contingencies of the future is
anyone’s guess, but as a political
party it will have to make choices
that are political in nature. Poli-
tics and power will be the factors
that determine its evolution, like
that of any other party. Pas’ own
sense of destiny and purpose is
tempered by its understanding of
the realities of the times we live
in.

Pas needs to understand that
whatever its wishes may be, we
live in a multi-ethnic and multi-
religious Malaysia where no
single religion can be forced down
the throats of everyone. Can Pas
accept this reality and adapt to it?
One hopes so, for this historian
still believes that Pas can and
should play a key role in deter-
mining the future of Malaysia and
the development of democracy in
the country. THAT was the mes-
sage of the election results of 8
March 2008, and not a blanket en-
dorsement of an Islamic state on
any terms.

Which is the real Pas?

q
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n Saturday, 1 August
2009, 589 people includ-
ing 44 juveniles were ar-
rested in connection

with the anti ISA protests in the
centre of Kuala Lumpur.

Two teams of lawyers from the
Bar Council mobilised themselves
to respond.  The Human Rights
Committee took charge of moni-
toring while the Bar Council Le-
gal Aid Centre (Kuala Lumpur)
formed an Urgent Arrest Team to
provide legal aid and assistance
to those who might get arrested.

As early as 6.30am on that Satur-
day morning, volunteer lawyers
of the Legal Aid Centre (LAC) had
already gathered at the LAC of-
fice in Wisma Kraftangan. Law-
yers manned the Centre while oth-
ers went on the ground along
Jalan Tunku Abdul Rahman, the
Sogo area and Masjid Jamek to
monitor the situation.

The Centre received the first report
of arrests at about 9.00am. We also
received reports that people were
beaten up by the police and ex-
cessive force was used in the

course of arrests even though
those taking part in the assembly
were not violent. In one incident,
when one of the lawyers called on
the police not to use excessive
force, the police shouted back, “If
you want to talk about rights, you
go to court, you
lawyers all you
know is rights,
rights, rights!”

As the day pro-
gressed, more and
more calls were
coming in inform-
ing the lawyers
about arrests tak-
ing place at differ-
ent hot spots.
Some arrests even
took place outside
Wisma Kraftangan itself! A few of
the volunteer lawyers were also
tear-gassed and harassed by the
police.

The lawyers at the Centre began
sieving through the information
while trying to figure out the ac-
tual situation, especially the loca-
tions the detainees were being
held. Where it was possible, law-

yers asked the persons detained
to confirm their whereabouts and
advised them about their rights
through the calls. They were also
counselled to voice their requests
to meet the lawyers and not to sign
any statements without the pres-

ence of lawyers.

The information suggested that
those detained were taken to a
number of police stations includ-
ing those along Jalan Campbell
and Jalan  Tun H S Lee, but it also
seemed to suggest that everyone
was being moved to the FRU PGA
Complex in Cheras.

To clarify the situation, the law-
yers attempted to contact various
police stations including Bukit

HUMAN RIGHTS

Legal aid for the Abolish
ISA rally detainees
The presence of lawyers at Bukit Jalil police station and in
court made a real difference in securing their early release

by Ravinder Singh Dhaliwal, Fadiah Nadwa Fikri and Stephanie Bastian

OOOOO

News about
the arrests

Sieving through
the information
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Aman and Cheras to confirm the
arrests, determine the location of
the detainees and notify the au-
thorities that they would be act-
ing for the detainees – without
much success. Most police sta-
tions denied holding any detain-
ees and the FRU PGA Complex
could not be contacted.

In the end, it was decided that one
of the lawyers would take a trip to
the FRU PGA Complex, Cheras
and to report back to the rest.  He
arrived at about 3.00pm and was
probably one of the first lawyers
to arrive on the scene.

At the Cheras FRU PGA com-
plex, it was clear that hundreds
of people were in police custody.
This was evident from the truck-
loads of detainees being driven
in. At this point, more lawyers
had arrived but their efforts at
gaining access to their clients
proved difficult, as the police
and the FRU officers were ex-
tremely uncooperative. Lawyers
were made to stand and wait
outside the huge complex, and
repeated requests to talk to an
officer or person in charge to find
out what was happening were
futile: an absolute lack of re-
sponse from the officers man-
ning the gate.

To make the problem worse, it was
not clear if the complex could be
used as a detention centre. No no
police officer, investigation officer
or OCPD appeared to be in charge,
and the complex became one huge
inaccessible fortress.

Those police officers that we had
to interact with just said ‘No’ to
every request or query.   They did
not even bother to invoke Section
28A (8) of the CPC as they nor-
mally do.  A senior officer told one
of the lawyers “Don’t talk to me
about the law, you lawyers know
the law and all I know is this is a
‘ kawasan larangan’ so you cannot
go in”. They were uninterested in
the law. It was just a case of “no”
and “you can do what you want.”

Despite being at the Cheras FRU
PGA Complex for close to five
hours, and despite numerous at-
tempts on our part we never man-
aged to gain access to any of the
persons being held here. It was
clear that the police have scant re-
gard for Article 5 of the Federal
Constitution.  In situation after
situation, they deny lawyers the
right of access and continue to
make a mockery of Section 28A (2)
to (7) of the Criminal Procedure
Code which specifically allows for
such access.

At some point, buses began to
leave the complex.  It was not clear
at this stage what was going on.
Were detainees being released or
merely being moved to different
police stations? As has become
standard police operating proce-
dure in this country, the police
never provide any information
about what is going on!  We asked
but as usual we were met with a
wall of silence.

Lawyers thus had no choice but
to resort to chasing police buses
on motorbikes to try and figure out
what was going on.  After several
attempts, one of the lawyers fi-
nally caught up with one of the
buses at the train station in
Cheras. Detainees were being let

off the bus here and the lawyer
managed to speak to them. This
was the first time that we were
able to confirm that releases were
taking place.

It baffles the mind as to why the
police had to resort to such secrecy
pertaining to their actions. If you
are going to release someone –
why not just say so. If you are go-
ing to remand someone –  is it so
difficult to inform the family and
friends that a remand order is be-
ing sought and let them know
where and when the remand hear-
ing will take place?

A lot needs to be done to reform
the police force, but one immedi-
ate step that they could easily take
(if they wanted to) would be to be
more transparent. But old habits
die hard and the lack of transpar-
ency and secrecy appear to have
become part of Polis Di Raja
Malaysia’s organisational cul-
ture.

While the lawyers were still at the
Cheras FRU Complex, they began
to receive reports that some of the
persons detained were being held
at the Bukit Jalil police station.
Some lawyers remained at the
Complex to monitor the situation
while others began travelling to
Bukit Jalil.

Another group of lawyers headed
to Petaling police station upon
hearing of the detention of three
juveniles there. When they ar-
rived at the Petaling station, they
discovered that one of the three
juveniles had already been re-

FRU PGA Complex –
E x t r e m e l y

u n c o o p e r a t i v e
and inaccessible

Bukit Jalil Police
Station – Interviewing

clients and
remand hearing
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manded for four days.

The first volunteer lawyers ar-
rived at Bukit Jalil at around
9.00pm. They spoke to the OCPD
and asked to see their clients.  Af-
ter waiting for almost two hours,
they finally managed to see the IO,
Inspector Buruwin. They repeat-
edly insisted on access and finally
at about 11.00pm the team began
to interview about 40 persons
who were being detained in Bukit
Jalil police station.  It was not cer-
tain if the remand would take
place immediately and so the law-
yers waited outside the police sta-
tion till 2.00am, when they were
informed that the remand hearing
would only take place at 11.00am
on Sunday (2 August).

The volunteer lawyers regrouped
at the Bukit Jalil police station at
9.00am on Sunday. Despite being
told that the remand proceedings
would take place at 11.00am, the
team wanted to turn up early since
some of those detained on Satur-
day had been detained as early as
9.00 am on Saturday morning and
there were concerns that the re-
mand hearing might take place
before the 24-hour deadline.

The remand hearing at Bukit Jalil
began at around noon on Sunday.
The two juveniles who had been
detained at Petaling police station
were brought to Bukit Jalil in a van.
Puan Naziah was the presiding
magistrate and she began by hear-
ing the remand applications in
respect of the two juveniles. She
ordered them both released.

She then proceeded to hear appli-
cations for remand in batches. She
began with batches of three but
towards the evening the batches
got bigger with the last ones num-

bering 17 and 21.
It was only during
these proceedings
that we learned
that about 13 per-
sons arrested early
on Saturday morn-
ing had already
been given remand
orders. This re-
mand hearing had
apparently taken
place at about
2.00pm on Saturday afternoon
when we were still at Wisma
Kraftangan and the anti-ISA gath-
ering was in full swing!

The 13 had apparently been ar-
rested at about 3.30am on Satur-
day morning.  No lawyer was
present at the proceeding and the
majority of the 13 were remanded
for four days. While the remand
hearings were going on, 21 more
persons who had been held over-
night in the Brickfields police sta-
tion arrived.

The remand hearing was a long
drawn out process. By about
4.00pm some of the volunteer law-
yers were exhausted.  Many of
them had been at the Bukit Jalil
police station until 3.00am on Sat-
urday night and then returned to
Bukit Jalil at 9.00am on Sunday
morning. It had by now became
clear that the remand hearings
would run into the night.  Follow-
ing that, an SOS was sent out for
reinforcements. By 6.00pm more
lawyers began arriving at the
Bukit Jalil police station to assist.

The remand hearing finally came
to an end at 9.15pm – after almost
10 hours!  The total number of
persons whom the police sought
to remand was 77. The police
failed to get remand orders

against 59 persons and over the
course of 10 hours, three juveniles,
11 women and 45 men were re-
leased. Cheers of joy and jubila-
tion greeted those released as they
met their friends and family out-
side the police gate.  Over the
course of the day, a total of 18 per-
sons were remanded - one juve-
nile, five women and a dozen men.

The final batch of lawyers came
out of the police station at 9.30pm
to applause and shouts of “hidup
peguam” from the crowd of family
members and friends of the de-
tainees.

On 3 August 2009 (Monday), 29
persons were brought to the Ses-
sions Court and charged; 16 for
being part of an illegal assembly
and 13 others under the Societies
Act for distributing T-shirts for an
unregistered society (Gerakan
Mansuhkan ISA or GMI).

The volunteer lawyers did the bail
applications.  The prosecution
asked the Court to impose a bail
of RM6,000 and a RM5,000 bond
on the juvenile. The Court, how-
ever, after hearing arguments
from the lawyers, fixed bail for

Bail Application
– Kuala  Lumpur
Sessions Court
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each of the 28 at RM500 and al-
lowed the juveniles to be released
on a RM300 bond.

The police then whisked off four
of the women who had been of-
fered bail in the Sessions Court to
the Magistrates Court where they
were charged for apparently not
producing their ICs when ar-
rested. Once again the lawyers
conducted the bail application
and bail was set at RM200 each.

The presence of lawyers at Bukit
Jalil police station and in court
made a difference.  At the remand
hearings on Sunday in the Bukit
Jalil police station, the police
failed in three out of four cases to
get a remand order. This failure
rate is unprecedented.  We remem-
ber all too well, previous situa-
tions of mass arrests – when al-
most everyone would get re-
manded.  The maximum remand
against the 18 was only two days
- which meant that they had to ei-
ther be charged on Monday or re-
leased.

The number of persons who were
released at the remand hearings
on Sunday stood in sharp contrast
to the situation on Saturday after-
noon when 13 unrepresented per-
sons were remanded, the major-
ity of them for the maximum of
four days.

The lawyers who handled the bail
application also did a good job by
getting a bail as low as RM500.  In
previous situations of mass arrest,
bail had sometimes been as high
as RM2,000.

The Bar Council Legal Aid Centre
(Kuala Lumpur) would like to
thank all those who were part of
the Urgent Arrest Team over the
weekend, all those who re-
sponded to the SOS for more vol-
unteer lawyers, chambering pu-
pils, and staff of the Centre. Ev-
eryone played their part. Truly it
was a wonderful team effort in-
volving many people – some of
whom gave  their time and effort
on short notice.

We laud them for sacrificing their
time and energy over the three ar-
duous days. For being with us at
our Centre to monitor the arrests,
for travelling to different police
stations on Saturday to try and
locate those detained, for going to
the Bukit Jalil police station to as-
sist in the remand hearing and for
turning up in court on Monday to
help in the bail application.

Their combined efforts and com-
mitment to the fundamental tenet
that every one has the right to le-
gal counsel made a real difference
to the length of time that the de-
tainees had to suffer in police cus-
tody.

Ravinder Singh DhaliwalRavinder Singh DhaliwalRavinder Singh DhaliwalRavinder Singh DhaliwalRavinder Singh Dhaliwal
is the Chairperson of theis the Chairperson of theis the Chairperson of theis the Chairperson of theis the Chairperson of the
Bar Council Legal AidBar Council Legal AidBar Council Legal AidBar Council Legal AidBar Council Legal Aid
Centre (KL), FadiahCentre (KL), FadiahCentre (KL), FadiahCentre (KL), FadiahCentre (KL), Fadiah
Nadwa Fikri is the Secre-Nadwa Fikri is the Secre-Nadwa Fikri is the Secre-Nadwa Fikri is the Secre-Nadwa Fikri is the Secre-
tary and Stephanie Bastiantary and Stephanie Bastiantary and Stephanie Bastiantary and Stephanie Bastiantary and Stephanie Bastian
is the Executive Director.is the Executive Director.is the Executive Director.is the Executive Director.is the Executive Director.

We thank the following persons
for assisting in one way or an-
other. Their presence made a real
difference to the lives of all those
detained:

Ravi Nekoo, Ravinder Singh, Fadiah
Nadwa, Saha Deva, Stephanie
Bastian, Valen Khor, Harleen Kaur,
Rajen Devaraj, Puspawati Rosman,
Harvindar Singh, Rajesweri
Paramesevam, Mohd Radzlan
Jalaludin, Nik Waheeda, Farida
Mohamad, Sasha Lyna, Murnie
Hidayah, Farhana Abdul Halim,
Syuhaini Safwan, N. Surendran,
Latheefa Koya, Honey Tan, Pushpa
Ratnam, Lim Chee Wee, Ragunath
Kesavan, Ambiga Sreenevasan,
Edmund Bon Tai Soon, Daniel Joseph
Albert, Syahredzan B Johan, Jonson
Chong, Patrick Dass, Lee Choi Wan,
Chow Siew Lin, Steven
Thiruneelakandan, Brian Jit Singh,
Verghese Aaron Mathews, David
Dinesh Mathew, Khaizan Sharizad
(Sherrie), Rachel Vanuja Suppiah,
Seira Sacha, Adiba Shareen, Soo Siew
Mei, Lim Kar Mern, Joanna Loy,
Ahmad Zamri B Asa’ad Khuzaimi,
Zulqarnain B. Lukman, Azizzul
Shariman B Mat Yusoff, Ariff Azami
B Hussein, Zulhazmi B. Shariff,
George Varughese, M Puravalen,
Richard Wee, Chin Hsu Lin, Chin Oy
Sim, Andrew Khoo, Bavanee
Subramaniam, Sivamalar
Genapathy, Elizabeth Anne,
Jeevanathan Angappan, Sheena
Manicam and Nalina Grace Nair.

Thank you

Making a difference
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hose who grew up in the
1960s would certainly
recall this 1965 hit song,
‘You’ve Lost That Lov-

ing Feeling’ by the Righteous
Brothers. It was the number one
song on the hit charts in the West.
The song did fairly well in Ma-
laysia, although it was not dur-
ing the best of times. The country
was being troubled by communist
insurgents and a hostile
neighbour bent on crushing the
nation and its people. The mes-
sage in the song has much rel-
evance with the malady that is
afflicting the nation today.

Although raised in a kampong, I
grew up in a town and was ex-
posed to the bright lights at the
tender age of five. Parit Buntar in
the 1950s and 60s was simply an
insignificant provincial town
with basic amenities, at best. Times
were bad as the economy had
nose-dived due to falling rubber
prices. There was not much devel-
opment. The only buildings that
were constructed were a row of
shop-houses and a 30-foot tall
clock tower, a gift from a former
home-town boy who made it big
in Kuala Lumpur. The clock
tower, built on a tiny roundabout
at the entrance to the town, is still
standing today but minus its gran-

deur. Back then it was the town’s
only landmark

In spite of my urban upbringing I
did not completely abandon my
kampong roots. My brother and I
would join our Malay brethren on
weekends and during school holi-
days. Fishing was a form of escap-
ism for me. The many ponds and
streams that dotted the landscape
were filled with ikan keli, puyu and
haruan. I would use my
grandmother’s prized fishing rod
to fish. Hers was a seasoned bam-
boo pole with a hook and line on
one end. In spite of its simplicity,
the rod worked wonders with
fish, especially ikan puyu. For bait,
a plentiful supply of grasshop-
pers was available in the idle padi
fields behind our house. Catching
grasshoppers requires a certain
amount of talent, which I acquired
after watching the old lady deftly
grabbing the insects with her bare
hands.

The month of Ramadan was
something we kids looked for-
ward to in the kampong. The
village’s madarasah would be a
hive of activities. We would gather
at the prayer house for breaking-
of-fast and the tarawih prayers that

followed. Moreh (mass-cooked
food) would be served to the con-
gregation after prayers. Some of us
would remain behind taking
turns to beat the giant cowhide-
covered drum to alert villagers to
the time for sahur.

Hari Raya Puasa was a time for
celebration. Our house would be
opened to all - relatives,
neighbours and friends alike. I
would invite my Chinese and In-
dian schoolmates over for makan
and kuih raya. We welcomed them
with open arms. And they would
return the favour when their own
festivities came around. We con-
sidered those from the Christian,
Buddhist, Toaist, Sikh and Hindu
faiths as friends. Entering, eating
and spending the night in their
houses were never a problem.
There was no distinction separat-
ing one race from another and one
religion from the other. The issue
of halal and tak halal never
cropped up. Churches, temples
and mosques co-existed harmoni-
ously in the neighbourhood.

Yes, we had our differences but
they seldom degenerated into a
brawl. Yes, we used our fists to
settle scores but we would patch

Where’s the loving feel ing?
Can we co-exist as one when irreversible damages
has been done?

by Fathol Zaman Bukhari

TTTTT
Kampong roots

Hari Raya Puasa

HEART TO HEART
"What comes from the lips reaches the ear,
what comes from the heart reaches the heart" - Arab proverb
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reached such levels of idiocy that
it makes a mockery of our very own
existence. This happens when re-
ligion and politics interface and
become one. Civility takes a beat-
ing.

Today, Najib is trying hard to re-
live the past by imploring the
rakyat to co-exist as one. But will
1Malaysia ever thrive when irre-
versible damage has been done?
Your guess is as good as mine.

We definitely have lost that lov-
ing feeling. What a tragedy.

up in a matter of moments. Yes,
we called names and made ges-
tures but they were in jest rather
than in zest. We were Malaysians
in the purest form. We breathed
the same air and drank the same
water.

Why was this possible? Maybe it
was the way we were brought up.
Maybe it was the school we went
to. Maybe it was destined to be
such. The colour of our skin and
the faith we practised were irrel-
evant. We were brothers and sis-
ters, and like brothers and sisters,
we played, laughed, fought and
made up all at the same time.

Then came the Iranian Revolu-
tion of 1979. From then onwards
things began to assume a differ-
ent dimension. Suddenly,
menerap nilai-nilai Islam (adopt-
ing Islamic values) became the
vogue. Nowhere was this most
eagerly pursued than in the
armed forces. Beer, liquor
and intoxicating drinks
once prevalent in messes

were removed. Warriors’ Day
became a tame affair. No more
parades at cenotaphs (except at
the National Monument). No
more one-minute silence for the
dearly departed. No more eulo-
gies to honour those who made
the ultimate sacrifices. And,
worse, no more partying and
merry-making. Soon all these be-
came indelible memories to
tickle our conscience.

Haram becomes the buzz word
and is bandied about with halal
and tak halal. Shaking hands with
women not your muhrim (relation)
is taboo. Showing of affection at
public places is disallowed. En-
tertaining your non-Muslim
friends is considered improper.
Sales of beer in Muslim-domi-
nated areas becomes an issue. A
cow head is used as an instru-
ment of contempt. Open houses
have turned into spurious state-
sponsored functions without de-
finitive reasons other than to
splurge. Moral policing takes cen-
tre stage. And a single mother

awaits caning for
consuming beer.
The charade has

A d o p t i n g
Islamic values

I r r e v e r s i b l e
d a m a g e
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I read with interest the statement
by Minister in the Prime Minister’s
Department,  T Murugiah, that the
organisers of the anti ISA demon-
stration will be sued by the Public
Complaints Bureau (PCB) for
causing a loss of about
RM500,000 to the traders.

I would like to know how this stag-
gering sum was arrived at by the
Lorong Tuanku Abdul Rahman
Businessman and Traders Asso-
ciation.

The best way to ascertain this fact
is for the Income Tax Department
to verify their income and the
amount of tax paid, if any, on their
income prior to this claim. There-
fore, I urge the tax authorities to
be vigilant and open files on these
traders.  In normal circumstances,
they seldom pay income tax,
claiming the fact that they are petty

traders and their income is just
enough to make ends meets.

Ajit Singh Jessy

I was in Malaysia in the early
1960s.  What a marvelous place
this was!  But it has been infected
by western-style democracy now.
We in the west invent many laws
that take away an individual’s
freedom. We do this in the name
of security.  Yes, state security is
paramount, but when these same
laws are used to control citizens
then they are being abused.  That
is what has happened here in the
UK and in America.  Detaining
humans without trial is an abuse
of their rights and civil liberties.
This is just an excuse by govern-
ments here in the west to give our
police, government and courts
more control over us. These laws

Letters must not exceed 250
words and must include the
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
body itself.

Loss of business
due to anti-ISA
d e m o n s t r a t i o n

have been abused far too much.

Many changes here in the West
have taken away the meaning of
democracy. Here we have many
terrorists both from abroad and
home grown.  These laws will not
stop this.  They are just an excuse
for governments that are losing
control.  This does not work here
in the corrupt west.  Do not accept
this in Malaysia.  Better security,
better laws and investigators, bet-
ter police will manage to control
security.  These new laws are
wrong; they should never have
been thought of or copied from the
west.  We in the west are sup-
posed to be democratic.  No longer
is this the case.  We have many
dictators that control our lives.
Many corrupt politicians and po-
lice officers.  We are a bad example
for the rest of the world.

Anthony Rodgers
Sheffield, UK

Do not take examples
from the West
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amy Vellu is here to stay
– as long as he wants. He
has been made indis-
pensable, invincible…

even immortal.  He will remain as
the “saviour” of the Indians in
Malaysia – a god-like status his
“devotees” have strenuously be-
stowed upon him.

This strong message that Samy
still reigns supreme was delivered
by the majority of the 1,464 del-
egates at the triennial election of
the Malaysian Indian Congress
(MIC) held recently. It appears
that they would prefer to sink with
Samy – rather than swim in the
current of change.

Dr M says, “MIC is scared stiff of
Samy Vellu.” But it is their very
own political survival they are
shivering and sweating over!
Ironically, they felt very secure
even if it meant strengthening
Samy’s political stranglehold and
further suffocating the whole In-
dian community!

With their future at stake, the del-
egates were not prepared to stick
their necks out. In fact, as Dr M
once described the members of the
MIC, they are “not even ready to
stick their little finger out”. Such

is the sordid state of affairs in the
second oldest political party in
the country.

“Everybody is playing safe. If I go
against the chief, he’s going to
hammer me. Then I won’t get con-
tracts, I won’t be ‘ketua bahagian’
(party division chief),” Dr M suc-
cinctly described the sad scenario
– which was very similar to Umno
when Dr M was its president for
22 years.

In the run-up to the polls, Samy

failed to display the stature of an
elder statesman. He hyped about
change (a hollow promise he
made over the past 30 years) but
hindered change by hand-picking
a “Presidential Team” and ha-
ranguing deserving candidates
who refused to suck up to him.

His self-serving sycophants     stuck
to the status quo and made an al-
most clean sweep – the post of
deputy president, three vice-presi-
dencies and 19 of the 23 central
working committee posts. The del-
egates shortchanged their party
which was in desperate need of
change.

As they saluted him, Samy broke
into song perhaps in gratitude to
the armies of Hanuman (monkey
god), whose intervention he had
desperately sought to save his
day, and in great jubilation that
he now has a team whom he had
selected and who would likely
serve him in servile gratitude!

For Samy the results were a solid
endorsement of his feudalistic
lordship. But the slim majorities
of some of his men, especially his
incumbent deputy president G
Palanivel (who saw his majority
of 495 votes in 2006 over

POLITICS

Sinking in solidarity
with Samy
There is no better example of a “political zero” than
the long-serving MIC president

by Martin Jalleh

SSSSS

S y c o p h a n t s

Samy: Stifled Indian voices in theSamy: Stifled Indian voices in theSamy: Stifled Indian voices in theSamy: Stifled Indian voices in theSamy: Stifled Indian voices in the
MIC?MIC?MIC?MIC?MIC?
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Subramaniam slashed to 82) sig-
nalled a slide in the support for
Samy.

Shocked by the results, former
deputy chairman Subramaniam
(Subra) accused the delegates of
selling their souls. For so long,
Samy has used him as a conve-
nient showpiece of democracy in
MIC. One such example was
Samy’s retort to Dr M in one of
their sardonic exchanges.

Dr M had slammed Samy for hav-
ing stifled Indian voices in the
MIC. Samy shot back labelling Dr
M “the destroyer of deputies”’ –
in sharp contrast to him having
only one deputy (Subra) who
lasted for 25 years. Of course he
was mum over how he had sub-
dued, silenced and sidelined
Subra.

Subra insisted that he was no
coward. He had not challenged
Samy “because the party was
weak. I feared it would further
weaken the party. But now the
party is being weakened by the
leadership and I want to bring a
change”.  Sadly, such belated

boldness has barely got him and
his party anywhere.

Having been with Samy for 25
long years, Subra seemed sympa-
thetic to Samy and the syndrome
he was suffering from: “Some
leaders cannot prepare their mind
to accept retirement…It is a com-
bination of ego, addiction to
power and false image of one-
self… they misguide themselves.”

Subra knew that the party election
was a do-or-die battle.     Samy por-
trayed Subra as “doing nothing”
for the Indians. Subra highlighted
the insecurities of Samy, adding
that “the president was too afraid
to hand over duties to him” and
there was nothing he could do
about it.

(Six months before the last general
elections, Samy had asked Pak
Lah for “some money so that we
can boost the morale of the party”.
Samy related the outcome: “First
he said, ‘I’ll look into it.’ Later he
said, ‘No’, he cannot give.” And
Samy’s response was, “… what
can we do?”! ).

The MIC supremo accused Subra
of being “subservient to Mahathir,
I don’t know to what extent he is
subservient to Umno...  he needs
somebody to push him forward.
He can’t stand on his own legs…”
– like how Samy was subjugated
by Umno for the past 30 years and
by Dr M for 22 years?

It is obvious that at 65, and with
the MIC in a further state of stag-
nation with Samy at the helm till
2012 (i.e., if he ever retires), Subra
is done for in MIC. The only thing
that is left for him to do is to have
nothing to do with the MIC and to
join the opposition.

No one has really been interested
in lifting a finger to help the Indi-
ans at the grassroots. The MIC
delegates have been too afraid to
“stick their little finger out”, and
Samy and Dr M have been only
interested in finger pointing and
creating a facade of fighting for
their cause.

The blame game which began
during Dr M’s tenure, climaxed
before and after the MIC party
polls when the best players seem-
ingly in humbug, hypocrisy, hys-
terics and histrionics pitted them-
selves against each other, expos-
ing their naked intentions and
contradicting themselves and one
another!

Dr M has long argued that the
main unhappiness of the Indians
is not with him but Samy Vellu.
Remove Samy and all would be
resolved. Why did Dr M refrain
from removing Samy during his
tenure? Was it because he was a
very handy ‘asset’ then to hood-
wink the Indians?

Samy has said that Dr M “had
promised this and that but in the
end told the community nehi ( ’no’
in Hindi)” and that he “did very
little for the Indian community…
Despite the MIC appealing again
and again for help, he refused to
budge”.

Samy, however, has had no guts
to stick to his guns especially
when the “great statesman”
throws down the gauntlet at him.
He backpedals soon after he
boldly sets himself on a collision
course with Dr M. Samy says
Subra  is unable to “stand on his
own legs”,  but he can’t put his

S c a p e g o a t s

S h o w p i e c e
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foot down!

Dr M (who does not believe that
the Indians are marginalised)
once insisted that “the govern-
ment gave a lot to the Indians”.
Alas, there is a lot more to be
known! What has happened to the
“crumbs” that the government
had contributed through the
hands of Samy and his cronies?

In the run-up to the MIC polls, Dr
M claimed that the Indians are
“fed up of Samy Vellu”. They
voted in the last general elections
for the opposition out of anger
with Samy. He should step aside,
step down, follow his (Dr M’s) foot-
steps in retiring. (But has Dr M
really stepped down?)

Samy’s retort was that the Indi-
ans voted against the BN because
they were fed up with the ruling
coalition, and not him. He also
told his mentor of manipulation
that he was messing around with
his party polls. Surely Umno
would make mince meat of him if
he were to interfere in its polls!

The MIC president succeeded in
making use of the MIC delegates
to severely criticise Dr M and
Umno “for favouring only the
Malays and ignoring the woes of
the Indians for many years” (Ma-
laysian Insider). The polls results
they delivered were a snub and a
stinging slap in the face for Dr M
and Umno.

One delegate suggested a garland
of slippers be hung around a por-
trait of Dr M for interfering. Umno
went into a frenzy. The delegate
was suspended temporarily. Samy
would say sorry personally. Dr M
hit out at Umno’s hypocrisy and
considered the jibe rather petty!

It did not take very long for Dr M
to launch another attack on Samy,
labelling his former loyal ally “a
liability to the BN in the next gen-
eral election”, and sending him a
loud and clear message: “You
(Samy Vellu) have failed to lead
the MIC until you yourself lost”.

Dr M revealed that he was “wor-
ried that the people’s support for
the BN (also read as Umno) would
erode and the coalition would be
the victim because Samy Vellu
was still leading the MIC”. The
former PM is not really concerned
about the MIC, but the future of
his disintegrating Umno.

It is very obvious that this blame
game will continue between the
big political players who, without
any conscience, will gamble away
the future of the real losers in this
game – the Indian Malaysian who
is increasingly displaced, de-
prived, disempowered, disillu-
sioned and dysfunctional.

In a Malaysiakini interview, the
MIC president dismissed the no-
tion that the longer he remains at

S h a m e l e s s
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the top, the more problems it will
create for the party at the bottom.
In his usual zest he commented:
“Anybody who says that, I will
say he is a political zero”.

Very ironically, it would seem,
there is no better example of a “po-
litical zero” than Samy Vellu him-
self. He has little or no results to
show as he desperately hangs on.
The MIC resolutions of each
branch and assembly and of each
passing year show no progress
but more and more evidence of
mismanagement, scandal and
frustration.

Samy has no parliamentary seat,
no Cabinet or government post. He
had no contender in the elections
of the MIC president early this
year – the only real contender was
disqualified. He has no political
leverage. He has no support from
his BN counterparts, especially
Umno.

His leadership is one propped up
by his so-called lapdogs who have
more bark than brains and bold-
ness. After 30 years of what was
seen as being “god” in MIC he has
groomed no one to be his succes-
sor. From a multi-racial perspec-
tive, his race-based MIC has no
place in Malaysian politics.

Samy, according to many, has no
tolerance for the truth. He is per-
ceived to have no sense of shame
– and there is really no future in
the MIC! (And of course Dr M has
no credibility left to tell him all
these!)

Subra: Lost by a mere 82 votesSubra: Lost by a mere 82 votesSubra: Lost by a mere 82 votesSubra: Lost by a mere 82 votesSubra: Lost by a mere 82 votes
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uhyiddin Yassin, Ma-
laysian deputy chair-
man, has lately been
playing the racist card to

the hilt.

In his speech at the opening of the
Seri Gading Umno division meet-
ing in early August, Muhyiddin,
according  to The Star (11 August
2009)  made some comments
about Anwar Ibrahim.

The Star reported that “Anwar’s
lawyer later had submitted a no-
tice demanding Muhyiddin and
Utusan Malaysia, which printed
the report, to issue an apology or
face a RM100mil libel suit from the
former deputy prime minister.”

The Star also reported on the same
day that Muhyiddin had the day
before warned that there are cer-
tain individuals among the
Malays who would sacrifice their
own race for political expediency.

The leading headline on page N8
of the English language daily
was: ‘DPM slams Malay traitors’.

The paper reported that
“Muhyiddin, who is also Umno

deputy president, said these
people would stoop to any level
in trying to achieve their political
ambitions”.

“He said, in the 52 years Umno
had been leading the nation, the
party had never forsaken the in-
terest of the Malays but in fact had
always and would continue to
champion them,” the report
added.

“It has become my responsibility,”
Muhyiddin was reported to have
said, “to oppose these individu-
als who are only after their own

political interests at all costs.

“I cannot imagine how our coun-
try will be if we (Barisan Nasional
and Umno) are no longer in
power after the general election,”
he said when opening the 11th
annual general meeting in Kuala
Lumpur of Perdasama, an asso-
ciation for Malay businessmen.

The Star report continued:
“Muhyiddin added that what
was also more worrying now was
that there are some non-Malay
quarters who were openly ques-
tioning Malay rights and privi-
leges.

“And what was even more disap-
pointing,” he said, “was that there
was a small number of Malays
who were acting as a thorn in the
flesh”.

According to The Star report, “He
urged the Malays to be firmly
united against these traitors as
they were obstacles to the progress
of the Malays..”

Well, well, what is one to make of
Muhyiddin’s outburst against
‘Malay traitors’?  And, equally im-

ETHNIC RELATIONS

Muhyiddin’s racist outburstMuhyiddin’s racist outburstMuhyiddin’s racist outburstMuhyiddin’s racist outburstMuhyiddin’s racist outburst
demolishes 1Malaysia facadedemolishes 1Malaysia facadedemolishes 1Malaysia facadedemolishes 1Malaysia facadedemolishes 1Malaysia facade
What a stark contrast to Umno founder Onn Jaafar
who was more inclusive and open

by Fan Yew Teng
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‘ M a l a y  t r a i t o r s ’

Why now?
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portant, why the outburst now?

Is his frankly racist outburst an
indication that Umno is desper-
ately trying to regain Malay sup-
port, whatever the means, per-
haps encouraged by Umno’s good
result at the recent Manek Urai by-
election, although it didn’t win?

Or does it tell us something more
about Umno in general and
Muhyiddin in particular perhaps
- that behind the facade of current
Umno unity and purposefulness,
there are undercurrents of discord
fuelled by certain unhappiness
and rival ambitions?

Or that perhaps Muhyiddin and
his people within Umno are posi-
tioning themselves for the post-
Najib era?  Maybe like what Najib
and his people have done success-
fully to curtail and shorten
Abdullah Ahmad Badawi’s term
of power, there are already plans
afoot by some people within
Umno to do likewise against the
Najib regime?

Perhaps all the above speculation
doesn’t really hold much water?
But then how does one explain
Muhyiddin’s immature and even
irresponsible racist attack?

Has he become merely Najib’s
hatchet man then, content to do
Umno’s dirty political street-fight-
ing, some senior figure sad and
tragic who reminds us of the late
Ghafar Baba, who was ever ready
and willing to do Dr Mahathir’s
bidding so long as he was fed a
constant diet of political flattery?

Has Najib Razak, as prime minis-
ter, Umno president and Barisan
Nasional head, approved of
Muhyiddin’s outburst?  After all

he has been rather busy of late in
telling the police to go after some
Opposition figures for alleged se-
dition.

Or is it the same old, tired, sad tale
of double standards?

Talking about ‘Malay traitors’, do
shallow and narrow Umno poli-
ticians like Muhyiddin know
enough of Umno history to touch
on this subject?  Is he that igno-
rant of Umno’s early history not
to know that the late Dato Onn
Jaafar, the founder-president of
Umno, did a very far-sighted and
courageous thing that at the time
caused him to be branded by some
in Umno as a “traitor to the
Malays”?

Just about three years after the es-
tablishment of Umno in 1946,
Dato Onn and some other Umno

leaders started to question the
narrow Malay nationalism and
racial exclusiveness of the party.
Dato Onn was desirous of a Ma-
layan nationalism derived from
the various races of the country.

He didn’t stop with wanting non-
Malays to become associate mem-
bers of Umno.  At the 12th Gen-
eral Assembly of Umno in
Butterworth on 27 August 1949,
in his presidential speech he said
that the Malays must accept as na-
tionals peoples of other races who
were prepared to give their all to
Malaya.

A single nationality was essential
if “we are to achieve self-govern-
ment and independence in Ma-
laya”, he said.

It was Dato Onn again who
worked hard and long, motivated
by his deep beliefs and principles
to have Umno accept the contro-
versial citizenship recommenda-
tions of the Communities Liaison
Committee. He urged that they be
adopted at an emergency session
of the Umno General Assembly
which was held in Kuala Lumpur
during the second week of June
1950 .

Many of the delegates were hos-
tile to the proposals, and some
even branded Dato Onn a “traitor
to the Malays and the country”.

But Dato Onn was undeterred.  To
force the issue, he resigned as
Umno president; he also an-

Onn Jaafar ’s  v is ion
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nounced the resignation of the
entire executive council.  He was
persuaded to withdraw his resig-
nation, however.

A month later, the Umno Assem-
bly at its annual session in Kuala
Kangsar re-elected Dato Onn as
Umno president by 66 votes to 3;
it also approved the citizenship
proposals which it had rejected
earlier.

Again this man of political cour-
age and vision did not stop there.
Driven by his deep sense of Ma-
layan nationalism rather than
narrow Malay chauvinism, Dato
Onn then advocated that Umno
should open its doors to non-
Malays with equal membership
rights and privileges.  He main-
tained that Umno had to be
turned into a national
organisation and not remain
merely as an organisation of the
Malays.

He reported in the then The Straits
Times of 21 November 1950 as
saying, “Merely opening the door
to associate members is not
enough.  This must be a national
body and non-Malay members
should be offered all the rights
and privileges of the
organisation.”

Dato Onn in fact wanted Umno to
be renamed as the United Malayan
National Organisation.

Alas, he was about 60 years ahead
of his time. He realised that his
proposals faced substantial oppo-
sition from the divisions, but he
went ahead with his plans.  He
resigned from Umno on 1 July
1951.  On 26 August, he tendered
formally his resignation from
Umno at the party’s general as-

sembly.  And so it was that the
founding father of Umno and
Umno parted ways.

Compared to Umno leaders of to-
day, Dato Onn was a great
visonary.  He paid a heavy price
for his political convictions and
courage.  As a matter of fact, he
was the First Malayan, and the
First Malaysian.

Petty politicians like Muhyiddin
Yassin and most of today’s Umno
leaders are political midgets com-
pared to the political giant that
was Dato Onn, who dared to tran-
scend the narrow confines of ra-
cial politics to try and forge a mul-
tiracial nation.

Dato Onn, father of Tun Hussein
Onn, Malaysia’s third prime min-
ister, and grandfather of
Hishamuddin Tun Hussein,
Home Minister and Umno vice
president, far from betraying the
Malays, dreamed of a just and
equal society for all regardless of
race, culture and religion.

Doesn’t Hishamuddin agree?  Or
is he satisfied with a subservient
and opportunistic role as mere
cheerleader for the hateful and
shameless garbage churned out
by the likes of Muhyiddin about
racial ‘traitors’?

Whether Prime Minister Najib
frowns on the immature hysteria
of Muhyiddin or not, he must
surely realise one important thing:
Muhyiddin’s racist outburst is a
great embarrassment for Najib’s
own 1Malaysia concept.  Racial
baiting at its worst, Muhyiddin’s
over-simplified message is surely

1Malaysia betrayed

against everything that the 1Ma-
laysia concept is supposed to
stand for.

IMalaysia is being hyped as the
promotion of national unity based
on the integration of all Malay-
sians of different races.  But how
can that be achieved when some
people like Muhyiddin Yassin, a
deputy prime minister and deputy
president of Umno no less, finds
it convenient and expedient to
harp, almost on a daily and relent-
less basis, on race, ‘traitors’ to
some race and, by extension, ra-
cial heroes?

Does Hishamuddin seriously
think that his grandfather was a
traitor to the Malays?  If he doesn’t
would he have the courage and
backbone to tell Muhyiddin to
shut up and hang his head in
shame?

And what has Najib done about
the shocking political immaturity
of Muhyiddin?  Just playing dead
to the issue?  After all, what his
deputy uttered so irresponsibly
has betrayed the 1Malaysia con-
cept for what it is: a veritable fa-
cade and a farce. q
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s the world watches the
terrible eruption of vio-
lence between Sunnis
and Shiites in Iraq and

is subjected to sporadic commu-
niques by vigilantes calling for
violence against their opponents
both within the Muslim commu-
nity and without, many who are
unfamiliar with Islam and Mus-
lims may be forgiven for thinking
the worst of both the religion and
its followers. Yet in Islam and
Muslim history, the precedent for
religious co-existence is primor-
dial.

The Qurâanic view of the carpen-
ter from Nazareth is clear: Jesus is
called the Spirit of God, and the
Messiah. Moses is described as the
prophet to whom God spoke di-
rectly, without any veil. Muslims
still revere those men, and their
followers are accorded special
places within the book of Islam.

The Arabian Prophet,
Muhammad, sent according to Is-
lamic tradition as a mercy to all
the worlds, showed us how these
theological abstractions were ex-

emplified in practice in the first
interfaith meeting between Mus-
lims and Christians - held some
14 centuries ago.

A delegation of sixty Christians
from a community about 450 miles
south of the Prophet’s city,
Medina, visited him in the year
631. During this three-day meet-
ing between representatives of one
faith-community with the founder
of another, the model of Muslim
ethics vis-a-vis the religious other
was made explicit for all time.
There are many lessons to be
drawn from this encounter, but
three stand out.

The first is that neither the Chris-
tians nor the Muslims pretended
to be other than what they were.
The Christians insisted on
Trinitarianism, and the Prophet
rejected it as a matter of faith. Both
sides believed that Christ was the
Messiah, that he had been born
without a father, and that he re-
ceived revelation from God. There
was no shying away from differ-
ence, but the search for common
ground was primary. Remember
the culture of the time - the
Prophet held the upper hand as
the leader of a powerful commu-
nity - but he did not disrespect his

guests, who were politically pow-
erless.

The second was that difference
was not a cause of religious con-
flict. When the Christians sug-
gested they go out into the desert
to perform mass, the Prophet in-
vited them to carry out their ritu-
als within his mosque. He did not
partake of their rituals, but he in-
vited them into his own place of
worship to carry them out. This
was not mere tolerance: this was
respect, if not acceptance. He met
them with what he considered to
be absolute truths, but not as a
bigot.

Later generations of Muslims took
his practice very seriously: when
he said that the rights of non-
Muslims under the protection of
the Islamic polity were sacro-
sanct, that he would be a witness
for them on the Day of Judgement,
Muslims listened. The millions of
non-Muslims who are still very
much a part of the Muslim world
are testimony to that. The situa-
tion was not perfect, but non-Mus-
lim historians record that it was
the best model of its time.

The third lesson was that differ-
ence did not mean that co-exist-

INTER-RELIGIOUS RELATIONS

by Hisham al-Zoubeir

Message from the Prophet
is clear: coexist
His display of respect and co-existence is a model that has
become sorely lacking in many parts of the world
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ence on a social and political level
was impossible. The Christians
nonetheless accepted the Prophet
as their guarantor in the political
realm, and for 14 centuries other
Christian communities have ac-
cepted Muslim rulers as their
guarantors, with their lives, prop-
erty and religion safeguarded in
exchange for a tax, similar to the
tax Muslims paid to their tempo-
ral authorities.

The above encounter with the
Christians of Najran was by no
means an isolated event in the life
of the Prophet which points to
ongoing interfaith relations. An
earlier treaty, the documentation
of which is still in  existence,with
Christians of Sinai bore this prac-
tice out.

This is a message from
Muhammad son of Abdullah, as
a covenant to those who adopt
Christianity, near and far: we are

with them. Verily I, the servants,
the helpers (people of Medina),
and my followers defend them,
because Christians are my citi-
zens; and by God! I hold out
against anything that displeases
them. No compulsion is to be on
them. Neither are their judges to
be removed from their jobs nor
their monks from their monaster-
ies. No one is to destroy a house
of their religion, to damage it, or
to carry anything from it to the
Muslims houses. Should anyone
take any of these, he would spoil
God’s covenant and disobey His
Prophet. Verily, they are my allies
and have my secure charter
against all that they hate.

None of the above was a medieval
call for syncretism, nor should it
be understood to be a denial that
Islam, a universal religion, did call
for Muslims to be fully committed
to their faith. Rather, this was
placing into Muslim ethics the
need to respect the religious other,
by respectfully engaging this
other.

Respecting the
religious other
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The Prophet is known to have
claimed that he was not sent ex-
cept to perfect good manners, and
his display of respect and co-ex-
istence is a model that has become
sorely lacking in many parts of the
world. While some may have for-
gotten his example, his practice
nonetheless established prece-
dents that we would do well to
heed today with renewed commit-
ment. q
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he current financial cri-
sis is no doubt the worst
since the Great Depres-
sion. To explain a crisis

of such proportions, one must
look beyond poor industry prac-
tices like the lack of supervision
and regulation or greed of finan-
ciers, important in themselves, to
more fundamental causes. Much
has been written about current ac-
count imbalances in the global fi-
nancial system as a major struc-
tural cause. Less discussed are
two other structural imbalances
that are equally important: the
wealth-and-income imbalance,
and the imbalance between the fi-
nancial and real economies. I
shall focus on the first of these
imbalances in this article.

The world and the US have expe-
rienced tremendous economic
growth over the past few decades.
But this growth was accompanied
by growing inequality. In the US
income inequality as measured by
the Gini index rose from 38 to 47
(1970 to 2006), putting the US in
the company of Latin American
countries. Wealth distribution is
even more skewed, with a Gini
index of 80. Another measure of

inequality is the share of GDP ac-
counted for by profits versus com-
pensation, with the former in-
creasing and the latter declining
over the past three decades. The
same trend is captured in the ra-
tio between the growth in produc-
tivity and average compensation.
For a long time these two grew in
tandem, but they began to diverge
after the 1970s.

Alan Greenspan, former chair-
man of the US Federal Reserve,
was aware of – and troubled by –
the fact that the share of worker
compensation in national income
in the United States and other de-
veloped countries was unusually
low by historical standards. In an

FT interview in 2007 he said: “We
know in an accounting sense what
is causing it …but we don’t know
in an economic sense what the
processes are.” He added that in
the long run, real wages should
parallel increases in productivity,
but for now they had veered off
course for reasons he was not
clear about. He also worried that
if wages for the average US worker
did not start to rise faster, politi-
cal support for free markets might
be undermined

The key to understanding the
long-term structural causes of the
present crisis lies in the nexus be-
tween economic inequality, debt
and financial explosion. Wage
stagnation and economic inequal-
ity create under-consumption by
a large part of the population,
while concentrating wealth in the
hands of a tiny minority. In other
words, under-consumption by
many and excess savings by a few
are two sides of the same coin.
Under-consumption, or lack of
demand, puts a drag on the
economy. This was counteracted

GLOBAL ECONOMY

The neglected imbalances
in the financial crisis
The key to understanding the long-term structural causes of
the present crisis lies in the nexus between economic
inequality, debt and financial explosion

by Michael Lim Mah Hui
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in real wages
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by the increased use
of debt to drive the
US economy for-
ward.

Between 1960 and
2007 total debt in the
United States rose 64
times, while GDP
grew 27 times. The
largest increase in
debt was in the fi-
nancial sector which
jumped 490 times,
followed by house-
hold sector debt
which increased 64
times, reaching 100 per cent of
gross domestic product by 2007.
What this meant was that, while
the average American’s real
wages remained stagnant or rose
only marginally over this period,
s/he was able to “over-consume”
by incurring debt – be it credit
card, auto-loans or housing loans.
This pushed the debt and asset
(housing) bubbles to unsustain-
able heights and sooner or later
had to be corrected. As Elizabeth
Warren, Chairwoman of the US
Congress’s Oversight Panel, said
recently, years of flat wages, low
savings, and high debt have left
the American household ex-
tremely vulnerable, and any effec-
tive policy has to start with house-
holds.

On the other hand, excess savings
meant excess liquidity – a pre-con-
dition of almost every boom and
bust. Hungry for higher yields,
those with excess savings placed
them in the hands of bankers and
financiers who engaged in lever-
age and financial innovations to
enhance their returns. This was
the golden age for private equity
funds, hedge funds, leverage buy-
out, structured products and de-

rivatives. Of course, the non- or
self-regulatory environment pro-
moted by policy makers enabled
the explosion of financial innova-
tions. For example, after the  Com-
modity Futures Modernisation
Act was passed,  exempting de-
rivatives from regulation (since
they do not fall under the catego-
ries of gaming activity or securi-
ties), the volume of credit default
swaps jumped from less than $10
trillion to over $60 trillion in a few
years.

In the case of China a similar,
though not identical, process is at
work. The Chinese economy grew
at breakneck speed after 1998 but,
according to a World Bank report,
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the share of GDP ac-
cruing to labour
dropped from 53 per
cent to 41 per cent. Dur-
ing this period, two
important sectors that
once provided social
security to the popula-
tion – the health and
education systems –
were run into the
ground. The ordinary
Chinese was forced to
save a large portion of
his income for rainy
days. A serious illness
and visit to a hospital

could wipe out one or two years’
earnings for the ordinary worker.
Given this vast economic imbal-
ance, the present effort of the Chi-
nese government to shift towards
a more domestic consumption
driven growth is hindered unless
they address the glaring economic
inequality in society.

What this means is that if the G20
in its recent communiqué is seri-
ous about laying the foundation
for stable and long-term prosper-
ity, it must address not only the
world’s current account imbal-
ances but also both the  wealth
and income imbalance and the
imbalance between the financial
and real economies.

Elizabeth WarrenElizabeth WarrenElizabeth WarrenElizabeth WarrenElizabeth Warren

The Great DepressionThe Great DepressionThe Great DepressionThe Great DepressionThe Great Depression
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Deputy Prime Minister Tan Sri
Muhyiddin Yassin’s comments
when taking the Bar Council to
task for their clarification with re-
gard to Rohaizat Othman’s dis-
barment are totally unfair and
uncalled for. The DPM is obvi-
ously ignorant of the circum-
stances leading to Rohaizat’s dis-
barment and does not understand
the process involved in any action
taken by the Disciplinary Board.

The DPM had blatantly stated,

“We don’t know what is the
agenda of the Bar Council... It is
as if they are on the side of certain
quarters. I am sure they have some
agenda.”

This is clearly an unwarranted
accusation without a shred of
truth and it doesn’t put the DPM
in a good light at all. There is ab-
solutely no basis for this scandal-
ous statement. On what basis does
the DPM claim “they have some
agenda”? What does he mean
when he said that “they are on the
side of certain quarters”?

He further makes another startling
statement, “It is not like he
(Rohaizat) has committed [a]
criminal breach of trust or broken
the law.”

We are shocked beyond belief that
the DPM should say this when
Rohaizat was found guilty of mis-
conduct by the Disciplinary
Board. His case involved money
being not returned to the client
when it was legally due. Clearly
there was a criminal breach of
trust which the Disciplinary
Board had rightly viewed as a se-

rious criminal offence. They have
meted out the maximum punish-
ment that is available under the
Legal Profession Act.

For the DPM to state that the
Umno leadership was convinced
that Rohaizat was not guilty of
any wrongdoing is absolute non-
sense.

Was the DPM misled into believ-
ing that Rohaizat was not guilty
when he claimed that it was his
partner who was guilty of the of-
fence and as the partner had left
his firm Rohaizat was found
guilty of this crime?

But his former partner, Yusri
Isahak, had dismissed Rohaizat’s
claim as “a blatant lie”.

It was at this juncture that the Bar
Council clarified that Rohaizat
had been disbarred last year after
he was found guilty by the Disci-
plinary Board of misconduct by
failing to return about RM161,000
belonging to his client, the Penang
Rubber Smallholders’ Co-opera-
tive.

The Malaysian Bar Secretary,
George Varughese, pointed out,
“The finding of misconduct is per-
sonal to Rohaizat, as the (Advo-
cates and Solicitors) Disciplinary
Board would not hold a lawyer
liable for the actions of his/her
law partner(s).”

Without considering all the facts
in this disciplinary process – be-
fore a lawyer is found guilty – it
was terribly wrong of the DPM to
pass disparaging remarks on the
Bar Council that could tarnish its
image and damage its reputation.
He has no right to accuse the Bar
Council of having an agenda and

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.

Rohaizat ’s  disbarment:
DPM sullies his office
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siding with certain quarters. The
Bar Council’s conduct in this in-
stance has been beyond reproach
and very ethical.

Let’s understand the process in-
volved so that silly statements
will not be passed out of sheer ig-
norance.

When a client is dissatisfied with
the conduct of his lawyer, he can
lodge a complaint of misconduct
with the Disciplinary Board in
writing accompanied by a Statu-
tory Declaration that the contents
of his letter are facts that are
within his knowledge.”

Misconduct” means conduct or
omission to act … in a profes-
sional capacity or otherwise
which amounts to grave impro-
priety…

There are 15 instances listed as
possible grounds of misconduct.

When the Disciplinary Board is
of the view that there is merit in
the complaint, it “determines that
there should be a formal investi-
gation.”

The Disciplinary Board then ap-
points a Disciplinary Committee
– consisting of two advocates and
solicitors and one lay person –
which will then investigate the
complaint. The Complainant and
the Respondent are permitted to
bring along their witnesses and
counsel and both parties are pro-
vided with ample opportunity to
state their case and defend their
position.

At the end of the investigation, the
Disciplinary Committee submits
its report to the Disciplinary Board
by recommending either “that no

cause of sufficient gravity for dis-
ciplinary action exists” or that
punishment such as a reprimand,
a fine, a suspension or striking the
advocate and solicitor concerned
off the Roll be imposed. The na-
ture of the punitive action de-
pends on the gravity of the of-
fence.

For the extreme punishment to be
meted out, the lawyer must be
guilty of the following one or all
three incidences of misconduct:

(a) dishonest or fraudulent con-
duct in the discharge of his du-
ties;

(b) gross disregard of his client’s
interest; and/or,

(c) being guilty of any conduct
which is unbefitting of an ad-
vocate and solicitor or which
brings or is calculated to bring
the legal profession into disre-
pute.

In all probability, the above rea-
sons must have contributed to the
guilty verdict which resulted in
Rohaizat being recommended to
be struck off the Roll.

On receipt of the Disciplinary
Committee’s report, the Disciplin-
ary Board deliberates on this.

According to Section 103D, “Af-
ter consideration of the report of
the Disciplinary Committee, the
Disciplinary Board may make an
order:

(a) affirming the recommenda-
tions of the Disciplinary Com-
mittee; and

(b) may either accept the recom-
mendations of the Disciplinary
Committee of the punishment
to be imposed or, in exceptional
cases, impose a greater pun-

ishment.”

The lawyer would then be noti-
fied of their decision and be given
“a reasonable opportunity to be
heard.”

We believe this procedure was
strictly observed in Rohaizat’s
case. He had his say and he was
heard.

After this, Rohaizat had another
avenue to take up his case. Under
Section 103E, he had “the right to
appeal to the High Court within
one month of notification of the
decision or order complained
against.”

Rohaizat exercised this right and
took his case to the High Court to
have the decision of the Disciplin-
ary Board overturned. On 12 Au-
gust 2009 – five days before the
nomination for the Permatang
Pasir by-election on 17 August –
Rohaizat’s appeal was dismissed
by the High Court.

He had gone through the vari-
ous processes to clear his name
but on each occasion he was
found guilty. It was not a hap-
hazard procedure but one that
was put in place to ensure that
justice was done without fear or
favour.Now, he has one more
opportunity to appeal to the Fed-
eral Court “within one month of
the decision of the High Court.”
But so far he has not said that
he was going to avail himself of
this opportunity.

From this, it is clear that Rohaizat
was found guilty without any res-
ervation and there is no legitimate
ground for the DPM to insist that
“he was convinced that Rohaizat
was not guilty”.
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By speaking without respecting
the facts and unfairly accusing
the Bar Council of having an
agenda and siding certain quar-
ters without any basis, the DPM
is regrettably sullying his office.

P RamakrishnanPresident
23 August 2009

It is rather appalling and sad that
the followers of Islam, that genu-
inely preaches peace, compas-
sion, justice and respect for all
human beings had resorted to vio-
lent and disrespectful behaviour
in registering their protest against
the relocation of a Hindu temple
by the Selangor government soon
after their Friday prayer yesterday.

Such an unruly behaviour is truly
unwarranted and uncalled for
especially at a time when our na-
tion is already riddled with
heightened political and ethnic
sentiments and thoughtless ac-
tions deliberately perpetrated by
certain quarters intent in driving
a wedge between Malaysians of
different faiths and ethnicity.

The street demonstration in Shah
Alam - although could be
recognised as legitimate in a de-
mocracy - should have been sen-
sitive to the feelings of the affected
community, i.e. the Hindus, be-
cause religion, as we know it, can
be very emotive and combustible
if exploited for whatever reasons.

Indeed, it is totally insensitive and
downright disrespectful for the
protesters to parade the head of a
sacrificed cow knowing full well
that the animal is sacred to the

Hindu community. In short, this
stupid act was sacrilegious to the
Hindus.

It is also disheartening to realise
that such an outrageous act could
occur in the holy month of
Ramadan when Muslims are es-
pecially encouraged, among other
things, to exercise restraint, have
patience and practise compassion
towards others. Of course, it
doesn’t mean that it would be
morally right if this outrage were
committed in other months of
the Muslim calendar. Muslims are
expected to uphold these values
and practice these virtues all their
lives.

At a time when the nation is about
to celebrate its 52nd anniversary
of independence, this incident is
certainly a grim reminder that our
inter-ethnic and inter-religious
harmony and unity is sadly at its
lowest, and crass bigotry is unfor-
tunately on the rise.

Malaysians of all ethnic and reli-
gious backgrounds certainly have
no reasons to be overjoyed with
the Merdeka celebration espe-
cially when the authorities were
warned by these unthinking
rebel-rousers of violent, if not
bloody, ‘retribution’ if the de-
mands of the protesters were not
heeded and met.

It is of paramount importance to
remind ourselves that better eth-
nic and religious understanding
and relations can only come about
through mutual respect and tol-
erance and dialogue – never by
losing our heads.

Mustafa K Anuar
Asst Secretary

29 August 2009

Malaysia is perceived to be one
screwed up nation. There is no
doubt about it. It is difficult to
fathom what is our priority and
what we should be concerned
about. Should our priority be safe-
guarding secrets or exposing cor-
ruption?

We are taken aback by the NST
report yesterday – ‘Probe into ex-
pose of port govt secrets’ – that
investigations are underway to
determine who was responsible
for leaking the cabinet papers on
the PKFZ that were posted on the
Malaysia Today website.

The information contained in the
18-page document that was made
available by this webpage for the
benefit of the public could poten-
tially implicate the cabinet and
put the blame squarely on minis-
ters and prime ministers.

This information throws light on
why the cost escalated and how
the project was grossly inflated.
The Port Klang Free Zone project
has squandered billions of ringgit
of public money and has seem-
ingly received the blessings of
people who have been entrusted
to be guardians of our finance.
People who were expected to be
accountable, transparent and re-
sponsible have failed us miser-
ably.

It is these failings that they want
to keep hidden by going after
those who had a hand in reveal-
ing their complicity in this sordid
affair.

They are not interested in investi-
gating the element of corruption
that is raised in this expose but

OSA to protect PKFZ?

The violation of
respect and compassion

in Shah Alam
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they are only intent on punishing
those responsible for leaking the
corruption involved in the PKFZ
project.

Is this why the OSA was legislated
- to protect the corrupt and the
guilty?

Shouldn’t the investigation focus
on the incriminating contents of

the document and bring to book
all those who are guilty of corrup-
tion? But the police and the Attor-
ney- General are allegedly direct-
ing their energy elsewhere to nail
those who had the audacity to
expose this corruption.

Shouldn’t what was exposed be
of interest to the Malaysian Anti-
Corruption Commission?

Wouldn’t this be of vital impor-
tance in their investigation?

But let it be known that history has
shown that the messenger may be
stopped but the message can
never be suppressed.

P Ramakrishnan
President

20 September 2009
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Working for Democracy: Footprints
from Civil Society in Malaysia
(Petaling Jaya; Women’s Develop-
ment Collective, 2007)

Liew Chin Tong, Speaking for the
Reformasi Generation (Kuala
Lumpur: REFSA, 2009).

Francis Loh Kok Wah Old Vs New
Politics: Malaysian Society and Poli-
tics in Transition (Petaling Jaya:
SIRD and Penang: Aliran, 2009);
and earlier Politik Baru di Malay-
sia? (Penang: USM, 2005).

Apart from these books, publica-
tions like Aliran Monthly, several
websites and some blogs have
also been highlighting the point
that we are at a Crossroads and
debating where we ought to be
headed.

Several films have also high-
lighted the significance of our
times and sometimes connected
them to earlier Crossroads. For
example, in Fahmi Reza’s Sepuluh
Tahun sebelum Merdeka (KOMAS:
2007), he shows how the left of all
races came together to struggle for
Independence and formulated the
Perlembagan Rakyat (People’s
Constitution) which, predictably,
the British and the conservative
Umno-MCA-MIC nationalists
shunted aside.

In early August, I attended
Marion D’Cruz’s Gostan-Forward,
a retrospective of her involvement
in the development of Malaysia’s
art scene as well as her musings
about how her art interfaced with
Malaysia’s political journey, in-
cluding about where we are today.
In Penang, Anak-Anak Kota and

Ombak-Ombak have also used the
arts to remind ordinary Malay-
sians about our history of
multiculturalism, and to highlight
the need for more of this
multiculturalism in this period of
Crossroads.

So Kumar’s book is not the first to
tell us we are at a Crossroads.

Nor is Kumar’s book the first to
present a socialist perspective of
this Crossroads. Many of the au-
thors I mentioned above viz Syed
Husin Ali, Rustam Sani, and if I
may say so, Loh Kok Wah, too,
have generally assumed a social-
ist or at least pro-rakyat and
multiethnic perspective in their
analyses of the current Cross-
roads.

What is different about Kumar’s
book is that it not only analyses
Malaysian problems   from a so-
cialist perspective but explicitly
offers a socialist political solution
as well. He asks, ‘how will social-
ists do things differently?’

There are several sections of the
book that offer excellent analysis.
I would like to highlight a few.

Section C Privatisation contains
critical analysis of neo-liberal eco-
nomic globalisation and the dis-
mantling of the welfare-state via
the privatisation of critical ser-
vices: health care, public trans-
port, water, housing and educa-
tion. Kumar highlights the case of
the health services in particular.
His comments on the proposal for
health care reforms (prepared by

the government’s foreign consult-
ant) are spot on and reveal that
the poor will find it increasingly
difficult to access cheap and com-
prehensive health treatment.
Throughout this section, Kumar
reminds us about the rights of the
poor and needy, including the
migrant workers, who have been
marginalised and have not been
recognised for their contributions
towards Malaysia’s development.

The essays in this section also of-
fer suggestions on what ordinary
Malaysians can do to reverse the
privatisation process. I like in par-
ticular how the members of the
Perak Water Coalition lodged po-
lice reports in 40 different police
stations against the Perak Menteri
Besar in 2006, because he had re-
fused to talk with the people even
though the privatisation of Perak
water would cause untold hard-
ships for the rakyat (p.82).

I also like the chapter on Hindraf
(Section A). It’s a brave and prin-
cipled argument against those
who resort to shortcuts by invok-
ing race and religion when
mobilising the labouring class.
Kumar’s defeat of Samy Vellu in
March 2009 indicates that one can
still win electorally while taking
a critical stance against chauvin-
ists, whether BN or otherwise.
However, I’m sure that Kumar’s
victory had much to do with his
persistent political work and ser-
vice record in Sungai Siput for
more than two decades, win or
lose the election. Very few of us
have that discipline, tenacity and
sense of sacrifice that Kumar pos-
sesses. We must try to emulate this
‘Malaysian Idol’!
.

Critical analysis

MALAYSIA AT THE CROSSROADS  Continued from page 40
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Section D Building Socialism. Two
chapters in this section that discuss
the role of the left and its stance vis-
a-vis coalition politics make for
compelling reading. The first offers
a history of the growth of PSM:
how it started its journey by work-
ing with urban pioneers and plan-
tation workers; how this was ex-
panded into Jerit (Jaringan Rakyat
Tertindas), which also includes
programmes to work with the
youth, urban workers, and farmers.
One further learns the reasons for
PSM’s decision to enter the elec-
toral fray without sacrificing the
overall project of building a social-
ist movement with the working
class at the centre of that movement.
Apart from this, PSM has played
an important coordinating role in
several NGO networks such as the
anti-privatisaton of health services
coalition or Gerakan Menentang
Penswastaan Perkhidmatan
Perubatan, the Gerakan
Mansuhkan ISA and the anti-US-
Malaysia Free Trade Agreement
coalition.

With regards to coalition politics,
PSM argues that it is preferable to
work with the opposition Pakatan
Rakyat (PR) rather than with the
Barisan Nasional, which has been
undemocratic and is riddled with
money politics. That said, its
stand is that engaging with the PR
must be based on principles like
getting rid of undemocratic laws
and support for the rights of the
poor and marginalised.

Hence, there are many reasons for
recommending this book. Not
only are we offered critical analy-
ses of Malaysia’s current social
woes and are informed about
PSM’s impressive achievements
in its short history, we also get
proposals on how we ought to

engage with coalition politics at
this Crossroads.

Above all, Kumar’s book is also a
call to all progressives in Malay-
sia to work towards (re)building
a new socialist movement in Ma-
laysia. In what follows I want to
problematise or think through
more critically the analysis and
suggestions about this task con-
tained in Kumar’s book. I shall
focus on two issues: the fragmen-
tation of the working class in Ma-
laysia at a time of globalisation;
and the need to build a popular
democratic alliance at this critical
juncture, a point also made by Lim
Kean Chye in his Foreword to
Kumar’s book.

Kumar’s analysis seems to suggest
that with neo-liberal globalisation
at our doorstep, so to speak, the lot
of the working class as a whole has
worsened, especially during the
current financial crisis. As a result
of this worsening economic situa-
tion, Kumar argues that ‘the objec-
tive conditions’ to build and con-
solidate a socialist movement led
by the oppressed working-class
movement are there. It is essentially
because of ‘weak subjective condi-
tions’ that the project towards con-
solidating a socialist movement has
not been achieved thus far.

With all due respect to Kumar, the
situation is more complex. For the
working class in Malaysia today,
I argue, is very fragmented, not
least because of differentiation or
segmentation of industrialisation.

I wish to highlight the point made
by Syed Shahir, the current presi-
dent of the Malaysian Trade

Unions Congress (MTUC) that
only 780,000 or 7 per cent of the
entire work force of more than 10
million are unionised as of 2006.
Several reasons explain this low
rate of participation in unions.

First, repression of the workingFirst, repression of the workingFirst, repression of the workingFirst, repression of the workingFirst, repression of the working
class ever since the Emergency andclass ever since the Emergency andclass ever since the Emergency andclass ever since the Emergency andclass ever since the Emergency and
IndependenceIndependenceIndependenceIndependenceIndependence..... Apart from the co-
ercive Trades Union Act, the In-
dustrial Relations Act, the Em-
ployment Act, other repressive
laws like the ISA exist which cir-
cumscribe the autonomy and ef-
fectiveness of the trade unions.
Much writing is available on these
matters. Suffice it to stress that it
is on account of such coercive
laws and repression of unionists
that a majority of workers are fear-
ful of getting involved in unions
and unionism these days.

Second, the problem of leadershipSecond, the problem of leadershipSecond, the problem of leadershipSecond, the problem of leadershipSecond, the problem of leadership
of the trade unions.of the trade unions.of the trade unions.of the trade unions.of the trade unions. It is also docu-
mented that union leaders, espe-
cially during the past two de-
cades, have been riddled with fac-
tionalism, financial scandals, and
patronage and let’s not forget,
patriarchal attitudes too. These
two considerations – repression
on the one hand, poor leadership
of the TUs on the other - have of-
ten been mentioned to explain
Malaysia’s low rate of unionism.

Less obvious structural explana-
tions also lie behind this sorry
state of affairs.For the manufactur-
ing sector has experienced not just
an expansion but also a differen-
tiation. It is significant that the
vast majority of the manufactur-
ing establishments are SMEs
(small and medium scale enter-

Fear and problem
of TU leadership

Differentiation of
m a n u f a c t u r i n g

– from MNCs to SMEs
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prises). Accordingly, the labour
force has been fragmented - which
makes it difficult to organise work-
ers. Let me elaborate

Traditionally, the majority of
workers were found in the agri-
cultural sector (particularly in the
rubber and oil palm plantations)
and in the government services.
Not surprisingly, the NUPW has
been the largest trade union. At
its peak in the 1960s, it boasted a
membership of 160,000 members.

Apart from the NUPW, the other
strong unions comprised those
engaged in the government ser-
vices providing public utilities
and amenities like the National
Electricity Board Employees
Union, National Union of
Telecoms Workers, the Malayan
Nurses Union, Amalgamated Na-
tional Union of Local Authorities’
Employees, Public Works Depart-
ment Unions, the Railway Work-
ers Union, Customs Workers
Union, and the various teachers’
unions, previously divided but
nowadays brought under the
common umbrella of the National
Union of the Teaching Profession.

Yet another group of unions drew
from workers who were employed
in the private sector usually in a
similar industry or occupation
like the National Union of Bank
Employees, National Union of
Commercial Workers, National
Union of Petroleum and Chemi-
cal Industry Workers, National
Union of Mine Workers, Metal In-
dustry Employees Union, Electri-
cal Industry Workers Union and
National Union of Journalists.

As is well known, the economy
has moved away from agriculture
towards manufacturing and ser-

vices.  Accordingly, the proportion
of those employed in manufactur-
ing and services has increased
from about 50 per cent in 1970 to
almost 70 percent of the total em-
ployed in 2005.

In 2002, 72 of the 235 MTUC af-
filiates were involved in manufac-
turing, 51 in transport and com-
munications, 34 in government
services, and 29 in other forms of
services.  At first sight it might
appear that the majority of work-
ers are nowadays involved in the
unions that relate to manufactur-
ing (and in the new services).
Looking closer, one discovers that
many of these unions are very
small in terms of membership.

Consequently, the NUPW re-
mains the largest union in Malay-
sia. Likewise, the other ‘tradi-
tional’ unions mentioned above
remain among the largest and
most active.

No doubt, a major reason for the
lag in unionism in the manufac-
turing sector is due to the
government’s refusal to register
industry-wide unions (as in the
case of the electronic workers),

and the government’s support for
the formation of ‘enterprise’ or in-
house unions instead.

That said, this lag is also due to
the increased differentiation of
the manufacturing sector itself. In
2000, of the estimated 2.12 million
workers employed in 27,419
manufacturing establishments,
almost half of these employees
worked in establishments which
employed less than 10 workers
each.  Put another way, about half
of these establishments in the
manufacturing sector were essen-
tially small-scale enterprises.

With such differentiation of the
manufacturing sector, it is difficult
to forge close ties and promote
common interests among workers
working in different establish-
ments, let alone across establish-
ments involved in different indus-
tries.

Sometimes, the kinds of employ-
ers and management faced by
workers also varied from indus-
try to industry. Certain industries
were dominated by modern MNCs
and employed large numbers of
workers as in the electronics in-
dustry; others were family-run
SMEs employing less than 10
workers each.  The latter also
tended to be paternalistic in their
treatment of their workers. Invari-
ably, there would be myriad dif-
ferences in terms of the problems
faced.  Consequently, when
unions are formed, they tend to
focus on narrow interests that are
specific to the industry or firm, and
have small memberships.

Moreover, due to a high level of
mobility in the private sector,
workers who do not have oppor-
tunities for upward mobility can

Rustam Sani: Rustam Sani: Rustam Sani: Rustam Sani: Rustam Sani: Failed Nation?Failed Nation?Failed Nation?Failed Nation?Failed Nation?
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resort to moving laterally to an-
other company in the same indus-
try or even in a different industry.
Often such workers think that it
is not necessary for  them to par-
ticipate in unions whatsoever. It
is also likely that many manufac-
turing and service workers - per-
haps due to ignorance of the ben-
efits of unionism, or due to the lack
of attractiveness of the trade union
movement or because of fear of
repression - have chosen not to join
or form unions either.

Hence, although the number of
workers especially in the manu-
facturing sector has increased
many-fold, the number of
unionised workers, especially in
manufacturing, has not grown in
proportion.

Another major reason explains the
lag in unionism and the weakness
of the working class movement:
structural changes to the composi-
tion of the labour force itself. I refer
to the rising numbers of Malays,
women, and migrant workers in
the work force.  We can call this the
fragmentation of labour
.
First, more and more Malays have
joined the industrial work force
Initially, most Malay workers
were reluctant or hesitant in join-
ing the trade unions, which were
largely led by non-Malays, espe-
cially Indians. Instead, they
tended to turn towards the domi-
nant Malay political party, Umno,
to resolve their problems. Al-
though more Malays are now in-
volved in the leadership of the
unions, a large proportion of
Malay workers have remained
outside the unions.

Second, beginning from the 1970s,
as the export-led labour-intensive
electronics industry was being de-
veloped, more and more unskilled
women, a majority of whom were
Malays, were recruited into the
work force – a process that has been
dubbed the ‘feminisation of labour’.

According to Dr Cecilia Ng, who
has studied extensively the plight
of women in the manufacturing
sector, the labour force participa-
tion rate of women in Malaysia
increased from 37 per cent in 1970
to 47.1 per cent in 1995; it then
dropped to 44.2 percent in 1999,
following the financial crisis. At
that point, about 85 per cent of
women workers were in the manu-
facturing and services sector lo-
cated in the urban areas. Women
are particularly important in the
electronics industry where they
make up about 90 per cent of as-
sembly line workers. They also
account for more than 70 per cent
of the employed in the textile and
garments industry. The jobs in
both industries are generally low-
skilled and labour intensive.

Indeed, much gender disparity in
wages can be seen: women gener-
ally earn less than men for the
same type of job in some sectors
in the private sector.  Since unions
were previously not allowed to be
established in the free-trade
zones, where the electronic as-
sembly plants are located, a ma-
jor proportion of the labour force,
in this case overwhelmingly
women,  was left un-unionised.
Even when in-house unions were
later established, most enterprises
continued to prevent their work-
ers from establishing trade
unions.

In spite of this change,  it has also

been reported in several accounts,
for instance in the recounting of
the RCA-Harris workers’ attempt
to unionise, that women workers
have been discouraged from par-
ticipating in unions and encour-
aged to seek redress via the estab-
lishment of enterprise-based Is-
lamic affairs committees instead.

Lastly, women workers have also
cited sexism among the union
leaders as an explanation for their
non-involvement. In fact, al-
though women comprise 40 per
cent of total union membership
nowadays, less than 1 per cent is
represented at the leadership level
according to Ng and other re-
searchers like Dr Rohana Ariffin
(previously of Universiti Sains
Malaysia). At any rate, most of
these women union leaders are
non-Malays even when a major-
ity of the women workers in the
unions are Malays.

Due to rapid economic growth
beginning from the late 1980s,
Malaysia began to experience a
labour shortage problem. The cor-
ollary to this was an influx of mi-
grant workers.  In 1987, the gov-
ernment sanctioned the use of
migrant labour when it undertook
the first exercise to legalise Indo-
nesian labour in the plantation
sector. This process was extended
to other sectors in subsequent
years.

The total number of migrant
workers rose throughout the
1990s until the 1997-98 regional
financial crisis, whereupon the
government took drastic action to
reduce their numbers. However,
with economic recovery, the influx
of migrant workers resumed. In

Migrant workers

F r a g m e n t a t i o n
of the workers
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2004, the number of registered
workers totalled 1.4 million or
12.5 per cent of the labour force.
Of these 66 per cent were from In-
donesia, 9.2 per cent from Nepal,
8.0 per cent from Bangladesh, 4.5
per cent from India, 4.2 per cent
from Myanmar, and the remain-
der from Philippines, Thailand,
Pakistan and Cambodia. That
same year, an estimated 1.2 mil-
lion workers remained unregis-
tered; as such, they were deemed
‘illegal’ i.e. without entry and
employment permits.

Invariably, these migrant workers,
both legal as well as undocu-
mented, remain out of the reach of
the unions; nor are they protected
under the Employment Act 1955.
This means that they are not eli-
gible for the Employees Provident
Fund, overtime work at higher
rates, annual, sick and maternity
leave, termination and other ben-
efits Whichever the case, most of
these workers were employed in
the plantation, manufacturing
and construction sectors while
many of the women were em-
ployed as domestic workers.
.
Under the circumstances, at least
in terms of the rate of participa-
tion of workers in the unions, the
labour movement has weakened.
Accordingly, the percentage of

workers who are cov-
ered by collective
agreements, or in the
case of most foreign
workers, even the Em-
ployment Act, has
dropped.  Not sur-
prisingly, fewer cases
of industrial actions –
strike or lock-out or
picketing – have oc-
curred.

The issues raised here about the
Malaysian working class must be
seriously considered by Kumar
and the PSM. Given the coercive
laws and fear of repression, the
problems of trade union leader-
ship, differentiation of manufac-
turing and fragmentation of the
working class, where does one
start? In this regard, I cannot agree
with Kumar that the ‘objective con-
ditions’ for building a socialist
movement anchored in the
mobilisation of the working class
are already there. And that it is
merely the ‘subjective conditions’
that must be addressed. The fact
that only 7 per cent of the work
force in Malaysia is unionised
speaks volumes about the differ-
entiation of manufacturing and
fragmentation of the working
class, and only secondarily about
the ‘subjective conditions’ in this
era of neo-liberal globalisation.

That said, the emphasis in the
various chapters in Kumar’s book
on (re)building the working-class
movement is still a very important
reminder to Malaysians about the
plight of the working class. Per-
haps it also ought to be directed
towards those in the NGOs who
tend to over-emphasise middle-

class issues and causes at the ex-
pense of the plight of the working
class, the rural poor, and the
marginalised.

But there is also scope for bring-
ing the middle class NGO types
and the working class together via
the forging of a popular demo-
cratic alliance organised around
specific causes – like the
privatisation of the health ser-
vices, the public utilities, public
transportation, a minimum wage
policy, housing for all, free and
fair elections, and of course the
repeal of the draconian Internal
Security Act and other coercive
laws. Commonly struggling for
the restoration of local govern-
ment elections to make the local
authorities more accountable and
responsive to the needs of ordi-
nary citizens, especially the work-
ers, can also go some way in fa-
cilitating the forging of this alli-
ance.

This broad alliance should also
be linking up to the burgeoning
women’s movement and to
youths who have been unfairly
given much bad press as ‘Mat
Rempits’ and boh sia. In this re-
gard, one must be more wary of
popular culture and the use of
popular culture to facilitate the
consolidation of this popular
democratic alliance. Indeed, we
cannot simply rely on seminars,
publications and direct action as
before. The new media – websites
and blogs, tweeters and facebook,
as well as films and songs, and
even arts festivals, must be used
to effectively reach out to the
youths so as to realise this popu-
lar alliance.

Needless to say, links must also
be established with the environ-

Towards a popular
democratic alliance
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mental movement, often only in-
volving the middle-class types. In
fact, the theme of sustainable eco-
nomic development can be pro-
moted to incorporate the interests
of the lower class too.

Some concern has been expressed
that such forms of con-
scientisation and mobilisation are
not effective and/or sustainable
over the long term. As well, there
are those who say that many or-
dinary Malaysians might only
rally around a particular issue -
say the plight of the Kg Buah Pala
residents, or in calling for Justice
for Teoh Beng Huat, or fighting
ethno-religious bigotry, or even fo-
cusing solely on the Gerakan
Mansuhkan ISA – and might not
have the stamina to last the dis-
tance in this struggle to forge a
wide-ranging democratic alli-
ance, let alone rebuild a socialist
movement.

This ought not be a problem. Fight-
ing particular causes is not incom-
patible with promoting a popular
democratic alliance. Indeed, in
this day and age no one particu-
lar group, let alone a particular
individual, can lay claim to a full-
proof blueprint for the future, so-
cialist or otherwise. In fact, the
socialist project which was being
pursued in the former socialist
countries in past decades, became
riddled with corruption, bureau-
cratisation, domination by the rul-
ing party or even a particular
leader, and inefficiencies. It now
needs to be revamped and offered
for debate, as is being done in Ven-
ezuela and elsewhere, including
among certain circles in China
and in Vietnam

This lacuna highlights the neces-
sity to create and consolidate an au-

tonomous public sphere for people
to express their ideas and beliefs
freely via speech, or writing, or film
or music, and to debate.

It follows that the struggle for a
better tomorrow is not simply
about bringing about economic
development for all, but about
democratic freedoms too. More
than that, a better tomorrow must
also be anchored in respect and
celebration of our cultural and re-
ligious differences as well. Ac-
cordingly, we must bring into this
populist democratic alliance,
groups which are also struggling
for gender equality, protection of
the environment, space for an al-
ternative media, religious free-
dom, cultural creativity, youth
concerns, preserving the culture
and identity of indigenous mi-
norities, human rights, rule of law
and accountability, ridding Ma-
laysia of corruption and abuse of
police and MACC powers, among
other issues.

Put another way, I am arguing
that we must not be overly
economistic in our analysis and
in our activities. No blue print
whether ideology-based or reli-
gion-based has all the answers to
Malaysia’s woes in 2009.

Many of us who are concerned
about Malaysia’s future do not
belong to any particular political
party person and there is no
shame in that. In the wake of mas-
sive corruption and cronyism sur-
facing alongside the involvement
of developmental states in the
economy, many of us are do not
have faith in big governments ei-
ther  Indeed, the role of the state in
politics as well as in the economy

C o n c l u s i o n
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should be rolled back. Can we
envision instead a future that is
free from the domination of busi-
ness corporations as well as big
government. Why can’t the domi-
nant role in any society be restored
to ordinary citizens acting as in-
dividuals and as a part of local
communities that are capable of
managing their affairs without the
oversight of a powerful outside
authority? Indeed, prior to the
emergence of the modern state,
early Christians, Muslims, Bud-
dhists, Hindus and other religious
communities often maintained -
and in some instances, still do -
their own affairs without allow-
ing themselves to be dominated by
an external power..

We believe that individuals, when
allowed to realise their full poten-
tial, are creative, possess much
volunteerism, and can be self-sac-
rificing. In such a setting, some
may emerge as leaders tempo-
rarily to help to organise law and
order, However, it does not follow
that these leaders ought to be given
pecuniary benefits and special
powers, or be allowed to sit at the
top permanently. This is not a vi-
sion of a socialised system of pro-
duction and distribution. It is defi-
nitely not one that allows a domi-
nant force to control our educa-
tional system, or to organise our
cultural expressions and religious
affairs. This is why we need to
build a popular democratic alli-
ance beginning from this moment
of our Crossroads.q
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t is a pleasure to participate in this book
launch of Dr Jeyakumar Devaraj’s new
book entitled Malaysia at the Crossroads; A
Socialist Perspective (Ipoh: Parsosma Enter-

prise, 2009). Dr Jeyakumar, of course, is the Sungei
Siput Member of  Parliament who defeated MIC
president Datuk Seri Samy Vellu in the 8 March 2008
general election. He is also a founding member and
central committee member of the Parti Sosialis Ma-
laysia (PSM).

Everyone concerned about Malaysia’s future should
get a copy of this book. Read, reflect and discuss its
contents. Indeed, as the author says in his Introduc-
tion, the aim of his book is to provoke debate among
all Malaysians who are concerned about the coun-
try.

As the title of the book says, we are at the Cross-
roads. It is therefore time for Malaysians to think
through our situation. In this regard, Kumar is not
the first to call upon Malaysians to reflect about the
critical juncture we find ourselves in. Below are a
few titles emphasising the same point.

Syed Husin Ali Merdeka, Rakyat dan Keadilan -
Kumpulan Artikel  Mengkritik Dasar-dasar UMNO-BN
dan Mengemukakan Asas-asas Politik Menuju Malay-
sia Baru (Petaling Jaya: SIRD, 2004).

Rustam Sani Failed Nation? Concerns of a Malaysian
Nationalist (Petaling Jaya; SIRD, 2008).

Zaid Ibrahim In Good Faith (Kuala Lumpur: Zaid
Ibrahim Publications, 2007)

BOOK REVIEW

Malaysia at the Crossroads
Building a worker-based socialist movement or
a broad-based popular democratic alliance?

by Francis Loh
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