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Moving forward or backwards?
Year of fanciful slogans, frail economy,
failed institutions and fake unity
by Martin Jalleh
he catchphrase and
chant of 2009 was
“change”. The political
tsunami of March 2008
brought about unexpected, unthinkable and unforgettable
change to the political landscape
of Bolehland. The country and the
political divide were left with no
choice but to change – for better or
worse!

T

Najib

Kit Siang

Zaid Ibrahim

Nazri

No one has been so conversant
and committed to change than
Najib Razak. As the year began
he masterminded the change of
the legitimate government in
Perak. He tried successfully to
convince the citizens of Bolehland
that all dubious change is possible and can be made “legal”.
As the historic day of him being
PM neared, Najib hammered
home his message of change: “If
we don’t have the courage to
change, the people will change us
at the next general election”.
Umno heeded his warning. The
first thing that they did was
change their president! Pak Lah
was hounded out of office in
March.

Tengku Razaleigh

Pak Lah had failed to translate
rhetoric into reality. The Umno
warlords wrapped in a world of
their own made him a scapegoat.
They were also largely respon-

Mahathir
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EDITOR'S

NOTE

Is Malaysia moving forward or backwards.
That’s the question Martin Jalleh ponders over
as he looks back over the last year. It has been
a year of fanciful slogans and failed institutions
with the BN having little to show for it.
He also takes a critical look at the economy,
the Pakatan Rakyat coalition, the police, the judiciary and last but by no means least, Umno.
Our unity is also under threat following a spate
of attacks on religious sites. We carry an article by Asghar Ali Engineer, who asks
whether Allah can be monopolised by any community. Public intellectuals, he says, must raise
the voice of reason and take a public stand, even
risking their reputations and careers. Also included is a joint statement by civil society
groups condemning the attacks.
It’s all very depressing. But in our centre pages,
Yeoh Seng Guan pays tribute to an inspiration
for many activists, James Arunasalam, the
“saint” of Sentul, who passed away recently.
James had courageously dedicated much of his
life to fighting for the rights of settlers who
were facing eviction.
Finally, we feature the launch of a book, The
Fajar Generation, about a generation of idealistic university students during the tumultuous
setting of Singapore in the 1950s. We reproduce
the foreword to the book, penned by Lim Kean
Chye, who describes the fascinating political
backdrop of that period.
Aliran is an organisation for ‘social democratic
reform’. We advocate freedom, justice and
solidarity; comment critically on social issues, offer
analysis and alternative ideas keeping in mind
the national and global picture based on universal
human rights and spiritual values. We are listed
on the roster of the Economic and Social Council of
the United Nations. Founded in 1977, Aliran
welcomes all Malaysians above 21 to be members.
Contact the Hon. Secretary or visit our webpage.
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sible for reducing Umno into a
fragmented “formidable” force. It
was their resistance to change
that had contributed to the rot.
Such refusal to reform continued
throughout 2009.
As the days passed, Najib’s
“change” appeared to be one of
taking the country back to the bad
old days. Lim Kit Siang would remark: “In Najib’s pre-100 days as
Prime Minister, the country is already seeing increasing signs of
the powers-that-be reverting to the
“old ways” of restricting freedom
and silencing criticism…”
At the 59th Umno General Assembly held in March, Najib rallied
on the delegates towards change.
He said Umno needs leaders who
“dare to change and are accepting of change, who dare to
criticise and are willing to accept
criticism”. Sadly, he and his cohorts did not appear to be receptive to criticisms in the days that
followed.
Najib also reminded the delegates
that if Umno was to remain relevant then the indispensable role
of the new media must be
recognised. He declared: “Like it
or not, we cannot regard the new
media as our enemy…” Unbelievably, six new-media organisations would later be denied accreditation to Umno’s general assembly!
In October 2009, Umno held an
extraordinary general assembly to
take what Najib called “a bold and
brave step in amending the party’s
constitution to make it more transparent, inclusive and democratic”. Proud of the changes that
took place the Umno President
declared that the amendments are
“not cosmetic. They represent con-

Tunku Abdul Aziz

Lim Kit Siang

1Malaysia could well turn out to be
nothing more than a grand illusion

1Malaysia: Mere publicity and
propaganda puff

crete and significant changes.”

thrust of his government will be
One Malaysia".

But former de facto law minister
Zaid Ibrahim was unconvinced:
“Of course, Umno…has introduced some change in their internal party processes but what
about the mind-set of the leaders?
We see no change whatsoever. It’s
all cosmetic. The more things
seem to change, the more they remain the same. They will never
change.”
In an article, Barry Wain, author
of the book Malaysian Maverick:
Mahathir Mohamad in Turbulent
Times believes Najib’s political
background
and
baggage
“doesn’t recommend him for the
role of reformer” and “almost everything about Mr. Najib proclaims the status quo”!

Fanciful

slogans

On April Fool’s day, the Malaysian Insider reported that Najib, in
his final public address before his
swearing in as PM "gave a hopeful glimpse into his administration ... when he said that the new
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For the rest of the year the citizens
of Bolehland were bombarded
with the slogan without knowing
what Najib had in mind. Najib did
not giv a clear picture of 1Malaysia, neither did Apco Worldwide,
a global PR firm, employed to reengineer and redeem the PM’s
flagging image at a rumoured
price of RM20 million or more. As
columnist David D. Matthew
would write: “slogans by itself are
often nothing more than convenient rhetoric… 1Malaysia… is
an empty slogan disguised as a
solution.”
Tunku Abdul Aziz, a former chairman of Transparency International and DAP vice-chairman,
argued that the PM has to “venture beyond sloganeering and
spell out in terms that are concise
and clear what he has in mind
when pontificating on what appears to thinking Malaysians to
be nothing more than a party
dogma being shoved down their
throats as part of a ploy to regain

without a clear vision of what
1Malaysia is intended to be, it
could well turn out to be nothing
more than a grand illusion. Does
he really believe that he has what
it takes to reconcile Umno’s pathological obsession with bumiputra
rights on the one hand with the
principles of inalienable equality
for ALL Malaysians on the other?
1Malaysia without complete
equality of opportunity is nothing
if not a cruel and dishonest practical joke.”
Nazri: Called Dr M a ‘bloody racist’

Hishammuddin: Met some of the
cow head protesters and justified
their demonstration

Undoubtedly, Umno’s coalition
allies were of no help in bolstering Najib’s 1Malaysia message of
unity. They were busily engaged
in bitter internal battles and endless bickering throughout the
year, refusing or pretending to
bury the hatchet in spite of the possibility that they could be burying
themselves for good!
In his concluding line for the year,
Lim Kit Siang highlighted the
charade and chicanery the new
PM had put the nation through:
“After nine months (of Najib’s
premiership), ‘1Malaysia. People
First. Performance Now’ has
proved to be mere publicity and
propaganda puff of Najib’s
premiership with no meaningful
change or consequence to the lives
of Malaysians.”

the non-Bumi electoral support.”

Fires
“How does Najib propose to give
practical effect to his excellent
concept given the reality of
Malaysia’s race-biased policies of
racial discrimination? Does he not
see a contradiction? Is he clear in
his own mind what he is talking
about?
“For now, it remains a slogan and,

of

fanaticism

In September 2009, the United
Nations General Assembly heard
from Foreign Minister Anifah
Aman the 1Malaysia concept
which “aims at fostering appreciation and respect for all
races...(and) envisages unity that
arises from true acceptance instead of mere tolerance...” At
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home, the slogan remained but
one perfect “performance”!
Relentless racism ran deep and
wide in the year. Racial baiting
was at its worst. Umno leaders
had a free hand in playing the racist card to the hilt while they hid
behind their hype and hypocrisy
over 1Malaysia and went on a
hysteria from time to time.
The racism was so glaring. It resulted in Minister in the PM’s
Department Nazri Aziz revealing
that the Cabinet had conceded
that courses by the National Civics Bureau (or Biro Tatanegara,
BTN) were racially divisive and
used to promote certain government leaders. There was a need
for an overhaul.
As the long debate raged on, Nazri
told those who defended the BTN
courses (which were compulsory
for new civil servants and public
university undergraduates), they
were in a state of denial.
Muhyuddin had sided with those
who refused to acknowledge
Nazri’s contention that the BTN
was a mockery of Najib’s 1Malaysia concept.
The controversy began when
seven Selangor Pakatan Rakyat
lawmakers said a big part of the
programme had nothing to do
with nation building or education
but was an Umno and BN racebased programme during which
participants were indoctrinated
with
propaganda
about
“Ketuanan Melayu”.
When Dr Mahathir joined in and
insisted there was no need to revamp the BTN courses, Nazri
called the former PM a “bloody
racist”! Mahathir told Nazri he

should resign from Umno because
if he were against racism, he
should not be in a “racist party”.
In return, Nazri conferred on Dr
M the title “the father of all racists”.
In 2009, the Umno-owned mainstream press, especially Utusan
Malaysia, went on a spree of spinning falsehood, spouting lies and
spewing seditious articles with
impunity whilst enjoying immunity of the Home Minister, who
was ever ready to stop or suspend
Opposition publications at the
slightest and smallest excuse!
The Malaysian Insider reported
Utusan’s ugly and unethical ways:
“The Utusan (Malaysia) has been
a mouthpiece for Umno ultra-nationalists and a tool for defending the party’s “Ketuanan
Melayu” (Malay supremacy)
policy. The newspaper has also
been criticised for being used to
attack the opposition and
ratcheting up racial tensions.
The paper also suggested that

As the year came to a close, Nazri
Aziz (who had earlier castigated
Utusan Malaysia for defending the
BTN courses) condemned the
Malay daily for its “outdated racist propaganda”, saying that the
Umno-owned newspaper must
accept that Malaysia is a multiracial country.
Umno’s insolence also ruled in
matters concerning religion. Using Utusan Malaysia as its main
instrument, the party continued to
politicise religion for its survival
by creating unfounded insecurities amongst Muslims and a distrust of other religions and
wrongly applying the concept of
Malay supremacy and exclusivity to Islam. They also implored
the name of the rulers when it was
convenient.
Religious bigotry reared its ugly
head. The event that laid bare
Malaysia’s religious divide took
place on 28 August 2009, after Friday prayers during the month of
Ramadan, when about 50 Muslim
protesters who opposed the relo-

cow’s head and left the severed
head at the entrance of the State
Secretariat while riot police stood
by and watched! Home Minister
Hishammuddin Hussein later
met some of the protesters and justified their demonstration!
It was only a matter of time before
“Asia’s melting pot of races and
religion” would boil over…and it
did a few days into the New Year
– in the aftermath of a landmark
ruling on 31 December by the
Kuala Lumpur High Court. The
court ordered the lifting of the
Home Minister’s ban against the
Catholic church publishing the
word “Allah” in its weekly paper,
Herald.
The resultant fire bombs on
churches reduced to ashes and
made a mockery of Anifah Aman’s
boasting of the “true acceptance
instead of mere tolerance”
amongst all races and religions in
the nation. After being PM for nine
months, Najib failed to fight the
fires of religious fanaticism often
fanned by his own party, but took
flight behind the facade of 1Malaysia!

Faltering

Utusan Malaysia
Malaysia,, went on a spree of spinning falsehood, spouting lies
and spewing seditious articles

DAP was anti-Islam and said
Datuk Seri Anwar Ibrahim was
willing to betray the Malays to be
prime minister — both incendiary
subjects in mainly Malay-Muslim
Malaysia. Its articles have labelled the Chinese community as
‘ pendatang’ (immigrants) and the
Indian community as ‘keling’ . ”

cation of a Hindu temple marched
from the Selangor State Mosque to
the State Secretariat with a severed cow head. (Hindus consider
the animal sacred.)
Amid chants of “Allahu Akbar”
they threatened bloodshed,
kicked, spat and stomped on the
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institutions

As Najib and his cohorts portrayed themselves as agents of
change, they at the same time manipulated the nation’s democratic
institutions to contain, cripple
and crush legitimate dissent and/
or to hinder genuine change advocated by the Opposition.
Key institutions such as the Judiciary, the office of the AttorneyGeneral, the Police and the Malaysian Anti-Corruption Commission ended up becoming the tools
of the government. They were no

longer perceived as impartial. (See
accompanying stories on the police
and the judiciary.)
In early March 2009, the Pakatan
Rakyat Perak state government
was forced to hold an “emergency
sitting” under a raintree. An
Adun, when supporting one of the
motions, spoke of an “institutional crisis” in the country. He
then corrected it to “constitutional
crisis”. He was in fact right: the
country’s institutions were in a
grave institutional crisis and the
nation was heading towards becoming a failed State!
During the Perak constitutional
crisis, then Bar Council president
Ambiga Sreenevasan said that
she was alarmed that “our institutions, that is the courts, the police, etc., are being tested..... What
is going on in the state shows a
total breakdown in relation to the
structures and sanctity of the legislature”.
There is no better and lasting symbol of institutions decaying in
Malaysia than the judiciary. In
2009, the V K Lingam video clip
case reinforced its rot even further.
The government took the findings
of the Royal Commission rather
lightly. It made the Commission,
one appointed by the King, look
like a lame duck.

Pakatan government forced to hold an ‘emergency sitting’ under a raintree

Another institution that allowed
itself to be a mouthpiece of the
political masters was the Election
Commission. In Perak, it made a
mockery of the Federal Constitution when it portrayed itself as a
court of law and illegally usurped
the authority of the Speaker of the
Perak state assembly.
The above unconstitutional act
was endorsed by a Federal Court
ruling which opened the floodgates to potential interference by
the Commission in the country’s
legislatures including Parliament.
During the year the Commision
made declarations and decisions
that were blatantly biased and undermined public confidence in its
independence.

Fatal
The government ended its twoyear charade when the de facto
Law Minister made a laughing
stock of himself as he lectured
Parliament on what may be morally wrong could be legally or politically correct, correct, correct. With
his ‘no further action’ declaration,
public suspicion of the cattle-trading culture in the judiciary lingers
on.

Five months after the introduction
of Najib’s slogans, the respondents in a Star online live chat revealed that the key national institution that they had least confidence in was both the Malaysian
Anti-Corruption Commission
(MACC) and the police. Only two
per cent of the respondents rated
the MACC’s performance in fighting corruption as “good”.
The fatal flaw of the MACC was
that it was not politically neutral
as stated by Lim Teck Ghee. 74 per
cent of the respondents in a poll
by the Merdeka Centre said that
they were dissatisfied with the
government’s handling of corruption and abuse of power issues. A
majority of them felt that the
MACC was biased.

flaw

Another “institution” that failed
was the Malaysian Anti-Corruption Commission (MACC): 2009
was the first year of its existence.
It was frowned upon as a “monumental failure” and a farce in its
task of tackling corruption. It became a favourite tool of the Umno
government to repress the opposition.
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Since its much hyped up launch
on 1 January 2009 the then
MACC’s chief commissioner,
Ahmad Said Hamdan, “has managed to put his mouth into overdrive while shifting his brains into
reverse” as observed by Tunku
Aziz. He chose to retire early and
will remain haunted by how he
had handled the “very small
case” of the death of Teoh Beng

Hock.

it earlier in Perak.

By the end of 2009, it was obvious
that corruption in the country had
worsened since the formation of
the MACC. Malaysia’s anti-graft
crackdown was, in reality, a
breakdown that saw the country
plunge nine places in the Transparency International corruption
rankings (Malaysian Insider)! It
was also a mockery of Najib’s declaration that “the fight against
corruption was one of the six KPI
priorities of his administration”.

Collapsed buildings and the collapse of a suspension bridge in
Kuala Dipang, Kampar, in October where three young school
girls were killed were constant
symbolic reminders of the reality
and repercussions of faltering institutions.

Parliament, the country’s supreme law-making institution
turned 50 in September 2009.
Sadly, in spite of Najib’s many
slogans, it remained a rubber
stamp. The shocking scene in February of wheelchair-bound
Karpal Singh being surrounded
by a hostile group of Umno Youth
thugs while the police and security personnel stood idly by at the
Parliament lobby said it all!
Speaker Pandikar Amin Mulia
revealed in March that “Parliament is no longer like a first-world
Parliament anymore”. He had a
role in this. He was ever ready to
reject the motions moved by the
Opposition to debate crucial issues that would enhance radical
reform and was at times ridiculously biased towards the government.
The civil service as an institution
was also crumbling with civil servants failing to understand their
role and the importance of their
impartiality. In fact in January this
year, Najib said he “wants the
public sector in the country to become a fully professional service
without political inclination”. It
was obvious why he did not say

The impact of the breakdown in
institutions could be increasingly
seen not only in the political domain but in every arena of life –
education, health care, environment, and use of natural resources. It also resulted in the further marginalisation of minority
groups in both East and West
Malaysia.
Tengku Razaleigh pointed to the
source of the faltering institutions
when he expressed sadness that
Umno has “indeed lost its soul”
and “become corrupt, this corruption has weakened it, and as it
grows weaker it is tempted more
and more to fan racial feeling and
abuse public institutions to maintain power. This is a death spiral.”
He sagely added. “Our major
public institutions and our political system have degenerated to the
point that the public no longer
trusts them. A democratic system
of government cannot function below a certain threshold of public
confidence. The suspicious death
of Teoh Beng Hock under the custody of a watchdog body reporting directly to a prime minister
who has his own public confidence issues may have pushed us
below that threshold.”
He concluded: “What we must do
now goes beyond political parties.

Aliran Monthly : Vol.29(11/12) Page 8

Tengku Razaleigh: Umno has
“indeed lost its soul” and
“become corrupt”

We need the rakyat to rise up to
claim their institutions, and demand that our public institutions
are answerable to them. We must
wake up to our sovereignty as citizens, reclaim the constitution
which constitutes us as a nation
and guarantees our rights, and
demand a comprehensively reformed government to restore public confidence. We must do this
before it is too late.”
A divided nation, decaying institutions, a dour economy and a PM
dogged by allegations –perhaps
the events and issues of the year
2009 point to the reality that all
real, relevant and radical change
can only come about by a change
in government! There are those
with raw courage whom we saw
during the year, who are willing
to risk their lives for such a
change. But we are prompted to
ask, is the Opposition ready? q

Martin Jalleh is a well
known political commentator and writer
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Stagnant,
startling

shaky and
Economy

Malaysia’s economy has been stagnating for the past decade in
the wake of the 1998 Asian financial crisis
009 was a year that Malaysians were forced to
face the bare facts that
Bolehland’s economy
was in bad shape, the battle
against corruption had borne no
fruits whatsoever, while the brain
drain statistics of skilled labour
were mind-boggling!

2

Stagnation: In December 2009
Second Finance Minister Husni
Ahmad Hanadzlah revealed the
following shocking facts:
• Malaysia’s economy has been
stagnating for the past decade
in the wake of the 1998 Asian
financial crisis;
• It is now trailing badly behind
its neighbours like Indonesia
in the race for foreign investment;
• It’s export-dependent economy
has been hit hard by the global
recession, contracting by a forecast 3.0 percent in 2009,
jeopardising the country’s ambitions of becoming a developed nation by 2020;
• Malaysia is trapped in a lowvalue-added, low-wage and
low-productivity structure;
• Among its peers China, India,
Vietnam, Indonesia, Philippines
and
Thailand,
Malaysia’s economic growth
over the past three years was

second-lowest;
• It has lost its competitive edge
to remain as the leader of the
pack in many sectors of the
economy. Its private investment has been steadily in decline;
• While Singapore and Korea’s
nominal per capita GDP grew
within the last three decades
by 9 and 12 times respectively,
Malaysia grew only by a factor of four;
• The services sector is underdeveloped, private investment is
half the levels before the 199798 Asian crisis, and the manufacturing sector is suffering
from lack of investment;
In October 2009 International
Trade and Industry Minister,
Mustapa Mohamed admitted that
the Thai auto industry had surpassed Malaysia’s despite entering the game at a later stage.
Malaysia fell three places from
21st to 24th ranking in the World
Economic Forum (WEF)’s Global
Competitiveness Report (GCR)
2009-2010 and dropped two
places in the World Bank’s Doing
Business
2010:
Reforming
Through Difficult Times from 21st
to 23rd placing.
Corruption: Anti-graft watchdog
Aliran Monthly : Vol.29(11/12) Page 9

Transparency International (TI)
highlighted the following in its
global Corruption Perceptions Index (CPI) 2009:
• Malaysia was seen to be more
corrupt than ever; the country
plunged nine places from
2008’s CPI ranking of 47th to
56th position last year;
• Malaysia ranked 56 out of 180
countries in the world with a
corruption index score of 4.5
(2008 - 5.1) out of 10, with 10
being the least corrupt - the
lowest score in 15 years;
• Malaysia’s all-time low puts it
on par with Namibia, Samoa,
Slovakia and Latvia;
• The plunge was serious not
only when compared to the
country’s perceived past performances but, more importantly, in relation to other countries worldwide and especially
those within the Asean region.
Paul Low, president of the local
branch of TI said Malaysia’s alltime low ranking was due to:
• the government’s lack of political will in enforcing tight antigraft measures;
• intense scrutiny surrounding
public scandals exposing public funds siphoned off , e.g.
from the long drawn-out

RM12.5 billion Port Klang Free
Zone (PKFZ)project scandal;
• public perception of double
standards and selective prosecution by the MACC, which
is seen to be catching “small
fish” and focusing on BN’s rival political parties;
• the Auditor General’s annual
report which highlights extraordinary public procurement abuses, but no action appears to have been taken
Migration: In December 2009, Parliament was provided with the
following brain drain realities by
Deputy Foreign Minister Kohilan
Pillay:
• A total of 304,358 Malaysians
left the country between March
2008 and August 2009 for better education, career and business prospects;
• This works out to some 630
Malaysians leaving the country every day – a big leap from
the 139,696 Malaysians who
migrated to other countries in
2007;
• The number of Malaysians
who surrendered their citizenship almost doubled in 2009 –
some 3,800 Malaysians gave
up their citizenship compared
to 2,000 the previous year;
• “Kohilan has the knack to criticize the Penang state government for not being able to guarantee 1,000 electrical engineers
but said nothing about the federal government’s role in pushing away more than 300,000
highly skilled Malaysians
with its racist policies, tolerance of corrupt practices, incompetency and inefficiency.”
- Khoo Kay Peng, corporate consultant and independent political analyst

Actions: In an attempt to transform Malaysia into an innovative
economy, Najib:
• dropped the 30 per cent
bumiputera equity requirement
in companies listed amongst
the 27 service sub-sectors, the
cornerstone of the New Economic Policy (NEP)
• required all Malaysian companies seeking listing to offer 50
per centof their public offering
to bumiputra investors, which
would work out to 12.5 per cent
of the total stake;
• retained the 30 per cent Malay
ownership requirement for
“strategic industries,” which
includes telecommunications,
water, ports and energy, home
to some of Malaysia’s largest
companies;
• replaced the Foreign Investment Committee (FIC) which
failed to produce the desired
results of increasing the
bumiputra equity, with an investment instrument called
Ekuiti Nasional Bhd which
would have an initial capital
of RM500mil and which
would be enlarged to RM10bil
depending on the needs of
identified entrepreneurs;
• remained committed to raising
Malay corporate ownership to
30 per cent from a 2004 estimate of 19 per cent;
• declared that the government
is committed and serious in
undertaking a total innovation
to a more advanced economy
– with the slogan “Innovative
Leadership for 1United, Innovative Malaysia”. (More slogans!)
Reactions: While many praised
Najib for his selective liberalising
of the economy, others had their
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reservations:
• “The PM should end the 50year NEP as it had stunted
Malaysia’s economic growth
and prevented the nation from
becoming a high-income country.” - Lim Kit Siang;
• 10 civil society groups (on
Najib’s 100th day in office)
urged the premier to focus on
democratic reforms in his next
100 days. They said there is an
important link between economic progress and political
progress;
• “Without a living foundation
in the basics you might sense
an air of unreality around our
talk of reinventing ourselves,
coming up with a “new economic model and liberalising
our economy.”- Tengku
Razaleigh;
• “What Najib has done is to
change the way the game is
being played...Malays are still
being protected and given
things on a silver platter.”
James Chin, political science
professor, Monash University
in Malaysia;
• “Some of these sectors were already quite open even before
the liberalisation. Take computer and related services as
an example, it was already
quite liberalised since the
implementation of MSC status.” – Khoo Kay Peng;
• It is a commendable baby step
forward. There are hundreds
of sub-service sectors classified
and we certainly look forward
to further liberalisation of ownership constraints, especially
those imposed on Malaysians
themselves.” – Tony Pua, DAP
MP
- MJ

COVER STORY

Of the Opposition, obstacles,
opportunity and oblivion!
The public increasingly perceived the fledging PR to be a
“fragile”, “feuding”, “fraying” and “faltering” coalition –
one that was “not on a firm footing”
009 saw the end of the
euphoria that enveloped
the whole country after
the political tsunami of
March 2008. It was a year during
which the Opposition coalition,
Pakatan Rakyat (PR), was brought
down to earth and forced to face
the enormity of the challenge to
deliver what it had promised during the elections.

2

It was also a year when the public
increasingly perceived the fledging PR to be a “fragile”, “feuding”, “fraying” and “faltering”
coalition – one that was “not on a
firm footing”. In light of this scenario, the PR was hard pressed to
convince the public that they
could form the next federal government.
One would have thought that the
PR, after having lost Perak to the
BN in February 2009, would come
to its senses about the need to be
united. But it continued with its
petty and puerile public inter and
intra-party squabbles, spats and
skirmishes, much to the surprise
and scorn of the public and the
satisfaction of Umno!
Meanwhile, the great hope which
the apolitical Hindraf gave to the

We rushed to choose candidates to contest in the last general elections but
I promise that this will be improved.

Indians and in fact to Bolehland
came to a halt. Its high-browed
leaders haggled over its future,
hurled accusations at one another
and accused PR of hypocrisy. By
year’s end, Hindraf appeared
headless, helpless, hopeless and
headed for oblivion!
Coming back to the PR, in contrast
to those disappointed, disillusioned and even disgusted over
what they felt was the coalition’s
failure to deliver and to stop its
disunity, there were the PR diehards who felt that it was too early
to dismiss PR altogether or to write
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its death sentence. It deserved
more time and trust to prove itself.
The opposition coalition was only
less than two years old as compared to the BN of more than 50
years. The PR was made up of
many first-timers with divergent
ideologies and inclinations and
like any coalition, has varying
kinds of leaders/members such as
the enlightened, the erratic, the
eccentric and the egocentric!
Further, the PR in fact had ruled
well in their states. The AuditorGeneral (AG) gave the highest rat-

ing to Selangor and Penang
in terms of good governance
since March 2008, which
compared very favourably
against BN-ruled states. The
AG also gave a commendable rating to the PR’s performance during its 11month rule in Perak.

ordered him to stand trial for
sodomy charges! But Anwar
soldiered on.

In 2009, PR also contributed
significantly to Parliament
in the form of better participation and stronger arguments during Question Time
and debates. In July, the PR Lim Kit Siang: PR may be only a one-term
formed parliamentary com- miracle
mittees in tandem with 25
government ministries to help its relief that the PR had lost! It was a
MPs deliberate important bills heaven-sent harsh wake-up call.
and issues including the Budget.
In the same month, an exasperEven in terms of by-elections, the ated Lim Kit Siang warned:
PR fared well. There was a time “Pakatan Rakyat had been sufferwhen it was a foregone conclusion ing a prolonged and unceasing
that the BN would be the winner bout of loss of public confidence...
in any by-election. But in 2009 (a to convince the Malaysian electoryear of by-elections), the PR and ate in its credibility, cohesion, inthe BN faced off seven times, with tegrity and common sense of purthe opposition pact winning five pose.” PR may be only a “onetimes to BN’s two.
term miracle”, he prodded them.
The PR successes in 2009, however, were overshadowed by its
many shortcomings. In August
2009, Anwar conceded that his
party PKR was the “weakest link”
in PR and that “there is a flaw in
our vetting system. We rushed to
choose candidates to contest in the
last general elections but I promise that this will be improved.”

Lethargy set in as the year went
by. If not for the political lassitude
of 20 missing PR MPs in Parliament, the BN’s Budget Bill (in midDecember 2009) could have been
voted out and the PR could have
won a vote of no-confidence
against the BN government. PR
appeared to be resting on its laurels. How long would it last?

In October 2009, the PR was
humbled in the Bagan Pinang byelection. There were a host of lessons to be learned. Anwar did not
hesitate to admit that the defeat
was due to the “weaknesses and
shortcomings” in PR. Some PR
supporters even heaved a sigh of

In 2009, Karpal Singh slammed
Anwar for “creating enough
trouble” and asked him to quit.
Raja Petra said Anwar was in a
“self-destruct mode”. Umno
shamelessly labelled the PR chief
a “chameleon” (which Umno politician is not?) and a High Court
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Umno spent the year systematically sabotaging the PRruled states by abusing
varous institutions of democracy. The PR was portrayed
as weak, wavering and wobbling and Umno as having
bounced back stronger to
stamp its “supremacy”.
Najib was back in the saddle
(taking the country for a ride)
with his slogans!
The PR’s successes were
downplayed. Umno’s scandals
were diverted. Federal funds were
denied or delayed or distributed
discriminately. PR leaders were
demonised and Umno portrayed
as the champion of Islam and the
Malay race, and the defender of
the royalty. Umno was bent on
destabilising and destroying PR!
The PR was undaunted by the
task ahead. In December 2009, Pas
MP Dzulkefly Ahmad introduced
the PR’s Common Policy Framework as a “Dawn of a New Awakening” – a daring framework of
common goals and grounds derived out of debate and dissent
among the three parties, determined to deliver the “revolution
of a political culture”.
The road to Putrajaya requires
stomach, stamina, solidarity and
the sacrifice of personal agendas
and parochial party issues for the
the larger national agenda.
Sloganeering will not do. The
1,500 delegates at PR’s first national convention were reminded
of the dictum “Perform or Perish”.
-MJ

COVER STORY

Police come under the spotlight
Put up tent cannot, gather cannot, wear black cannot,
hold candles cannot, drink teh tarik also cannot
009 was a year when the
police was unfortunately
perceived to be playing
politics and pandering
to the wishes of their political
(pay)masters rather than protecting the people. About 76 per cent
of the respondents in a Home
Ministry online survey (August
2009) said that they feel angry
each time they see a police officer!

2

In an earlier Home Ministry
online survey (July 2009), 97 per
cent of 10,060 respondents felt
unsafe due to the high crime rate;
95 per cent of 9,319 respondents
felt the safety of the people was
not guaranteed; and 94 per cent
of 9,261 respondents felt the gov-

ernment had not done its best to
ensure the safety of the people.
2009 witnessed the arrests of dozens of peaceful demonstrators by
police, who appeared to act with
little regard for the rule of law or
the Federal Constitution and resorted to actions that Bolehland
has never seen before! Some perceived the police to be selectively
enforcing laws.
A frustrated Taiping MP Nga Kor
Ming poignantly portrayed the
police’s preposterous actions:
“Put up tent cannot, gather cannot, wear black cannot, hold
candles cannot, drink teh tarik
also cannot.” He forgot – prayer

Perak State Assembly:
High-handedness at its foulest
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and fasting also cannot!
Speeches were forbidden at certain dinners organised by political parties (except for the BN of
course). Permits were either flatly
refused or revoked at the last
minute or dinners rudely interrupted and audio visual equipment confiscated and/or the
venue ringed with police presence.
The world watched in disbelief on
7 May 2009 as police barged into
the august Perak State Assembly
and forcefully dragged out the legitimate Speaker, detaining him
for about 90 minutes. It caused
even an Umno leader to express
his disgust: “high-handedness at

Hishammuddin: Musa’s services are very much needed
by the federal government for the moment

its foulest”.
The police persisted in this trend
with the arrest of five lawyers who
tried to render legal aid to those
who had been arrested during a
candlelight vigil in support of activist Wong Chin Huat, just before
the Perak budget assembly on 28
October.
The opposition appeared to have
their hands tied by the police’s
highhandedness. Umno appeared to be given a free hand and
an upper hand. The “Independent
Police Complaints and Misconduct Commission” (IPCMC) was
shelved.

Tony Pua: There are about five times more riot cops
than criminal investigators

tract was surprisingly extended
for another year because of his
“excellent performance”! (He has
also been the most investigated
IGP in the PDRM’s 202-year history!)
Home Minister Hishammuddin
Hussein Onn was very honest
when he said that “Musa’s services are very much needed by the
federal government for the moment”.
It was Musa who played a major
role in Anwar’s first sodomy trial.

The disturbing number of suspected criminals being shot dead
by the police mostly Indian Malaysians and the questionable deaths
under police detention and migrant custodial deaths cast a further cloud on the police in 2009.

The PM wants reducing crime to
be a focus of the so-called “Key Result Area”. Yet, as highlighted by
MP Tony Pua, there are about five
times more riot cops than criminal
investigators; the Special Branch is
almost the same size as the team
dedicated to fighting crime; and
there are no plans to increase or
restructure the police force!

In spite of all this, Inspector General of Police Musa Hassan’s con-

Alas, will Najib succeed in arresting the crime rate when he has a
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Home Minister who blames the
country’s high crime rate on the
“demonisation of the police”,
backtracks on revisiting the Royal
Commission’s report on the police
and defends the police even to the
extent of “rubbishing” the online
findings of his very own ministry?
Will the government make much
headway in curbing crime when
we have a Home Minister who
defended the Shah Alam cowhead protest sacrilege and who
expressed sadness at the death of
suspected terrorist and mass
murderer Noordin Md Top for not
having the opportunity to “rehabilitate” him?
Can the public expect fairness
when a week after the cow-head
protest, police arrested Hindraf
leaders who wanted to hold a
candlelight protest against what
they considered a sacrilegious act
in Shah Alam?
-MJ

COVER STORY

Jaundiced

Judiciary

There was no shortage of court jesters in the all-year-round
judicial circus.
In 2009, the judiciary allowed her courts (supposed portals of justice)
to be turned into a playground of political expediency
and the perversion of the rule of
law. There was no shortage of
court jesters in the all-year-round
judicial circus.

T

As was so aptly put in December
2009 by Abdul Aziz Bari, a constitutional law expert, the judiciary has been reduced to one that
“takes its cue from the government”. He likened Malaysia to
Zimbabwe, a country ruled by
President Robert Mugabe, who
has subverted the judiciary to
shore up his sinking government.
During the Perak constitutional
crisis certain judges disregarded
constitutional provisions and the
doctrine of separation of powers
– in stark contrast to five occasions
when brave judges ruled it had no
jurisdiction over decisions made
in legislative assemblies.
Even when certain judges chose
to interpret the Federal Constitution correctly, they appeared to do
so when it best suited Umno. The
judiciary left behind a dead constitution, “bad” and “perverse”
decisions, dubious declaratory
orders, judgments devoid of reasoned grounds, and disgraceful
double standards (such as the ex-

The judiciary appeared once again ready to be manipulated for the
political purpose of getting rid of Anwar Ibrahim

amples given below).
Less than a day after the KL High
Court had ruled in Nizar’s favour,
and three hours after Zambry had
filed for a stay of execution, a oneman Court of Appeal readily
heard the latter and granted him
a stay two hours later! Nizar had
to wait for nine days before his
application to set aside the stay
order granted to Zambry was
heard!
Zambry won his appeal 11 days
after the KL High Court had declared Nizar as the rightful MB of
Perak. The Federal Court which
heard Nizar’s appeal has to date
(more than 30 days later) not given
a verdict! It has been seven months
since Nizar’s lawsuit was first
heard, but the occasionally superefficient judiciary remains silent!
Three times the Federal Court reAliran Monthly : Vol.29(11/12) Page 15

jected Nizar’s request for a full
panel (it being a case of such paramount importance). No reasons
were given for the rejection – yet
the Federal Court has convened
panels of seven judges to hear
drug-related cases in the past!
Further, as was pointed out by
columnist Kim Quek, the ‘Perak
cases’ were made the exclusive
domain of the few judges who
were already looked upon with
increasing dismay by the public
for their perceived political partisanship. He quite rightly asked
why the well-regarded judges in
the Federal Court were kept out.
The public viewed the judiciary
with greater suspicion, scepticism
and even scorn when many perceived in 2009 that the judiciary
appeared once again ready to be
manipulated for the political purpose of getting rid of Anwar

Ibrahim – as it happened 10 years
ago! The stage for the Sodomy II
trial or show-trial was set.

responded: “The very least is for
him to respect his own previous
decision…”

What was initially filed as a nonconsensual offence was later
changed to consensual sodomy –
without the other party being
charged! The case was transferred
to the High Court when the Sessions Court judge who ruled that
the AG’s transfer certificate was
invalid and that the case should
remain in her court went on leave!

The judiciary also seemed more
interested in mere technicalities
than truth and justice. Decisions
on the merits of cases were often
avoided on the basis of “mere technicalities”. The Court of Appeal
struck out Anwar’s RM100 million defamation suit against Dr
Mahathir on the technicality that
the memorandum of appeal was
not in Bahasa Malaysia. Presiding Judge Abdul Malek Ishak
stressed the supremacy of the national language as he delivered
his 31-page written judgment in
English!

The High Court, which ordered
the public prosecutor to allow
Anwar’s lawyers to inspect documents and evidence pertaining to
the case, dismissed Anwar’s application to strike out the sodomy
charge – in spite of the medical
reports by four medical specialists
showing no anal penetration.
The High Court judge fixed the
trial dates disregarding a pending appeal at the Federal Court on
the Court of Appeal’s decision to
overturn the High Court judge’s
earlier decision granting Anwar
access to the documents related to
the case! An exasperated Anwar

In the case of Kampung Buah
Pala, the presiding judge in the
Federal Court, the late
Augustune Paul, in June 2009,
rejected the residents’ application for leave against a Court of
Appeal decision that had overturned a landmark High Court
verdict in their favour. The rejection was based on technical
grounds although there were
substantive triable issues that

should have been addressed
and determined.
The courts were often perceived
as being biased towards the
Umno-led government. It became
so obvious to many that subordinate and High Court judgments
by a few brave judges which were
favourable to Pakatan Rakyat
would certainly be overturned by
the appellate courts.
Transfers awaited three judges
who made rulings that the Umno
government took umbrage to –
Justice Alizatul Khair Osman
Khairuddin, Lau Bee Lan and
Mohamad Ariff Md Yusoff. Chief
Justice Zaki Azmi insisted the
transfers were “promotions” –
though he admitted all three had
yet to be shortlisted for promotion!
Alas, 2009 was a year when the
courts were clogged, hogged (by
political cases), bogged down by
cases related to the Perak Constitutional crisis, dogged by accusations of bias and double standards
and flogged by public opinion.
-MJ

Augustine Paul: Rejected the residents' applications on technical grounds
although there were substantive triable issues
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COVER STORY

“The Most corrupt
institution in the country ”
Umno is rotten to the core.
It is rotten from its lowest level to the highest.
009 began with the
chairman of Umno’s
Disciplinary Board,
Tengku
Ahmad
Rithauddeen, proposing a radical
(or desperate) solution to reduce
rampant money politics in Umno
– get rid of its Youth and Puteri
wings! The Umno elite, Najib included, found the proposal ridiculous and rejected it.

2

Zaid
Ibrahim
advised
Rithauddeen to retire and resign
from the Tribunal since his efforts in reining in corruption in
Umno had proven to be futile.
Lim Kit Siang went one step further saying, as a result of
Rithauddeen’s failure to weed

Rustam was found to be corrupt but
he can remain as the Chief Minister

out corruption, the whole of
Umno should be uprooted altogether!
On 30 January 2009, a group of
Umno Youth members protested
against both Rithauddeen for his
proposal and also the Malaysian
Anti-Corruption Commission
(MACC) for its intervention in
“party matters”. It rattled
Rithauddeen so much that he resignedly replied: “We will do our
job; MACC will do theirs.”
In March, two Umno members
threatened to apply for an injunction to postpone the Umno general assembly until all allegations
of money politics were investi-

Khairy: Was found “guilty” by the
Board, but was only given a warning
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gated. They highlighted their report on the misuse of power on
the (then) PM and Deputy PM and
the more than 1,000 reports of
graft in Umno.
Nine days before the Umno elections, the Umno Disciplinary
Board barred Malacca Chief Minister Mohd Ali Rustam from contesting the post of party deputy
president after three of his
“agents” were allegedly found
guilty of being involved in money
politics in the run-up to the elections.
But Ali Rustam continued as an
Umno member and CM. Even Dr
Mahathir was stumped by this:

Khir Toyo: Cleared by the Board of
all corruption charges

“Isa was thrown out because he
was involved in money
politics…he also lost his position
as a minister. But here we have a
very strange decision. He was
found to be corrupt but he can remain as the Chief Minister…”
Khairy Jamaluddin, who was a
candidate for the post of Umno
Youth head, was also found
“guilty” by the Board, but was
only given a warning. He won the
post and was heckled by an Umno
mob who yelled, “Khairy!
Rasuah!” and “Penipu!” during
his acceptance speech.
Another candidate for the post of
Umno Youth head, Mohamad
Khir Toyo, was cleared by the
Board of all corruption charges.
People expected Khir Toyo to be
found clean, or Umno would be
without an opposition leader in
Selangor of his calibre and he
would not look good in his new
role as a “champion of good governance”!
Several MBs and CMs who lost in
the party elections blamed it on
money politics. They claimed that
delegates seemed more drawn to
the “distribution of gifts” than
what they had done for their
states. (Only one of the MBs and
CMs succeeded in securing a
place on the 25-seat supreme
council.)
It was also time for Pak Lah to retire. As a parting shot to the party
that ended his presidency/
premiership prematurely he
warned that “…materialism has
seeped into the party, making a
number of party members greedy
and avaricious, hence creating the
negative perception that Umno is
a corrupt party”.

When setting up his new Umno
Supreme Council Najib sought to
be “inclusive” – he included the
losers in the Umno elections and
whose integrity had been questioned, such as, Tengku Adnan
Tengku Mansor (of V K Lingam
video clip fame), Ali Rustam
(money politics) and Rafidah
Aziz (Approved Permits)!
In April, Najib became the PM.
Many agreed with the assessment
of Tengku Aziz - a former chairman of Transparency International - of Najib’s People’s Cabinet, as a team “totally uninspiring
(and) of recycled political expendables, many with personal
records of integrity that will not
bear close scrutiny.”
Indeed, Najib’s supposed strong
resolve to start afresh with his
new cabinet was in reality a successful spin by his camp for about
80 per cent of those appointed
ministers were spent characters,
self-seeking sycophants with
stained records, or what Dr M
called “unsavoury characters”.
Umno’s anti-corruption charade
continued in full force. In August,
Umno fielded a disbarred lawyer
in the Permatang Pasir by-election.
It prompted Tengku Razaleigh
Hamzah to ask: “Is Umno so short
of people that we have to find a lawyer disbarred for financial dishonesty to stand?”
In October, Mohd Isa Abdul
Samad became Umno’s candidate
in the Bagan Pinang by-election.
Najib’s nebulous defence of the
decision was that “the offence
committed by Isa was not an offence under the law”. The Chief
Commissioner of the MACC had
in January 2009 declared categori-
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cally that “money politics is corruption”!
The DAP’s Wong Ho Leng gives
an accurate implication of Isa’s
win: “Isa’s win would translate
into an endorsement of corruption
within Umno and the government
that it leads. It lays bare the fact
that Umno has no better leader to
win a by-election than one who
has been condemned by Umno itself to have been corrupt.”
PKR’s Azmin Ali sarcastic take on
Isa Samad’s victory was that
Umno does not have to do any reform nor worry about money politics anymore. They can still win
anyhow!
Consider columnist M. Bakri
Musa’s invaluable insight: “ To
Umno folks, the party has replaced Allah as the source of
bounty and benevolence… Corrupt leaders are forgiven not by
Allah but by the party. Isa Samad
had his political corruption sentence reduced, and then he was
rewarded to be the party’s election
candidate. Khairy had his ‘money
politics’ conviction essentially
pardoned, and then blessed by
being head of Umno Youth”!
The year ended with Dr M quoting in his blog a former senior
Umno leader’s lamentation:
“Umno is rotten to the core. It is
rotten from its lowest level to the
highest. What’s left are remnants
of people with self-interest who
still hope of being rewarded for
supporting Umno. They are not
nationalists and cannot be
trusted.” According to Dr M, this
leader intended to jump ship to
Pas!
-MJ

wife in her divorce petition
claimed that he had slept with ten
women while still married to her,
and then there was the news
about a crude, sexist MP marrying another wife – good luck to
her.

Breaking

the

knot

With cohabitation among couples
becoming a social phenomenon,
the institution of marriage appears to be under threat. Divorce
rates around the country are galloping. Incompatibility and irreconcilable differences are reasons
cited.

Lately, some marriages have been
in the news – a Sultan’s wife came
out into the open and claimed
unfair treatment by the Sultan’s
first wife; a Tunku took the Islamic
yamin istizhar oath to compel his
estranged wife to be loyal and return money owed to him; a datuk’s

Talking of infidelity, it would have
started when more than one man
and one woman appeared on the
planet. In Shakespeare’s Othello,
Desdemona’s friend has this to
say:
“But I do think it is their
husband’s faults
If wives do fall, Say that they slack
their duties
And pour our treasures into foreign laps.”
Remember Tun Ling telling Malaysians that extra-marital affairs
are all right as long as one does
not get caught. Soi Lek obviously
did not heed his advice when he
was caught with his pants down!

Tun Ling: Extra-marital affairs
are all right as long as one
does not get caught
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Terengganu has come out with
novel ideas to stem the tide of increasing divorce rates in the state
– couples are encouraged to bathe
together to increase their libido
and testestrone levels! Also the
state is prepared to finance holidays for couples whose marriages
are on the rocks. Of course,
couples wanting a free holiday
can always fake marital problems.
Obviously, men with more than
one wife can get free multiple holidays.
In Kelantan, a lawmaker has
made a call to reward MPs and
Assemblymen who marry widows, divorcees and abandoned
single mothers. The state can keep

the money because our aging Tan
Sris and Datuks have always
shown a healthy appetite for innocent and ignorant young models and actresses.
I spoke to my feminist friend, a
fatalist, about Terengganu’s holiday plans for quarelling couples
and her response was: “What
God has put asunder, let no men
put together”.

Q Q Q Q Q
Feudal

mentality

With the achievement of independence one would have thought
that feudalistic practices would
have waned and disappeared but
not so. The word “kerajaan” itself is feudalistic in concept. If one
is observant, one can notice plenty
of feudalistic practices.
At meetings, the VIP sits on a
larger and more comfortable chair
than those flanking him or her. Of
course, after independence, our
glittrati kept their suits, neckties,
Bally shoes and bush jackets. The
red carpet and guard-of-honour
are vestiges of colonialism. However, they are essential components of the pomp and pagentry
with which our VIPs are welcomed. Did I hear someone say
that we should shed our colonial
mentality?

Q Q Q Q Q
‘Roti canai’ shrinks
The poor rakyat is always at the
mercy of the government, which
while claiming to be caring, often
imposes price hikes to add to
people’s financial burdens. Every price hike is accompanied by
the mantra that it will not burden
the people and that the price hike
is a win-win situation! When the

Reproduced with permission from Zunar

petrol price went up, people were
told to cut down on motorised
travel. When the price of eggs and
vegetables went up, people were
advised to be discerning consumers, meaning eat less of these.
When the price of flour went up,
people were told to be selective in
eating flour-based products. They
were assured that bakeries and
‘ roti canai’ sellers would not raise
their prices.
Did anyone care when the size of
‘ roti canai’ shrank to ‘puri’ size?
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Now a very caring and concerned
government claims that the sugar
price hike is to control obesity and
diabetes among Malaysians.
Again an assurance has been given
that restaurants and coffee shops
would not raise the price of drinks
but businessmen being businessmen will probably resort to using
smaller cups for coffee and tea and
smaller glasses for fruit juices! Did
I hear someone say that price hikes
will not burden the people?

Q Q Q Q Q

TRIBUTE

T h e “ S a i n t ” o f Sentul
A tribute to James Arunasalam (1939-2010)
by Yeoh Seng Guan

ames Arunasalam loved
Sentul dearly. But he despaired of the trends of
the past two or three decades that he was witnessing firsthand. He especially agonised over
the brusque manner in which railway workers and the residents of
the
numerous
“squatter”
kampung communities in the locality were displaced to make way
for the wealthy and the powerful.
But what James found most unjust - and for which he laboured
almost his entire life to address was the way in which the lives
and contributions of the urban
poor, regardless of race and religion, were deemed worthless.

J

Sentul was the only home that
James knew. His father had ven-

James had his education in La
Salle Primary School (Sentul) and
at St John’s Institution. After his
Cambridge ‘O’ Levels, James
worked for a few short
years in a bank before
heeding his father’s
advice to apply for a
job in Malayan Railways, where he then
worked until his retirement.
James was born into a
Hindu
family.
Touched by the care of
a French Catholic
priest, Father Griffon,
James eventually embraced Catholicism as
a young adult. He
quickly became active
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in the St. Joseph parish and soon
became a leader in the Young
Catholic Workers, a lay movement
that addressed the dignity of
work, social justice and spirituality. Together with his friends, they
worked tirelessly primarily
among the Indian urban poor
youths in Sentul. They also spread
their wings to other areas including factory and plantation workers in Selangor.

An

inspiration

In the mid-1980s, James was a
founding member of a civil society group, Daya Rakyat. Later, in
the 1990s, he was also a founding
member of another communityorganising group, Persatuan
Masyarakat Selangor dan Wilayah
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An inspiration to community
organisers

tured beyond India to British Malaya to seek work and found it in
the Malayan Railways as did so
many thousands like him in the
early 20th century. Not long after
marriage, his father decided to
build a house on vacant river-side
land in Sentul. He found the
cramped inhumane railway quarters not conducive for raising a
growing family. The locality
slowly grew to become Kampung
Railway and is today on the
throes of being demolished because they are deemed to be “eyesores” under the KL Draft Structure Plan.

Standing up for Sellamani
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When asked why he was a community organiser, James often replied, “Working for human rights
is like breathing and eating for
me.” Yet, despite his high principles, James was very accessible
and a man of simple tastes. Indeed, talking to him was often a
treat as he would launch into
many of his interesting life experiences involving an array of
larger-than-life characters and
incidents as well as biting criticisms of the uncaring powerful.

With the Permas gang
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ers and the Kuala
Lumpur City Hall
(DBKL) authorities. He
fearlessly stood his
ground on behalf of
those unfairly affected
and who were afraid to
speak up.

With his wife, Santhanamarie

Persekutuan (Permas). Permas was
formed to address housing rights
violations of the urban poor and
to empower them for action in the
face of the frenzy of forced evictions to make Kuala Lumpur
“squatter free” and a “worldclass city”.
In the mid-1990s, James’ courage,
selflessness and passion to defend the rights of the marginalised
often resulted in heated exchanges
and face-offs with both develop-

Sometimes, he persisted when all hope
seemed lost. When the
shack of an elderly Indian
widow,
Sellamani, who sold
cakes for a living in
Sentul, was demolished without any compensation because she was
deemed ineligible (she had a red
Identify Card), James and Permas
members camped in front of the
offending private school which
wanted to use the land to extend
their playing field. This went on
for more than a month and eventually attracted the attention of
media and politicians. His stubborn streak eventually bore fruit
when Sellamani was allowed to
build a small hut at the edge of
the acquired land.
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In the later years of his life, James
had to tone down drastically his
community organising activities
because of worsening ill-health.
But despite his ill health, he still
campaigned in support of opposition political parties in the last
two general elections in Sentul.
While critical of political parties,
he nevertheless believed in the
democratic process as a means to
effect meaningful change for the
disenfranchised. When current
Member of Parliament Tian Chua
won the Batu seat in 2008, James
Arunasalam’s long-standing
commitment to social justice and
human rights was publicly
recognised in a simple ceremony.
But for his many friends and comrades who had the privilege of
knowing and working with him,
his life has been an inspiration
and will always remain in our
memories forever.
James Arunasalam is survived by
his wife, four children, their
spouses and grandchildren. q

Dr Yeoh Seng Guan is
an Aliran exco member.
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CAN ‘ALLAH’ BE MONOPOLISED ... Continued from page 40
others? Anyone who learns Arabic and talks about God will have
to use word Allah. All Christian
Arabs freely use word Allah in
countries such as Jordan, Egypt
and Lebanon. No one objects to
the use of the word ‘Allah’. At
least I do not know whether any
Muslim Arab ever objected to such
use.

Language
pre-exists
religion
I was in Lebanon in the late nineties for a Christian-Muslim dialogue and we decided to visit a
mosque on a Friday and a church
on Sunday. We, Muslims, offered
salah (prayer) on Friday and the
Christians sat in one place till the
prayer was over, and we discussed with the imam of the
mosque certain inter-communal
problems. Similarly, we Muslims
observed the service in the church
on Sunday while Christians in
the group participated in the service.
The priest, who was delivering the
sermon in Arabic, was using the
word ‘Allah’ only and had a rosary (tasbih) in his hand like the
imam in the mosque. If a curtain
had been drawn between us and
the priest, I would have felt as if
the imam in the mosque was delivering a khutba in the mosque.
Of course, there were theological
differences, but otherwise the Arabic language made us feel as one.
As I have always maintained, any
language exists prior to any religion and not otherwise. A particular religion uses a language which
pre-exists it. More than one reli-

gious community can use the
same language, and the terminology of both the religions would
appear very similar. In fact, in
Lebanon, Christians have rendered yeoman service to the Arabic language, and it is the Christians who have prepared a dictionary of modern Arabic Al-Munjid,
which is consulted by all Arab
scholars of modern Arabic.
No language can be the monopoly
of any one religious community.
In India too, many Hindus learnt
Arabic and Persian, which was
court language, and they spoke
fluent Persian and even wrote
poetry in Persian like Chandrabhan
Brahman. Several first rate Urdu
poets were and still are Hindus,
and they use words such as
‘ Khuda’ and ‘Allah’ in their poetry.
How can one object to that?
The fear that the use of the word
‘Allah’ by Christians would confuse Malay Muslims and they
might then convert to Christianity is not well grounded. Only
those who feel their religion is followed without much conviction
can entertain such fears. For
Malays, their very identity and
existence is based on Islam and
as pointed out above, being Malay
and being Muslim have be come
identical. How then can such fear
be justified?

Not

religious
political

but

In a modern democratic society,
one cannot stop conversions
through a fear of the law. If anyone converts to another religion,
it would be between him/her and
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Allah. In matters of religion, one
is answerable only to God, not to
any human being.
However, this matter is really not
religious but political. The majority community feels it would be
reduced to a minority and hence
it resists any conversion to other
religions. In India, the Hindutva
forces are enacting laws in the BJPruled states to stop Hindus converting to other religions like
Christianity or Islam but conversions are welcome if any Muslim
or Christian converts to Hinduism. Thus, political benefit and not
conversion is the issue.
In a truly democratic society what
matters are democratic and fundamental rights not conversion to
or from the religion of the majority community religion. It should
be purely an individual decision
whether to convert to or from any
one religion to another religion.
Otherwise, our democratic rights
would be in great danger.
As rightist forces and extremists
make a big issue out of nothing to
scare the minority, the right wing
extremists in Malaysia also have
tried to create such a controversy.
And as in India, when the BJP
raised such a controversy about
the Ramjanambhoomi Temple,
the Congress Government under
Narsimha Rao allowed the Babri
Masjid to be demolished. The Malaysian Government too is scared
and is afraid of implementing the
High Court judgment for the time
being.
Any multi-religious or multi-cultural democracy does not work

smoothly in an ideal sense. Even
advanced western countries are
facing problems of inter-religious
tension. In France, there is often
tension between African Muslims
and white French. It is not so
much religious but economic and
political, and there also rightist
forces behind such eruptions.
Recently, the French government
of Sarkozy, which is rightist in
ideology, proposed a ban on burqa
and, if someone puts it on, the government proposes to impose a fine
of 750 euros, which is a huge
amount. Now, it is ridiculous for
an advanced democracy to dictate
what one should or should not
wear. The French rightist government has denounced the burqa as
‘prison’ and even if it is, it is not
the business of government to dictate the nature of dress.
The the socialist left is opposing
such a ban though it also considers the burqa quite undesirable.
Thus, after all, it is not secularism
which is in danger as the French
Government feels and rationalises
its action with but its own political power. As religion cannot be
in danger by the deeds of a few
extremists, secularism too cannot
be in danger just because a few
women wear the burqa in France,
and yet we see how French government is creating fear and how
it is dealing with the subject.

Time

to

speak

out

In many countries with a multireligious structure, the right wing
among the religious majority community has been suppressing the
voice of reason successfully. The
moderates are being silenced
through the creation of mass hysteria. There is a great need for civil

God is in our heart
“I searched for God among the Christians and on
the cross but therein found him not. I went into
the ancient temples of idolatry; no trace of him was
there. I entered the mountain cave of Hira (where
the archangel Gabriel appeared to the Prophet) and
then went as far as Qandhar but God found I not,
neither in low nor in high places. With set purpose
I fared to the summit of Mount Caucasus and found
there only anqa's habitation. There I directed my
search to the Ka'bah, the resort of old and young;
God was not there either. Turning to philosophy, I
inquired about Him from Ibn Sina but found Him
not within his range. I fared then to the scene of
the prophet's experience of a great divine manifestation only a 'two-bow lengths distance from him'
but God was not there, even in that exalted court.
Finally I looked into my own heart and there I saw
Him: He was nowhere else.”
- Rumi

society to play its role and support enlightened policies. Most of
the moderate intellectuals have no
time or interest to study the issue
in depth and become victims of
high-pitched propaganda.
We need what we call public intellectuals who can raise the voice
of reason and take a public stand
even risking their own reputations
or careers. Most of our moderate
intellectuals ask why we should
bother about such things and instead give way to such extremist
forces. We should always be ready
- like Bertrand Russell, Jean Paul
Sartre or Noam Chomsky - to fearlessly criticise the powers-that-be
in keeping with our convictions.
What is the use of convictions
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which do not inspire us to speak
out - be it about the controversy
about Allah or the burqa or the
crime of Zionists or the rigidity of
orthodoxy.- irrespective of consequences? They alone can save
democracy. q
Asghar Ali Engineer is
chairman of the Centre for
Study of Society and Secularism in Mumbai.
This is the personal view
of a Muslim scholar in India who also opposes the
Hinduisation of that
country.

An Interview with
Prof. Tariq Ramadan
Malaysia is a country with a lot
of diversity. It is a plural society.
How does Islam view these diversities?
This diversity is God’s will. The
Quran says that if God wants it
He could have made you one community. He said: We made you
tribes and nations so that you may
know one another.
It is God’s will. It is,
therefore, not enough
to tolerate others. We
must respect them. As
one prominent scholar
said in one conference
“who wants to be tolerant, we want to be respected.”
In Islam the word, therefore, is respect, not tolerate. Who are we to
tolerate? This is God’s will for me
to be here. So it is for Muslims to
understand that because Allah
wanted Christianity, wanted Judaism, and Buddhism and atheists and anarchists to be here it is
for them to respect God’s will ...
We must remember that diversity
is God’s will.
At the same time Muslims must
stop the belief in this illusion that
we have one and the same thought
in Islam. There is diversity among
Muslims too. It is a reality.
Never forget that this diversity is
not only a challenge but also a gift.
Through dialogue with Christians, Jews, Buddhists, they may

are talking about and we understand that He is like nothing we
can imagine Him to be. Therefore
we cannot describe Him. So when
I speak English, I do not have a
problem saying “God” and in
French I say “Deus” and that’s it.

make us better people....
You must have heard that there
is a request by a Catholic publication, the Herald, to use the
word “Allah” when referring to
God in its articles in Bahasa Malaysia. The government has objected to this. What is your view
on this?
If you travel around
the world, in the Arab
world, Allah is used
by all Christians –
Coptics and others.
To us, Allah is the one
God who sent us the
prophets Moses, Jesus
and
Muhammad.
When we use Arabic, we say “Allah”, when speak in English, we
say “God” and when we speak
French, we say “Deus”.
The point is the substance and the
substance is one God. We are using the language to say it. Some of
the scholars coming from the literalist trend, the Salafiya-al
Harfiyat, say that Allah is a very
specific name.
The majority of the Muslims are
using the word “God” when they
speak English and the other
words in other languages. Allah
is not the God of the Arabs but Allah is the only God of all human
beings. This is what we are saying.
When we speak other languages,
you change by knowing what you
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When the Christian Arabs speak
Arabic, in their Bible, they use
“Allah” to speak about God. So,
you cannot deprive them using
this as this has been the case for
centuries and in Arabic, God is
Allah.
The Roman Catholics among
them do not use “Allah” to describe Jesus. There is no problem
there. And my understanding of
their general hypothesis is that the
Trinity is Three in One but they
are not confusing the three dimensions of One God. If that is not a
problem for them neither is it for
us.
But we must also be aware that
the Christians, depending on traditions that they are following, are
promoting the concept of the Trinity. Each group has its own truth
or understanding of it.
Excerpts from
an interview with theSun
Professor Tariq Ramadan
is a European Muslim who
advocates reform in Islam
and promotes interfaith
dialogue. Born in Switzerland and the grandson of the
Muslim
Brotherhood
founder, Hassan Al Banna,
the European academic has
been named by Time magazine as one of the 100 most
important innovators of
the century.

RELIGION

Bigotry in the name of Allah
Malaysians must stand up for tolerance and respect for our
differences as well as for the rule of law
he Allah issue has now
literally become a burning issue. We are appalled that extreme elements have resorted to fire bombs
to target churches. These are reprehensible and cowardly acts that
deserve to be roundly condemned.

T

Malaysians are disturbed and disillusioned by the lack of a firm
stand by the national leadership
in putting a stop to the heat and
tension that is being deliberately
generated by the bigots and zealots in our midst.
Both the Prime Minister and the
Home Minister had reportedly
‘’backed the right to protest within
mosque grounds”(Malaysian Insider). The PM was quoted in the
NST as saying, “As far as possible, we do not want people to
protest, but we cannot stop them
from doing so if they gather at
mosques and if confined to a cer-

tain area.”

into an explosive one.

This may have been taken by
some as a tacit go-ahead signal.
Knowing how volatile the Allah
issue had become, it was the
height of irresponsibility to take
this stand. This stand did not
pay any attention to national security, our peace and harmony –
favourite catch phrases - which
are commonly used to justify detentions of those demonstrating
against the government or their
policies. In the name of national
security, our peace and harmony,
water cannons had been used in
the past to disperse crowds,
make arrests and brutally beat
up demonstrating Malaysians
gathered in or near mosques and
temples.

The talk around town suggests
that certain quarters were desperate to win back lost Malay support and were therefore fanning
this issue for selfish reasons.

But in this instance, no harsh instructions or stern warnings were
given to discourage certain people
from turning this political issue

We call upon the PM and the
Home Minister to take a public
stand and condemn acts and
deeds that are not in keeping with
the principles of Rukun Negara.
In this most volatile period, it must
be the national interest that
should be paramount and must
prevail.
Malaysians too must stand up for
tolerance and respect for our differences as well as for the rule of
law. We must isolate these unMalaysian bigots, who are a small
minority.
Aliran Executive Committee
8 January 2010

We call upon the PM and the Home Minister to take
a public stand and condemn acts and deeds that are
not in keeping with the principles of Rukun Negara.
In this most volatile period, it must be the national
interest that should be paramount and must prevail.
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RELIGION

Incendiary attacks on
churches, faith and peace
liran is deeply shocked,
saddened and concerned by the recent incidents of arson attack
on the Metro Tabernacle Church
in Kuala Lumpur and the failed
attempt on the Assumption
Church and in Petaling Jaya.

tacks may be, we are dismayed
over disturbing sentiments expressed in the last few days which
can only cause untold harm to not
only our ethnic and religious relations but also the damaging effect they have on the democratic
institutions in the country.

and civilised dialogues. The authorities concerned must provide the platform for this essential communication between
faiths if we are to avoid going
the way of certain countries torn
asunder by ethnic and religious
strife.

While the motive for these attacks
have not been established yet, the
current controversy over the ‘Allah’
use by the Catholic Church would
lend credence to the suspicion that
opposition to the recent court judgement over the issue might have triggered such violent actions.

We call upon those concerned to
cease and desist their attempts in
making political capital out of this
controversy while totally ignoring
the nation’s ethnic and religious
harmony.

In the name of the Almighty, let
us all work towards a better Malaysia that promotes compassion,
peace, understanding and mutual
respect for differences and diversity.

We call upon all parties concerned to exercise restraint and
instead engage in meaningful

Dr Mustafa K Anuar
Hon Asst Secretary
8 January 2010

A

Whatever the motive for the at-
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RELIGION

Malaysia will not bow to
acts of violence
Nothing warrants such deliberately provocative violent acts,
amounting to terrorism, on places of worship
Saturday, 09 January 2010 12:57
n a show of unity, 125 civil society groups
and five political parties have come out to
condemn unconditionally in the strongest
possible terms the attacks against several
churches following the controversy over the use of
the word Allah.

I

We the undersigned Malaysian civil society groups
from different spiritual, cultural and ideological
backgrounds condemn unconditionally in the strongest possible terms the arson against at least three
churches following the controversy over the use of
the word Allah.
We express our solidarity with the Metro Tabernacle Church at Desa Melawati, Church of the Assumption, Petaling Jaya and Life Chapel, Petaling
Jaya, and other churches that have received threats,
and to the Malaysian Christian community at large.
Nothing warrants such deliberately provocative violent acts, amounting to terrorism, on places of worship. Such violence however must not be seen as a
communal conflict of Muslims and Christians. It is
as much an affront to Islam and to all religions as it
is to the Christians.

left to decide on a case without fear, favour or intimidation.
We denounce those who shamelessly manipulate
ethno-religious sentiments for their political gains.
This sad situation has escalated due in part to the
irresponsible responses from the Administration
which appears to be practicing double standards.

While we celebrate freedom of expression, no demonstration must be carried out to intimidate others
who hold different opinions.

We further deeply regret that in postulating their
grievances to advance their agenda, those quarters
have sought to convolute the real issues touching
on the constitutional right of expression and to practice one’s faith and, with the aid of certain segments
of the media, both mainstream and otherwise.

These acts are truly a blot on the image that we promote of ourselves as a harmonious multiracial and
diverse society. It is also tantamount to an attack on
the cardinal principle of the Rule of Law and the
institution of the Judiciary who must at all times be

We expect the police to now pursue the culprits in
the serial arson attacks with their highest diligence
and professionalism. Until the criminals are brought
to book, the image of the Najib Administration and
his “1Malaysia” slogan will be associated with vio-
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lence and terrorism. We however categorically reject the proposed use of ISA against anyone. The
arson suspects must be charged and tried in open
court to delegitimize their barbaric act.
We call upon all groups with different views on the
issue to seek rational dialogue and reach consensus.
No issue is too sensitive for rational debate in a democratic society. The threat of violence should not be
used to kill democratic debate.
We call upon all Malaysians to come together collectively:
• to condemn and denounce acts of desecration of
any places of worship, now and in the future;
• to create a healthy atmosphere for the most inclusive debate, dialogue, deliberation and resolution of all issues confronting our multi ethnic,
multi faith nation.
Regardless of the developments, ordinary Malaysians will stand firm as a peace-loving nation and
support each other.
Endorsing civil society groups
1.
Aliran Kesedaran Negara (Aliran)
2.
All Women’s Action Society
3.
Awal Nahdah
4.
Bar Council of Malaysia
5.
Borneo Research Institute Sarawak (BRIMAS)
6.
Centre for Policy Initiatives (CPI)
7.
Centre of Education. Research and Development (CEDAR)
8.
Child Development Initiative
9.
Civil Rights Committee, Kuala Lumpur
Selangor Chinese Assembly Hall (CRC
KLSCAH)
1 0 . Civil Society Committee of LLG Cultural Development Centre Bhd (LLGCSC)
1 1 . Civil Society Initiative for Parliamentary Reform (CSI@Parliament)
1 2 . Community Action Network (CAN)
1 3 . Council of Churches of Malaysia (CCM)
1 4 . Council of Churches of Malaysia Youth (CCM
Youth)
1 5 . Durham Malaysian Scholars
1 6 . Editorial Board of Horizon E-journal
1 7 . Education and Research Association of Con-

sumer, Malaysia (ERA Consumer)
1 8 . Educational, Welfare and Research Foundation Malaysia
1 9 . Federation of Hopo Associations Malaysia
20. Federation of Indian Non-Governmental
Organisations
2 1 . Free Public Forum (FPF)
2 2 . Friends in Conversation (FIC)
2 3 . Frin Jan
24. Gabungan
Pertubuhan-pertubuhan
Masyarakat India Selangor
2 5 . Good Shepherd Sisters
26. Group of Concerned Citizens (GCC)
27. Hartal Mainstream Media (Hartal MSM)
28. Hindu Rights Action Force (Hindraf)
29. Indian Malaysian Active Generation (IMAGE)
30. Institut Kajian Dasar (IKD)
3 1 . Institute for Development of Alternative Living (IDEAL)
3 2 . Islamic Renaissance Front (IRF)
3 3 . Jamaah Islah Malaysia (JIM)
34. Jaringan Kampung Orang Asli Perak (JKOAP)
3 5 . Jaringan Orang Asal SeMalaysia Sarawak
(JOAS)
36. Jaringan Rakyat Tertindas (JERIT)
37. Johor Tamizhar Sangam
38. Justice Peace & Solidarity In Mission Office,
39. Kesatuan Mahasiswa Indipenden (KAMI)
40. Klang Consumer Association
4 1 . Kuala Lumpur and Selangor Hopo Association
42. Kuala Lumpur Hindu Youth Organisation
(KLHYO)
43. Kuala Lumpur Indian Entrepreneurs and Professionals
44. Kuen Cheng Alumni Kuala Lumpur
45. Majlis Kelab Bell Belia Tamil Malaysia
46. Malaysia Hindu Dharma Mamandram
47. Malaysia Indian Progressive Educational Society
48. Malaysia Lekshmi Pooja Meditation Society
49. Malaysia Tamil Artiste Association
50. Malaysia Tamil Neri Kalagam
5 1 . Malaysia Thanavasiya Association
5 2 . Malaysian AIDS Council
5 3 . Malaysian Archagar Sangam
54. Malaysian Associated Indian Chambers of
Commerce and Industry
5 5 . Malaysian Association of Indian University
Graduates
56. Malaysian Ceylon Saivites Association
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57. Malaysian Consultative Council for Buddhism
Christianity Hinduism Sikhism and Taoism
(MCCBCHST)
58. Malaysian Dravidian Association
59. Malaysian Hindu Youth Council
60. Malaysian Indian Business Association
6 1 . Malaysian Indian Development & Unity Association
62. Malaysian Indian Development Association
63. Malaysian Indian Entrepreneurs and Professionals
64. Malaysian Indian Historical Association
65. Malaysian Indian Youth Development Foundation
66. Malaysian Tamil Forum
67. Middle Eastern Graduate Society
68. Monitoring Sustainability of Globalisation
(MSN)
69. Muslim Professionals Forum (MPF)
70. myFuture Foundation
7 1 . National Institute for Electoral Integrity (NIEI)
72. New Millennium Indian Business Association
of Malaysia
73. Nur Damai
74. Oriental Hearts and Minds Institute (OHMSI)
75. Penang Du Zhong Education Society
76. Penang Indian Entrepreneurs and Professionals
77. Penggerak Belia MPSJ Zon 23
78. Persahabatan Semparuthi
79. Persatuan Alumni PBTUSM Selangor
80. Persatuan Aruloli Mandram, Malaysia
8 1 . Persatuan Kebajikan Dan Sosial Kamakshi
Wilayah Utara
82. Persatuan Kebajikan MGR
83. Persatuan Kebajikan Namakkal Malaysia
84. Persatuan Kesedaran Komuniti Selangor (Empower)
85. Persatuan Mahasiswa Islam Universiti Malaya (PMIUM)
86. Persatuan Masyarakat Selangor & Wilayah
Persekutuan (PERMAS)
87. Persatuan Meditasi Malaysia (Dhyana
Ashram)
88. Persatuan Meditasi Projan Kuala Lumpur and
Selangor
89. Persatuan Penduduk Taman Muhibbah
90. Persatuan Pergabung Tamil Malaysia
9 1 . Persatuan Silambam Malaysia
92. Pertubuhan Kesedaran Hare Krishna Klang
93. Pusat KOMAS

94.
95.
96.
97.
98.
99.
100.
101.
102.
103.
104.
105.
106.
107.
108.
109.
110.
111.
112.
113.
114.
115.
116.
117.
118.
119.
120.

121.
122.
123.
124.
125.

Research for Social Advancement (REFSA)
Robson Hill Study Group
Saiva Siddhanta Mandram Malaysia
Sarawak Central Region Friendship Association
Sarawak Dayak Iban Association (SADIA)
Sarawak Native Land Rights Owners
(TAHABAS)
Sarawak Women for Women Society
Sarawakians Access (SACCESS);
Saya Anak Bangsa Malaysia
Selangor and Kuala Lumpur Kwang Tung Association
Selangor Indian Entrepreneurs and Professionals
Sisters In Islam (SIS)
Southeast Asian Centre for e-Media (SEACEM)
SPNS, Bidor
Suara Rakyat Malaysia (SUARAM)
Sundararaja Perumal Devasthanam Klang
Tamilar Sangam, Teluk Intan
TENAGANITA
The Micah Mandate (TMM)
Thiruvalluvar Nanneri Mayam Cameron
Highlands
Thiruvarul Thavaneri Mandram Malaysia
Universiti Terbuka Perak (Ureka)
Wanita Desa Sarawak (WADESA)
Women’s Aid Organisation (WAO)
World Tamil Federation – Malaysian Chapter
Writer Alliance for Media Independence
(WAMI)
Yayasan Penyelidikan dan Pembangunan
Pendidikan Tamil Malaysia (Tamil Foundation)
Youth for Change (Y4C)
Youth Section of Melaka Chinese Assembly
Hall
Youth Section of Negeri Sembilan Chinese
Assembly Hall
Youth Section of Persatuan Wui Leng Selangor
dan Kuala Lumpur
Youth Section of Selangor and Kuala Lumpur
Chinese Assembly Hall

Endorsing political Parties
1.
Democratic Action Party (DAP)
2.
Parti Sosialis Malaysia (PSM)
3.
Parti Islam Se-Malaysia (Pas)
4.
Parti Keadilan Rakyat (PKR)
5.
Human Rights Party (HRP)
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HISTORY

“I am not re-writing history.
I am writing history.”
Launch of a book about a generation of idealistic university
students in the tumultuous setting of Singapore in the 1950s
bout 150 persons attended the Fajar Generation book launch on 9 January 2010 in
Penang. Many young persons were among
the audience. Members of the press were
also present.

A

The forum began with Lim Kean Chye, the doyen of
the Penang Bar, reminiscing about events occurring
and personalities involved during the tumultuous
years before the independence of Singapore. He recalled the struggle of the people to secure genuine
independence from British colonial rule.
Penang-based activist Toh Kin Woon reiterated that
the original aim of the Socialist Club of the University of Malaya in Singapore was to demand full independence for the country and for it to be governed
based on the principles of democracy, justice and
multiculturalism. The members of the Socialist Club
stood firm by their principles despite the repressive
measures taken against them by the British colonial
government in Singapore. Many of their leaders sacrificed their career advancement to carry out this
noble struggle. These leaders subsequently suffered
long years of political detention without trial under
the PAP regime.
Historian Tan Kim Hong related the struggle of the
Socialist Club to the wider political and social
struggle taking place in the then Malaya. He recalled having read the club’s newsletter, Fajar,
which means dawn in Malay. The newsletter had a
great influence on the political thinking of the students during his time. Many students were able to
relate their role to the greater political struggle by
the trade unions, farmers and the various sectors of
the society.

Tan urged the present generation of activists to learn
from the experience of the Fajar generation. He
quoted passages from Dr. Poh Soo Kai’s writing that
advises activists to at all times maintain their independent judgement of the those in power and not to
the trust the authorities unquestioningly. Further,
activists must objectively assess the political situation they find themselves in and make their decisions in the best manner possible to benefit the
people.
Dr. Poh Soo Kai was the third speaker. He told the
audience that many of his friends had asked him to
write his stories so that the experience of his generation could be recorded for posterity. To do this, he

Aliran Monthly : Vol.29(11/12) Page 32

did a lot of research at the British Archives in London, where official documents were declassified after 30 years. By doing so, he was recording the British version of the history. His work confirms that
the grand design for the formation of Malaysia was
indeed planned many years in advance by the British colonial government to maintain their interest
in the neo-colonial structure of Malaysia. He reaffirmed that the struggle for a democratic, just and
multi-cultural society, as demanded by the people
at that time, was a genuine and just anti-colonial
struggle.
The question and answer session saw many interesting and burning questions being raised. A member of the audience stated that of late the world has
seen a resurgence of socialism in many South American countries. Europe has witnessed an increasing
acceptance of social democratic governments. North
American countries such as Canada and the United
States have also put in place some policies aimed at
providing a social safety net for their less fortunate
citizens. He wanted to know if Dr Poh thought that
socialism would make a comeback in Malaysia and
Singapore. And if so, in what forms would such
changes take shape?

Dr Poh answered that there was no alternative
but to accept some forms of socialist systems of
government. At the rate events are taking place
in the world, not only would there be no end to
the crisis of capitalism, there would not be an
ecology left to talk about! As regards to the forms
of socialism , Dr Poh felt that socialism would
take many forms. Each form would evolve to suit
the special needs and circumstances of the society that adopted it.
Many young members of the audience were interested to know more about the experience of the Fajar
generation. A few senior participants also shared
their stories about other members of the Socialist
Club whom they had known over the years. A member of the audience showed a newly published book
written by his father, who was a member of the Socialist Club. This caused much surprise among the
speakers too.
The meeting ended with an atmosphere of camaraderie as books were autographed, old ties renewed
and new friendships established. q
Source: sembangsembangforum.blogspot.com
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HISTORY

Contextualising
"The Fajar Generation"
Lim Kean Chye
n 10 May 1954 Fajar, the
organ of the University
Socialist Club (UCS),
published an article entitled ‘Agression in Asia’. It condemned Western imperialism.
And it criticised the so-called
Emergency Regulations which
had established a police state and
introduced the South African terror weapon of the concerntration
camp into Malaya disguised as
the ‘New Village’. The revealing
article reflected the influence of the
British Labour Party, with quotations from Aneurin Bevan, the
former minister and leader of the
party’s left wing, and his wife
Jennie Lee, presented with respectful admiration.

O

But ‘Agression in Asia’ enraged
the colonial bosses of Singapore.
If the likes of Aneurin Bevan
were tolerated at home, his ideology was most certainly not for
export. It had to be shown, in
that faraway outpost of empire,
that it was sedition to plead the
cause of independence and to
deny the benefits of colonial
rule. The Fajar boys had to be
taught a lesson. They were
brought to court in a sensational
case which had the unhappy
consequence of creating a false
reputation as a progressive
fighting cock for a lawyer called
Harry Lee Kuan Yew.

Lim Kean Chye

The boys were lucky. It was a time
when the independence of the judiciary had not yet become a joke.
The magistrate trying the case
threw it out. He was Freddie
Chua, whose polite exterior
masked a man with a will of his
own, one who treasured the independence of a judge, however low
in the court hierarchy. It was this
same judge who was chairman of
the appeals tribunal (in the days
before the same Harry Lee abolished such appeals) which heard
my application to quash the 1957
order for my detention. After
abruptly refusing the colonial
secretary’s application to be
heard, the tribunal ordered my
release, though in compromised
terms which confined me to the
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island of Singapore.

Bold

Pioneers

The bold pioneers of the UCS
proved to be no ordinary run-ofthe-mill college graduates. They
disdained safe jobs and instead
chose careers that made no promises and were decidedly risky:
Sydney Woodhull went to the
Naval Base Labour Union, James
Puthucheary to the Singapore
Shop and Factory Workers Union,
Jamit Singh to the Singapore
Harbour Board Workers’ Union,
A. Mahadeva to the Singapore
Journalists’Union, Lim Shee Ping
to the Business Houses Union, Ho
Piow to the Seamen’s Union, Kua
Boo Sun to the Teachers’ Union,

Linda Chen got involved with
women’s organisations and the
women’s rights movement. USC
members were also the organisers
of the Pan Malayan Students Federation (PMSF).

government, which was the
MDU’s objective. The MDU was
an association made up of a diverse group of English-educated
individuals united in their opposition to the restoration of the colonial rule that followed on the
surrender of Japan in 1945.

These people did not fade out after graduation. Poh Soo Kai went
on to become the executive secre- Its founders included Philip
tary and treasurer of the Malayan Hoalim Sr, a pugnacious lawyer
Socialist Conference. They be- who kow-towed to no one and
came co-executives of the
pro-colonial Lee Kuan
Yew in the People’s Action Party (PAP) - which
included the right
wingers of the Malayan
Democratic
Union
(MDU) such as Goh Keng
Swee, Yong Nyuk Lin
(now brother-in-law of
Lee Kuan Yew) and Lim
Kim San - only to be detained and then released
in a game of cat and Poh Soo Kai
mouse by the pre-independence government of Lee, then was very often in the magistrate’s
jailed once more, this time by their court, charged with assaulting
former ally.
some arrogant white person who
had insulted him; John Eber, an ‘
Undaunted, these indefatigable aristocrat’ of Eurasian society,
young men marched on to form from Harrow and Cambridge but
the Barisan Sosialis (Woodhull barred from the Tanglin Club even
was vice-chariman, Lim Shee though his mother was English;
Ping on the committee, Lim Hock Lim Hong Bee, a Queen’s Scholar
Siew was editor of the party maga- and a pacifist of the Peace Pledge
zine Plebeian) and would have Union. I was the last of the four, a
taken over the government had Cambridge University graduate,
they not been once again impris- nursing an inflated ego for havoned: Lim Hock Siew for 16 years; ing been the president of the CamPoh Soo Kai for 15 years until 1973 bridge Chinese Students Society;
and again three years later; oth- the first Malayan on the commiters included Jamit Singh.
tee of the prestigious Union Society, and cocky with the reputation
These students are sometimes of having rejected a coveted offer
called the successors to the MDU. from Kingsley Martin to join the
But this is inept. The MDU was staff of The Statesman and Nation,
not a ‘left’ organisation simply driven by the desire to ‘do somebecause the main current of events thing’ in lively Singapore, so difwas either independence or self- ferent from the somnambulant

Aliran Monthly : Vol.29(11/12) Page 35

Penang where I came from.

Mood

for

Change

The mood of the Malayan towns
immediately upon the Japanese
surrender was celebratory with
news of the setting up of a United
Nations Organisation and the victory of the towering Soviet Union
which had smashed the muchfeared German army at
Stalingrad. British soldiers, untainted by the
colour bar, drank beer
with the locals and
sang Soviet songs. But
a sombre mood followed, weighed down
by the memory of the
treacherous British
abandonment
of
Penang. The resentment against the colour
bar had increased in
intensity after the 1942
surrender and the long
Japanese regime that followed. At
the same time, a feeling of self-discovery and self-confidence had
grown in the English-speaking
world which the British had cultivated and leaned upon.
The Raffles College graduate Lim
Ewe Hock’s sensational article in
The Monsoon gave word to this
change: ‘ ... my education taught
me to be a clerk, the spirit of times
put its shackles on me, the economic and social condition drew
me inevitably and relentlessly into
clerical drudgery. I learned how
to make a living but I was not
taught how to live’. After the war,
‘ [i]t was only through a baptism
of war and suffering that I regained my soul and returned to
the East. I recovered my sight. I
can see now that my country is
Malaya, though my blood is Chi-

nese and my education English.
And that I have an active part to
play, however small, in the rebuilding of a new and better Malaya for my children’s children’.
The civil service was still barred
to non-whites; white-only clubs
remained white; and it was not
unexpected that sometimes whites
ordered non-whites off the pavement in Raffles Square, off the tennis court. There was a floating of
ideas about justice and equality
and fair play. An anti-colonial
ideology to which the MDU gave
expression emerged as a major
force; but a minority group, led by
the English lawyer John Laycock,
and his favourites, C C Tan and A
P Rajah, welcomed the 1945 restoration.

The

MDU

The MDU read the pulse of the
country correctly. A swarm of recruits rallied to its banner, eager
to end the colour bar and move
forward to gaining self-respect by
achieving self-rule. First came the
Raffles College graduates. There
was P V Sharma, a junior badminton champion and a Bartok enthusiast, who unsnobbishly
championed the cause of the
lowly-regarded Normal-trained
teachers and organised a union
for them with Devan Nair as secretary. Then there was Seow
Cheng Fong, a well-known
Shakespearean actor of the school
stage, consigned to an inferior status with low pay compared to the
white teachers who lived in bungalows in contrast to Asian terrace houses. There was also the
arrogant and loud-mouthed Yong
Nyuk Lin, now a company executive, cursing his luck for not having been born rich, and Lim Kim

San, helping his father at his
petrol station, eager for an end to
colonial apartheid.
There was Goh Keng Swee, a notorious tormentor of college freshmen. He served in the MDU’s economics committee, a brilliant
economist who harboured an unspoken contempt for the college
economics professor, known to be
his inferior. He could be described, together with Lim Kim
San and Yong Nyuk Lin, as one
of the conservatives in the MDU.
But he was a minority voice in the
committee, voting against
Singapore making its own tyres
and manufacturing chemical
fertiliser. During the evening beer
sessions (and there were many he
and I had together), he sang the
praises of Hitler and advocated
castrating men who produced mediocre children, in spite of being
frequently reminded by friends
who knew the family that one
brother was a clerk and a sister a
telephone operator in the municipality of Malacca. The appointment of Eu Chooi Yip as general
secretary pulled in more graduates. This humble man, then ill
with tuberculosis who had resigned from the plum job of assistant commissioner of labour, was
popular in college, a fact demonstrated by many graduates visiting the office of the MDU, then located above the Liberty Cabaret.
Fed by the enthusiasm of the
graduates and the teachers, the
influence of the MDU spread rapidly and gathered momentum
when it established Singapore’s
first cooperative stores, selling everything from Max Factor lipstick
to controlled items like rice, which
it sold as appointed dealers of the
British Military Administration,
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Lim Hock Siew

who were confident that ‘troublemakers’ would not play the black
market. Its weekend sales van,
driven sometimes by Eber and
sometimes by Sharma, was an instant sensation; its volunteer
salesgirls like Alice Woon (who
married Goh Keng Swee) and the
sister of Loke Wan Tho (wife of
the president of the municipal
council Louis McNeice) made
headline news.
Recruitment gained momentum
when the British Military Administration announced that it had no
objection to municipal clerks joining the MDU. Government clerks
started coming to our meetings.
Clerks from the commercial
houses joined the revamped Clerical Union with Lim Yew Hock as
its secretary. We were even invited by the cabaret girls to form
an association for them.
The MDU in the first few months
of its existence had already become the leader of popular opinion. The British recognised this
when they invited me to be a member of the advisory council of the
British Military Administration,
which I quickly rejected as a ret-

rograde step, recalling that members of the legislative council of
the Straits Settlements were appointed only after election by their
respective chambers of commerce.
(I often wondered why the Malayan Communist Party agreed to
Wu Tian Wang’s membership,
why it was silent on major issues,
a mystery solved when we learnt
that the Party was paralysed because its secretary general turned
out to have been a triple agent.)

AMCJA-PUTERA
The MDU’s dominant role came
to be respected by the great trade
unions, women and youth
organisations. It became an active partner of the immensely
popular Malay National Party
and the organisations led by it. It
was the ideas and organisation
centre of the anti-colonial movement. Its great achievement was
the formation of the All Malaya
Council of Joint Action (AMCJA)
and the alliance with Pusat
Tenaga Rakyat (Centre of People’s
Power, PUTERA), the Federation
of Malay organisations.
The acceptance by Tan Cheng
Lock, that most British of the
‘King’s Chinese’, of the post of
chairman moved the boundaries
of influence to the King’s Chinese as well as the chambers of
commerce. His chairmanship
and the influence of Lee Kong
Chian helped to lead the support
of the People’s Constitutional
Proposals and the successful
hartal - the Gandhian general
strike, proposed by Tan Cheng
Lock. I cannot leave mention of
Loke Wan Tho, the multimillionaire, one of my earliest confidential financiers of the MDU’s Malayan Standard.

The British panicked. A circular,
issued by the chief secretary to the
government on 19 September
1947, warned: ‘Whatever a hartal
might signify in Malay, the Chief
Secretary desires to make it quite
clear that if any Government servant absents himself from his duties in the public service with the
real or ostensible object to bringing pressure to bear on Government on a political issue, not only
will such officer forfeit his pay for
the period of his absence, but he
will be dealt with under the disciplinary regulations of the service’.
Cracks too had appeared in yet
another of the pillars of empire,
thought to be invulnerable to the
damned troublemakers.

the grooming of the local successors to empire.

Emergency

This informative collection of articles, from the time of Fajar to the
dream of the future by Poh Soo Kai,
is a must read for all who care for
the history of the people, who aspire to a future of social justice and
fair play. Soo Kai and his friends
live in hope, an encouraging sentiment, stifled by the unanimity of
the cemetery. But let them look
north where a socialist party
struggles to survive in a world of
the Internal Security Act. q

The British had come to the end of
their patience. Their loyal supports were crumbling. First,
Malay nationalists were rounded
up and interned, then the Indian
and other trade unionists, after
which a cleaning-up war was
launched to look after the rest.
This is the real history leading to
the launching of the war in 1948 called the ‘Emergency’ for insurance reasons - a history distorted
by imperial historians and their
colonised copycats. It was in 1951
that the British, using the Preservation of Public Security Ordinance (PPSO), detained the leaders of the MDU and many more
on the island of St John’s
Singapore. The arrests included
the University of Malaya’s Malayan Orchid group comprising
Joseph K M Tan, Lim Chan Yong,
Yap Kon Puck, Ong Cheng Piao,
James Puthucheary, Tan Seng
Lock and Dollah Majid. When the
‘final victory’ was achieved
preparations could be made for
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But was it a final victory? The
British had underestimated the
opposition. The cloud of fear
quickly dissipated. Fajar and its
aftermath were to teach them the
lesson that rebellions cannot be
put down. Though the ‘winds of
change’ were blowing, the
Singapore Naval Base was never
to be surrendered. The British
struck again in 1963, under cover
of the tripartite Internal Security
Council, smashing the Barisan
Sosialis and establishing a regime
which was to practise its meanness and spite on the lonely and
defenceless J B Jeyaretnam.

Lim Kean Chye was a
founder member of the
MDU, formed in December
1945.
Now retired in
Penang, he was a wellknown, fearless advocate.
This article which reminisces about the MDU and
its involvement in the
multi-ethnic
AMCJAPutera, first appeared as
the Foreward to the "Fajar
Generation."

democracy, in the Kampung Buah
Pala residents plea for justice and
in the MAAC case involving Tan
Boon Wah’s human rights.
God save our judiciary!
P Ramakrishnan
President
23 December 2009

Stretching
to the

A record of Aliran's stand on current affairs.

Apcet II court decision:
Get ready to be
disappointed!

Aliran hails the Kuala Lumpur
High Court decision ordering the
government to pay RM30,000 to
each of the 29 human rights activists and journalists wrongfully detained during the Apcet II conference in Kuala Lumpur.
Rowdy elements from Umno
Youth stormed the conference and
disrupted a peaceful gathering
that sought a settlement for East
Timor. The former Deputy Home
Minister, Megat Junid Megat
Ayob, was implicated in the unbecoming and rambunctious
demonstration that shamed the
country more than a decade ago
on November 9, 1996 .

Appeals Court Judge Wan Adnan
Muhamad delivered his decision
on December 22, 2009, saying that
“the facts here are clear and
straightforward and the judgment
is based on facts submitted by both
parties”.
Aliran has been keeping track of
recent court decisions and with
this knowledge we must warn the
jubilant litigants not to get carried
away easily. This is Round 1 and
Round 1 usually goes in favour
of truth and justice. It is here where
the facts are scrutinised diligently
and justice has its sway. It is as
far as justice can go!
In Round 2, this decision will almost certainly be overturned, as
has been the case on many occasions. It is here where facts don’t
matter but technicalities will be the
overriding factor and justice will
be forced to take a back seat.
This glaring outcome is inevitable
in our system of justice. We have
witnessed this without fail in
Anwar’s cases, in the Perak
Pakatan government’s tussle for
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absurdity
extreme!

Aliran is appalled by the statement
of Selangor police chief Khalid Abu
Bakar claiming that the Sri
Kembangan state assembly member Ean Yong Hian Wah had intimidated the police when he called
on them to stop their investigation
of DAP Secretary-General Lim
Guan Eng, for alleged sedition.
It is difficult to understand how a
request or a demand to stop their
investigation of Lim Guan Eng in what is interpreted by the police as sedition - can be construed
as directing the police to cease
their investigation of Guan Eng.
What authority does Ean Yong
have to direct the police? Or are
they recognising that he has such
powers to do so? He has no such
powers. Why then does Khalid
claim that the police were directed
by Ean Yong to desist from their
investigation?
On what basis does Khalid state,
“I wish to stress that the
honourable member should not try
to intimidate us… .” Irrespective
of whether it was a request or a
demand in wanting the police not
to investigate Guan Eng, in what
way does that constitute intimidation?
Is Khalid claiming that the police

were indeed intimidated by Ean
Yong’s statement? Is he admitting
that the police indeed felt intimidated by Ean Yong? Imagine that
one lonely voice can intimidate
the entire police force! This is
stretching absurdity to the extreme! This is doing violence to
the word. Does the Home Minister, Hisha-muddin Tun Hussein
Onn, who is in charge of the police force agree with this ridiculous interpretation?
Khalid’s statement has serious
repercussions on civil society. If
civil society were to tell the police
not to accept bribes or urge the
police not to be cruel to the detainees or ask the police to be even
handed when dealing with dissidents, would that now be interpreted as a directive and therefore
having the effect of intimidation?
On a more serious note, if the police are so easily intimidated by a
mere statement, how are they going to ensure our safety on a daily
basis when the crime rate has
soared to frightening levels?
There are so many criminals running around killing and raping,
snatching bags and valuables
from pedestrians on the street,
putting us in fear for our own wellbeing; how then are the police going to cope with this intimidating
environment that we live in?
The police should direct their attention to solving serious crime in
the country instead of going after
the Opposition. Their conduct
with regard to the Opposition is
becoming very blatant. People are
troubled by this and are disappointed with the police.
P Ramakrishnan
President
29 December 2009

Justice must be seen to be done

A fair and impartial trial or hearing in a court of justice means
that it is conducted by a fair-minded judge who would dispense justice with impartiality and the appearance of impartiality. The appearance of impartiality is the most important
because justice must be seen to be done. For the judge can be as
impartial or unbiased as can be but if any party, especially the
losing party, should leave his court with the impression that
the trial was one-sided then justice has failed. In order to
overcome any impression of resentment which the losing party
or the general public may harbour about the trial, the good
judge will always endeavour to maintain that justice in his
court must not only be done but must be seen to be done.
-N.H. Chan in his book Judging the Judges

Erratum - Vol. 29 No. 10 Page 22
There is an inadvertent typographical error in the rider to the
title. It should read as follows:

Regretful bigotry
intolerance

and

The majority of Malays are accommodating, tolerant,
and peace-loving; they do NOT subscribe to the
intolerance propagated by unruly elements in our
midst wrecking our unity
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RELIGION

Can ‘Allah’ be monopolised
by any community?
Public intellectuals must raise the voice of reason and take a
public stand even risking their own reputations or careers
by Asghar Ali Engineer
f late, I have been receiving questions about the
controversy these days
in Malaysia about ‘Allah’ as Malay Muslims are objecting to the use of word ‘Allah’ by
Christians. The Malays feel only
Muslims can use the word Allah
and Christians cannot. The case
was fought at the High Court,
which allowed the use of the word
‘Allah’ by Christians. But the
Malaysian government obtained
a stay order, pending appeal. It is
not because the government is trying to defy the High Court order,
but because the controversy has
become politically unmanageable
due to overcharged emotions.

O

The Catholics translate the word
‘God’ as ‘Allah’ in the Malay-language supplement of the their
weekly newspaper, Herald - and
hence the controversy. Of late,
about a dozen churches have been
attacked and with the administrative wing of one extensively damaged. The religious extremists appear to be determined to inflict
their views on others. Malaysia,
like India, is a multi-religious society, and by and large it has remained peaceful except when vio-

lence erupted in 1969 between
Malays and Chinese.
But then again, relations between
Malays and Christians or Malays
and Hindus sour occasionally or
the situation becomes tense. All
multi-religious societies experience inter-communal or inter-religious tensions in some or more
degrees. All Malays are Muslims,
who constitute about sixty per
cent of Malaysia’s population. In
Malaysia, Malays and Muslims
have become synonymous. As
mostly weaker sections of society
embrace Islam in the hope of
equality and justice, in Malaysia
too, poorer sections embraced Islam and large numbers of Malays
till recently were poor and backward. However, many of them are
now well educated and economically better off.
The Malays who oppose the use
of word Allah by Christians argue that this will confuse ordinary Malays and worry that, in
view of the missionary activities
of some Christians, they may convert to Christianity. They thus
want to ward off this confusion
among the Malays. This may have
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its own rationale but the problem
has to be solved through dialogue
and mutual understanding. But
the problem is that some politicians would like to exploit such
controversies for their benefit.
In fact, those who object to the use
of the word ‘Allah’ by Christians
are on weak grounds. Allah is one
and the creator of all of us and
cannot be monopolised by any
one religious group, much less linguistic community. The word ‘Allah’ in Arabic was in use before
Islam appeared on the scene in
Mecca. As Maulana Azad points
out in his Tarjuman al-Qur’an the
word ‘Allah’ is derived linguistically from pre-Islamic ‘eel’ as in
Jibra’il or Israf’il. The word in
Hebrew was also iloh or ilah and
by adding ‘al’ (which in English
is used for ‘the’). Thus al-ilah (the
God) became Allah in Arabic and
was used for supreme God.
In fact Muslims should welcome
it if non-Muslims too use the word
Allah for God or Ishwar. How can
one object to the use of Allah by

Continued on page 24

