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What if the PM had proclaimed
‘Democratising Malaysia’
a GTP or an NKRA?
Would tens of thousands still have descended on to the streets of
KL to ‘Walk for Democracy’ on 9 July 2011?
by Francis Loh

H

ow could the prime minister Datuk Seri Najib
Tun Razak have got it so
wrong?

Shortly after assuming office, he
had proclaimed his desire to
usher in a 1Malaysia, announced
a policy of Rakyat First, Development Now, launched many Government Transformation Plans (GTP)
with a variety of goals, claimed
various achievements under several National Key Result Areas
(NKRA), and released his New
Economic Model (NEM) which
seeks to liberalise the economy by
among others, removing some of
the NEP constraints, in order to
transform Malaysia from a
middle-income nation to a highincome one.
In a visit to the United Nations,
and then to the United Kingdom,
he had also boasted that his
Barisan Nasional (BN) government was a moderate one and
called upon the nations of the
world to join him in building a
global Movement of Moderates.
As a result of all these initiatives,

he has assumed the appearance
of a dynamic, moderate and liberal leader, at home and abroad.

Missed

reforms throughout the world?
After all, this is being done not
only in neighbouring East Asia
but in the Middle East as well.

opportunity

So why didn’t he pronounce another GTP or NKRA, in keeping
with his 1Malaysia and Rakyat
First, to facilitate the democratisation of Malaysia as well?
Or if that’s too far-fetched for
Umno and the other BN parties,
launch a GTP or NKRA to
‘Modernise the Electoral System’
to bring it in line with political
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Or, if even that is not acceptable
to his Umno/BN team, then forget about having any new GTP or
NKRA; simply announce that his
BN government would order the
Elections Commission to look into
‘alleged complaints’ about the
electoral system’ – no need even
to be specific phantom voters or
postal votes or longer campaign
periods. Yes, simply state that the
matter would be looked into. Why,

EDITOR'S

NOTE

Boy, oh boy, this has been an exciting, eventful
month, and we are still feeling the after shocks from
the Bersih 2.0 ‘quake’, which captured the.
imaginatin of many Malaysians. Francis Loh looks
back and wonders if so many Malaysians would
have marched in KL had PM Najib proclaimed
‘Democratising Malaysia’ as part of his his GTP or
NKRA. In a second piece, he notes that the demand
for democracy has followed the nation’s socio-economic transformation. This demand has been amplified using social media tools, but Josephine De
Costa maintains that true political change is still
brought about by strong networks pressuring hierarchical party structures.
Malaysians also had to contend with anti-Bersih
talk, leaving Azmil Tayeb bewildered as to how
some people mindlessly accepted obvious propaganda. An initially hesitant Yuganeshwaran
Muthumaniam got caught up in the excitement on
the streets, where he noted that the event succeeded
in uniting Malaysians in a way that Najib’s 1Malaysia had failed. Certainly, Bersih has left a deep
political impact, writes Johan Saravanamuttu, forcing the PM and BN to go into damage control mode.
Ahead of the Bersih rally, 30 PSM activists were detained, including six under the Emergency Ordinance: Jeyakumar, Saras, Sugu, Chon Kai, Babu and
Letchu. Who are they and are they really a threat to
national security? A closer look in a series of articles finds them to be passionate activists, truly committed to building a more just society.
Finally, Param Cumaraswamy pays tribute to the
late Raja Aziz Addruse, a man of integrity who set
such high standards for his fellow lawyers.
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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there does not even need to be
much urgency in dealing with the
matter. After all, what’s the status
of all those GTPs and NKRAs anyway? Except for the two ministers
attached to his Office, who monitors them?
Of course, it would look good if
some phantoms were removed, a
‘special action committee’ set up
to look into the issue of postal voting, and yet another to do some
cost-benefit analysis of going biometric or using indelible ink or
even henna.
If one of these seemingly altruistic moves towards democratisation had been taken, chances
are there would not have occurred
that eventful Walk for Democracy,
which drew tens of thousands
into the streets of Kuala Lumpur
on 9 July. And if the march had
nonetheless gone ahead, it is
likely that it would have only
drawn the support of hundreds,
perhaps a few thousand, probably from the ranks of the NGOs.
The march might have been a very
limited affair; after all, the prime
minister had promised to look into
the matter. So many opportunities
to look statesman-like and appear
democratic sadly missed!

The

Rakyat want
Democracy

Instead, the sledgehammer was
used to deal with a completely just
demand. Bersih 2.0’s eight-point
proposal was not taken seriously
- which sparked its call for a Walk
for Democracy on 9 July 2011. But
the proposed march was declared
an ‘illegal gathering’ and the
wearing of yellow T-shirts
banned. After a meeting with the
King, Bersih leaders accepted the

government’s offer for the gathering to be held in a stadium. However, its move was stymied. We are
now told it had to be a stadium of
the prime minister’s choice, outside Kuala Lumpur! And this, after Najib had called upon Bersih
2.0 to shift the gathering to ‘a stadium’, no conditions originally
mentioned. Then there was the
court order to arrest 91 specified
walkers on sight.
Taking the cue from Ibrahim Ali
and Perkasa and from the increasingly rabid Utusan Malaysia, the
prime minister, in a gathering in
Kota Baru on 2 July broadcasted
over Radio Malaysia, painted
Bersih chairperson Ambiga
Sreenaeasan as anti-Malay and
anti-Islam. And when this failed
to convince Kelantanese and
other Malays, he claimed that
Bersih’s Walk for Democracy was
an attempt to topple the BN government and to seize power via
undemocratic means. Pakatan
Rakyat’s de facto leader Datuk Seri
Anwar Ibrahim, apparently, was
the dalang behind Bersih.
In fact, the authorities could not
get their story-line straight. About
30 Parti Sosialis Malaysia (PSM)
supporters were detained in
Seberang Perai and six of them,
including MP for Sungai Siput Dr
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Jeyakumar Devaraj, were detained under the draconian Emergency Ordinance (EO), which allows for detention without trial.
At one stage they were accused of
‘waging war against the King’.
For 33 days, the six were held in
solitary confinement first in
Penang and then in Kuala
Lumpur.
There is no doubt that the tens of
thousands who took to the streets
on 9 July were incensed by the
government’s use of the sledgehammer to deal with Bersih’s just
demands. The fact of the matter is
that the rakyat now want democracy.
Democratising Malaysia ought to
be the most important Government Transformation Plan. It is
with regards to this National Key
Result Area that we should show
achievements, not least in reforming the current electoral system. If
Najib fails to work on this, it could
lead to eventual dismantling of
the Barisan Nasional coalition,
which his father so painstakingly
created. q

Dr Francis Loh is honorary secretary of Aliran.
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Demand
for
democracy
follows
socio-economic
transformation
The 9 July ‘Walk for Democracy’ may have buried the ghost of
May 13 once and for all!
by Francis Loh
any researchers of contemporary Malaysian
politics, even more so
ordinary Malaysians,
take off from the perspective that
Malaysia is a ‘plural society’
wherein two or more races live
side-by-side within a political
unit and yet do not intermingle,
except in the market place.

M

Although J. S. Furnivall first
coined the term in his study of
British and Dutch colonialism in
Southeast Asia, most researchers
ignore the fact that he discusses
the emergence of ‘plural societies’,
which he defines as lacking a
common sense of cultural belonging, within the context of the rise
of capitalism in colonial societies,
dominated by a colonial power.

Put another way, Furnivall situates his ‘plural society’ in the context of a changing society and
economy.

primordialism is invoked to provide meaning and solace to ordinary people when their societies
are undergoing rapid change.

‘Plural society’
explanation
inadequate

In multi-ethnic societies like Malaysia, however, primordialism
can lead to a heightening of ethnic group consciousness that
threatens the nation-building
process. Hence, an ‘integrative
revolution’ that ushers in ‘civic
politics’ is required, in order to
prevent the break-up of these
multi-ethnic nations.

In this regard, although these researchers use the notion of plural
society, in fact, their perspective
is more closely related to the
American anthropologist Clifford
Geertz’s notion of ‘primordialism’
which refers to strong ineffable
sentiments and attachments
based on the ‘social givens’ of
human existence, like blood relations, kinship, tribe, race, language, dialect, religion, social customs and region. For Geertz,
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In Geertz’s perspective, politics in
a plural or multi-ethnic society is
fractured along ethnic lines, and
ethnic-based communities with
recognisable leaders as well as
common political interests and

goals quite naturally emerge. It
follows that electoral politics, too,
is presumed to be ethnically determined and that voters, invariably, vote along ethnic lines. In a
nutshell, the ethnic order of
things is a ‘given’, almost natural.

‘Consociationalism’
explanations
also
inadequate
To explain why the Barisan
Nasional (previously the Alliance), a coalition of ethnic-based
political parties, has ruled Malaysia since Merdeka in 1957, these
researchers emphasise, or even
essentialise, the BN parties and
their leaders as inherently more
moderate in outlook and more
prepared to share power than
their Opposition counterparts,
who are characterised as extremist, narrow-minded and unwilling to share power. This is why
the BN has come out tops timeand-time again.
This is the ‘consociational model’
of politics, wherein the masses in
a plural society are awash with
communalism, the Opposition
leaders are extremist and
exclusivist in their views, and
political stability and economic
development can only be attained
because of the altruistic and tolerant BN ruling elites. The theme of
consociationalism is very popular, too, among researchers.
Thanks to the propaganda disseminated via our schools, the
mainstream media and the BN
parties, the impression of a moderate BN and an extremist Opposition (Pas, DAP, PKR, PSM, etc)
has also penetrated into the popular imagination of ordinary Malaysians

Such a perspective underscores
explanations of the BN’s domination of Malaysian electoral politics. Often, references are also
made to specific issues, episodes
and events that occur when elections are held to explain variations in the BN’s victories, sometimes spectacular, other times less
so.
For instance, the BN’s narrow victory in the 1999 general election
was attributed to the ‘dual crises’
which occurred in the run up to
that election viz. the regional financial crisis of 1997/98 and the
political crisis resulting from then
deputy prime minister Anwar
Ibrahim’s sacking from Umno,
both contributing towards a
reformasi movement.
In 2004, the BN’s spectacular victory was explained in terms of the
‘Pak Lah factor’, namely, the ascendancy of Abdullah Badawi as
Malaysia’s new prime minister
just prior to the 2004 polls, replacing Dr Mahathir Mohamed who
had been at the helm for 22 years.
It was Abdullah who led the BN
into the 2004 polls and, apparently
due to his more endearing political style and several reform initiatives, ensured a spectacular victory for the BN. Many Christians
seemed to be taken up by the fact
the Malaysian PM had for the first
time sent Christmas greeting
cards to church leaders. Many
Malaysians were also enamoured
by his catchy slogans such as
“Work with me; not for me”.
Hence, many of these same analysts had predicted another victory for the BN in the 2008 election. They were not wrong except that they were at a loss in
explaining why the BN had lost
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its usual two-thirds’ parliamentary majority and had surrendered control of an unprecedented five state governments
to the Opposition. As usual,
there was the accusation that
the Opposition had resorted to
race-baiting (as in working with
the Hindu Rights Action Front
or Hindraf leaders to woo Indian
voters) or that they had made
unrealistic and unachievable
promises to reduce the price of
petroleum and various utilities
via subsidies.
Pak Lah, who had been the factor
explaining the BN’s spectacular
success in the 2004 polls was
touted as another critical factor
accounting for the BN’s poor performance in the 2008 polls; a complete reversal of the earlier 2004
explanation!

Recalling
ethnic

past intercooperation

The fundamental flaw in the
crude plural society, primordialist
or consociational approach is that
there is no notion of change in the
depiction of Malaysian society.
Malaysians, as it were, have always been and will always be
caught in the web of ethnic sentiments and ethnic politics.
Granted, ethnic politics has
characterised much of Malaysian
politics in the past – but not all
Malaysians, however, have been
imbued with or overwhelmed by
ethnic-based politics. In the runup to Merdeka, every ethnic group
contained within itself factions
which were more attracted to ethnic politics as well as those who
rejected it in favour of a more classbased multi-ethnic politics, for
instance.

Why, there were intra-ethnic conflicts too! This is a fact which the
official history of the struggle for
Merdeka has attempted to obscure
by highlighting the roles of Umno
leaders and their success in reaching out to MCA and MIC leaders
across the ethnic divide.

Similarly, the size of the middleclass has expanded rapidly.
Whereas there used to be a single
university, today there are some
25-odd public universities, another 20-plus private universities,
and hundreds of other private colleges.

In fact, there have always been
groups advocating multi-ethnic
cooperation; for instance in the
Merdeka period, the All–Malaya
Council of Joint Action (AMCJA),
which was dominated by nonMalays, forged an understanding
with Putera (Pusat Tenaga
Rakyat), largely made up of radical Malay groups. A few years
ago, an award-winning documentary Sepuluh Tahun Sebelum
Merdeka by Fahmi Reza recounted
this aspect of our Malaysian history. In the 1960s, yet another alliance between the Chinese-based
Labour Party and the Malaybased Parti Rakyat was promoted.

Plus, thousands continue to return to Malaysia after studying
abroad every year. These graduates constitute the youth who often are IT-savvy. They read the
alternative online dailies besides
blogging, tweeting and have their
own Facebook profiles. No doubt
they made a difference in the 2008
election. And they were amongst
the tens of thousands who participated in the Walk for Democracy
on 9 July.

Socio-economic
transformation
At any rate, after 54 years of
Merdeka, Malaysia is no longer
the society and economy it once
was. It has been transformed from
a tin- and rubber-led commoditiesbased economy to an export-led
manufacturing and servicesbased economy.
With rapid growth and
industrialisation, the size of the
working class employed in the
industrial estates and the free industrial zones has grown. In
February 2010, total registered
foreign workers stood at 1.8 million. They, too, were contributing to Malaysia’s economic
growth.

Besides, a large proportion of
people involved in the new
economy and higher education
are also women. As is well
known, women account for more
than 60 per cent of enrolment in
the public universities.
Surely, the rising numbers of the
educated, IT-savvy middle-class,
especially the youths, male and
female, make a difference to Malaysian politics!
With the successful implementation of the New Economic Policy
(NEP, 1971-90) and its continuation under other auspices like the
National Development Policy
(1991-2000), a large proportion of
those engaged in the new
economy, at the upper, middle
and
lower
echelons
are
bumiputera too.
According to the Ninth Malaysia
Plan, the incidence of poverty was
down to 5.7 per cent in 2004. For
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critical scholars, the key problem
is that of relative poverty, which
is growing, especially within the
bumiputera community.
Moreover, regional differences
have become increasingly pronounced with the states of Sabah
(23%), Terengganu (15.4%),
Kelantan (10.6%), Sarawak (7%),
Kedah (7.0%) and Perlis (6.3%)
registering the highest rates of
poverty. By contrast, the index
was less than 2% in Johore,
Melaka, Negri Sembilan, Kuala
Lumpur, Selangor and Penang.

Burying the ghost
of May 13
Some of us will recall our anxieties on the night of 8 March 2008,
when the electoral results were
coming in. Many feared the worst
as it was being announced that
the BN had lost its two-thirds’
parliamentary majority and that
the Opposition had captured five
state governments.
In fact, we had forgotten that we
had a history of inter-ethnic cooperation as well and that our
society had been transformed to
facilitate inter-ethnic ties. The formation of the Pakatan Rakyat
governments in four states is further testimony that Malaysians
can see through those who resort
to racial baiting; Malaysians can
transcend ethnic ties and sentiments.
In this regard, the Walk for Democracy is a significant marker of how
Malaysians have come of age,
democratically speaking. Despite
the rabid promptings of groups
like Perkasa and Utusan Malaysia
and the fears of so many that holding the Walk would lead to racial

conflict, nothing of that sort happened!
Despite the fact that the prime
minister had tried his darndest to
prevent them from going to the
streets, ironically, his dream of
1Malaysia was being realised in
the streets! For the walkers for democracy came from all ethnic
groups. They were male and female and probably in-between as
well, of all ages. From all walks of
life and and from all parts of the
country.
Perhaps the event of 9 July 2011
buried the ghost of May 13,
1969.once and for all!

Conclusion
Put another way, there has occurred tremendous transformation of Malaysia’s economy and
society. If this is so apparent, it
should also be apparent that Malaysian politics has also been undergoing change. For the new
middle-class, especially the
youths, are demanding political
reform and democratisation. Why,
the ghost of May 13 is now being
displaced by the multi-ethnic solidarity displayed in the Walk for
Democracy of 9 July 2011.

Clean Wordspin
(for Ambiga Sreenevasan)

Now, who
can argue
about the state
of being ‘CLEAN’?
Correct me
if I’m wrong,
but isn’t
everybody
for clean teeth
feet, armpits,
shirts, panties,
habits, toilets
rolls & elections?
But no! Some say
BERSIH - CLEAN
means dirty
only advocated
by scum with
a hidden agenda.
And so, holding
a CLEAN rally
in Stadium Merdeka
would tarnish its
history & integrity.

For CLEAN is Communist
subversive, unpatriotic
& against the Constitution.
CLEAN must be locked-up
hosed-down, tear-gassed
& beaten into submission.

Researchers who resort to crude
plural
society
theories,
primordialism and consociationalism, must work into their analyses the process of socio-economic
transformation. Those who continue to resort to ethnic sentiments
and manipulation, your time has
ended! Change has come! q

Mark this day, Ambi
Saturday 9th July
year Twenty-Eleven ...
On this day in history
the ruling party began
to rewrite our dictionary!

Dr Francis Loh is honorary secretary of Aliran.

- Cecil Rajendra -
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WALK FOR DEMOCRACY

Countering the anti-Bersih talk
It rankles the mind how certain people can somehow stop
using their critical thinking faculty to question the fairness
and veracity of government propaganda.
by Azmil Tayeb
o those who support the recent Bersih 2.0
rally for clean elections, we’ve heard the
same old tired detracting canards propounded by the Malaysian mainstream media echo chamber, which were later parroted by our
own family members and friends.

T

Truth be told, it got to the point where I simply refused to dignify their “anti-Bersih” arguments with
sound intellectual responses because I think they
were too frivolous and didn’t deserve any.
Still, I also have this nagging need to clear the air
once and for all especially now in the aftermath of
the event. The dust has finally settled and the facts
have naturally emerged from the battle-scarred
ground.
Below are some of the main arguments put forth by
the Bersih 2.0 detractors and my ensuing refutations.

Traffic

jams

They were actually caused by the police roadblocks
on major arteries leading into the city, checking for
imaginary weapons and stopping potential rally
participants. If people were allowed unimpeded
access in and around the Klang Valley the traffic
flow would be just like any other day.
Even some of the nearby LRT, Monorail and
Komuter stations were shut down to force people to
walk farther than they had to with the all too obvious intention of discouraging them from going to
the rally sites. Also, if the protesters had been given
permission to march along a pre-determined route,
the authorities would not have had to close down

more roads than what was necessary.
How can one complain about the traffic jams in the
city during the rally when there had been ample
warnings ahead of time? Moreover, it was only a
matter of a few hours of inconvenience. More streets
were closed for an even longer period of time during
the recent KL Marathon, of which I was also a participant, and I didn’t hear a peep from anyone. That
said, common sense dictates that it is simply irresponsible and foolhardy to go through life without
any contingency plan!
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Economic

loss

It was clear that shops that dared to open during
the rally were raking in huge profits due to stream
of marchers stopping by for food and drinks. A few
mamak restaurants near Central Market, Jalan
Nagasari and Masjid India seemed to be enjoying
brisk business.
The mamak place by Central Market even charged
30 sen for the use of its toilet! The Medan Selera
along Jalan Masjid India (next to Pasar Borong
Mydin) was also packed with people. So was the
pasar malam near Semua House and Campbell. If
Bersih 2.0 merchandise had been legal, vendors
could have made a killing by selling them along the
march route.
A heavy downpour during the rally also meant that
if some of the shops had carried (preferably yellow)
umbrellas and raincoats they would have been sold
like hot goreng pisang. If somehow the business
people still felt that their businesses were genuinely
affected by the rally, then it would have been advisable for them to be patient and bear with the hassle
for only a short while. What’s a few hours of temporary setback for the sake of the common good and a
better future for all?
In short, the rally could have served as an opportunity for business people to profit off the mass influx
of people into the city. Even the ice cream seller on a
motorcycle seemed to be doing pretty well. I bought

an ice cream from the guy selling next to the Sogo
shopping complex and he attested that his stock
almost ran out.

Chaos
property

and
damage

The march was peaceful and calm at first until the
police and the Federal Reserve Unit (FRU), unprovoked, decided to shoot water cannons and lob tear
gas canisters at the protesters. What kind of orchestrated dispersal did the authorities expect when they
indiscriminately fired tear gas and water cannons
into the crowd?
The crowd, much to its credit, managed to stay as
composed and orderly as it could given the very
stressful circumstances. Also, the authorities should
claim responsibility for destroying public property
due to the excessive use of force.
As best as I can recall, the throngs of protesters were
respectful of their surroundings and did not engage
in any kind of vandalism at all. None of the parked
cars were burned nor shop windows broken. After
all, these were concerned citizens with real grievances, not thugs and looters.
Had the authorities allowed the march to proceed
on a pre-determined route and time, they could have
easily avoided all the confusion and pandemonium,
which would have then resulted in a win-win situation for all parties involved.
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Malay-dominated

rally

The crux of this racist conjecture basically argues
that the Malays, due to their prominent presence
during the rally, were exploited by the Chinese in
DAP.
The word used was “diperkudakan” (to be ridden
like a horse). I was a bit taken aback when several of
my (Malay) friends posted statements of this nature
on Facebook — and not surprisingly they weren’t
even at the rally. It goes without saying that they are
all anti-Bersih 2.0 to begin with and most likely
Umno and/or Perkasa supporters.

some of my so-called “educated” friends. They emotionally engage in a form of solipsistic argument, in
which only one’s own lived experience and
weltanschaaung (world view) form the sole basis of
“truth”. In research parlance their sample size (N)
is equal to 1, which every self-respecting social scientist knows is empirically weak and statistically
insignificant.
In addition, it rankles the mind how these people
can just eat up the bile churned out by the Malaysian mainstream media and somehow stop using
their critical thinking faculty to question the fairness and veracity of the government propaganda.

But the facts on the ground proved otherwise. Of course Malays, by virtue of
being the largest ethnic group in Malaysia, would be heavily represented in
the rally. But other ethnic groups were
also well represented, even the Dayaks
from Borneo.
If the Prime Minister honestly wants to
see what a true 1Malaysia looks like,
he doesn’t need to look any further than
the composition of the Bersih 2.0 participants who braved the streets on 9
July 2011. The whole rally was essentially multiracial, transcending age and
religion. It was the very epitome of 1Malaysia - and completely voluntary and
uncontrived.
What the Najib administration has vainly tried to
achieve in the past two years with its multi-million
ringgit public relations campaign (read: Apco scandal), the Bersih 2.0 organisers managed to do it in a
much shorter time, against almost insurmountable
obstacles - and free-of-charge too. Maybe there’s
something the government can learn here.
It was such an amazing feeling to be among my fellow Malaysians who were courageous enough to
take to the streets of KL - despite the threats, intimidation and possible arrest, and facing down water
cannons and tear gas - to struggle for a more democratic and just Malaysia.
But I’m saddened by the baseless statements – as
summarised in the preceding points - coming from

One doesn’t need to be a seasoned media analyst to
be cognisant of the blatantly one-sided nature of the
mainstream media in Malaysia.
Maybe it’s time for these anti-Bersih 2.0 people, especially my dear friends, to swallow the bitter red
pill — or is it blue? — and escape once and for all
from the illusionary and corrupt world of the Barisan
Nasional Matrix. As the cliche goes, only the (unsolipsistic) truth can set you free. q
Azmil Tayeb is an academic teaching in
one of our universities. He took a long walk
in KL on 9 July.
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WALK FOR DEMOCRACY

Twitter

Revolutions?

The internet as a tool for social and political change?
by Josephine de Costa
here’s been a lot of talk
in the media recently
about ‘Facebook revolutions’ and people claiming the Internet and Twitter are
changing the way politics works.
With the Internet being used to
organise and to dissect the Bersih
2.0 rally in support of electoral
reform in Kuala Lumpur, it’s
worth asking how true these
claims are about social networking sites and their ability to contribute to political change.

T

The Internet, as we know, has
revolutionised communication. It
has allowed for unprecedented
speed in communicating news
and information regardless of
geographical barriers or price.
However, one of its most significant effects on communication is
to allow greater participation in
the news process. Through blogs
and independent websites, individuals can publish information
and opinions as they want. And
all of these attributes mean that
the Internet can be a considered a
tool that transforms the way activists (both social and political)
communicate and organise themselves.
But what I will suggest in this article is that, while the Internet and
social media have fundamentally
changed social activism, its effect
on political activism – and politics

generally – is much more
muted.
For this article, social
change involves concerns
relating to ‘society’ and
‘culture’. These will include attitudes, such as towards the environment,
and consumer demands.
Political change involves a
change in the political
party or political structure
of a state. So while an example of social change could be a
clothing shop shifting to Fair
Trade fabrics, an example of political change would be the recent
Tunisian revolution where the
government changed hands.
Although both these social and
political spheres are intimately
related, the way change is or can
be brought about in the political
sphere, I think, is different from
the way it is brought about in the
social sphere - and the internet’s
effects in the two are different.

The
internet
and social activism
In addition to being a communication tool, the internet also allows social activists to form global networks of an entirely different structure to traditional activist institutions. These groups have
loose, networking structures
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…while the Internet and
social media have allowed for greater communication, expression,
and participation in the
political arena, they
haven’t changed how
politics works.

where the members may be linked
by only weak ideological ties.
This allows movements to reach
greater audiences and allows
members to link with each other
regardless of geography, and not
requiring them to fundamentally
change their lifestyle or place of
residence. Essentially, the internet
means that modern social movements do not have to challenge
their members’ individual identities and goals as much as preinternet movements, because
membership and activism is often
as easy as a click of a button.
This allows members to possess
different ideological goals and
inspirations, and individual
groups can work together on common goals while still maintaining
differing objectives and identities.
This aspect can give a movement
a powerful advantage over tradi-

tional activism as it enables
groups to attract many more participants – with more ideas, experiences and expertise – meaning
they can campaign against their
opposition in more ways.
Modern corporations are particularly vulnerable to this kind of
contemporary social activism,
which can target their logos and
branding with ease and distribute negative publicity across the
globe. As corporations function in
a competitive society where there
are other companies selling the
same products – as opposed to
dictatorships – they are more
likely to bend to pressure in the
place of losing their consumer
base.

“ Tw i t t e r
Revolutions”?
Social networking sites such as
Facebook or Twitter allow quick
transmission of information and
allow individuals to make their
opinions heard extremely easily.
It is this that means social media
have been proclaimed as being instrumental in political events in
Iran, Moldova and more recently
of course in Tunisia and Egypt –
an idea that has proved irresistible to the Western media for various reasons (which are a matter
for a different article).
The name “Twitter Revolution”,
however, has arguably exaggerated social media’s actual effect
on the ground. For example, one
commentator, Evegny Morozov,
has argued that Moldova’s “Twitter Revolution” was as much influenced by other forms of communication – such as the telephone – and that there actually
weren’t that many Twitter users

in Moldova at the time.
Despite this, it is important to note
that the Internet does indeed allow for greater participation in
political processes. Citizens are
constantly accessing political information, being exposed to campaigns both by political parties
and lobbyists, and have the ability to make their opinions heard
by their politicians with relative
ease.
Politics, however, is still fundamentally hierarchical in nature,
and political parties remain at the
top of that structure.
The key point here is that social
activism generally focuses on corporations and civil society institutions. Even though corporate
power and monopolies are rampant, social activists have an advantage in that there usually are
alternatives to a particular company. A change in consumer opinion and careful targeting of the
logo and branding of a company
can place a huge amount of pressure to change, as they run the risk
of losing their customers to another similar business.

Strong-tie

networks

By contrast, political activists focus their efforts on governments
where there is often no real alternative. Governments – particularly in non-democratic countries
– have much greater authority in
their states. They are therefore
both harder to pressure than normal corporations, and remain at
the top of the political structure.
Because of the very high barriers
to bringing about political change,
it can be seen that true political
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change requires strong inter-personal ties. Such ties will mean that
members are more committed and
more likely to partake in effective
action – despite the risks involved. These ties, as have been
suggested by Malcolm Gladwell
in his oft-cited article “Small
change”, published in the The
New Yorker this year, are not the
ones that the Internet and social
media encourage - fundamental
political change requires much
more of people than to click a button or send an email.
Therefore, while the Internet and
social media have allowed for
greater communication, expression, and participation in the political arena, they haven’t
changed how politics works.
Rather, they work as tools that
speed up the process where there
is already a critical mass of frustration with a government or political structure.
While the internet has been effective in pressuring companies into
changing some of their practices,
true political change is still
brought about by strong-tie networks pressuring hierarchical
party structures. Political activists
can lobby political parties, and
they can do so extremely effectively
in coordination with the internet,
but the internet has not fundamentally changed political activism beyond acting as a communication tool. q
Josephine De Costa is a
Malaysian student currently on exchange from
Australia at Monash
University’s campus in
Malaysia.

WALK FOR DEMOCRACY

1Malaysia:
Bersih
succeeds
where Putrajaya fails
We helped each other despite our different skin colours because
we were all Malaysians standing up for what is right and just
by Yuganeshwaran Muthumaniam
efore I relate my experience with Bersih 2.0, just
a little bit about myself: I
am just an ordinary Malaysian dude who lives a run-ofthe-mill existence just like most of
you. Perhaps I should declare myself as an activist who loves to indulge in outdoor activities, especially hiking. I am also an avid
reader of non-fiction such as
write-ups about Nelson Mandela,
Che Guvera and Fidel Castro. Yes,
I am totally into politics - or
should I say, I am interested in the
political affairs and thinking that
have sprouted in our nation.

B

Now, my interest in politics also
means I get the latest political updates. Browsing and comparing
the news reported in both local
newspapers and online sources, I
realise the news articulated in the
mainstream newspapers is more
biased and papers over reality.
This was proven during Bersih
2.0, based on my own experience
throughout the rally.
I was captivated by the Bersih 2.0
announcements found online. My
aspiration to stand up for the
motherland prompted me to attend Bersih 2.0. I vowed not to
miss the event the way I missed

At Menara Maybank

the first Bersih rally in November
2007. This time I vowed to myself
that no matter what happened, I
would be in the rally.
And so I was! Before the day arrived, I tried to thrash it out with
my friends, but they seemed to be
not-so-interested; they even discouraged me. So I stopped discussing it with them and searched
for a soul who might share similar aspirations. I was longing for
someone who would support me,
someone who would encourage
me, who would just lend a hand
to spread my wings into the rally.
I kicked off by purchasing a Bersih
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2.0 T-shirt via online. They sent it
to me via courier service. Alas, the
courier reached my boss! (I had
given my office address for the
courier.) The next day he texted
me appealing to me to change my
mind about wearing that yellow
T-shirt, as he felt that something
would happen to me (such a concerned heart, he was). Not wanting to worry this kind-hearted
dude, I told him I was only collecting the T-shirt and didn’t intend to wear it.
Days passed and finally it was the
eve of the rally. I was still mulling
over whether I should attend the
rally, when I came across the

Facebook status update of one of
my friend’s regarding the rally.
On Friday morning, I received an
invitation (via SMS) to a special
prayer held in church, significantly about peace and harmony
in the nation. I then decided to attend this special mass before making a final decision.
During the mass, I met one of the
top opposition MPs and Selangor
State exco member; I even ended
up snapping a picture or two with
her. She was impressed with my
yellow appearance (yes, I was
wearing the T-shirt!) and affirmed
that she would be looking forward
to meeting me at the rally the next
day. It looked like a big adventure was about to unfold. That
night before I shut my eyes, I told
myself that no matter what, I
would be at the rally the next day.
After all, what is life without real
adventure?

The

big

day…

We came together, united - Malay, Indian and Chinese

the gathering.
My buddies who left earlier texted
me to join them at Pasar Seni.
Throughout our journey in the
train to the spot, I felt a sense of
excitement welling up inside
along with some uneasiness. The
train dropped us at the Masjid
Jamek station after an announcement that the it would not be passing or stopping at the Pasar Seni
station. We were probably the last
batch of passengers as we heard
that the station was temporarily
closed after we left.

Finally the day arrived. On Saturday, I was supposed to return
home after work to pack some of
my things for the rally. Unfortunately I couldn’t get back home
due to time constraints. My
friends (I managed to persuade a
few) were waiting for me at the
KTM station. Since I was half- anhour late, they made a move first,
promising that we would catch
up with each other near KL
Sentral.

Soon the much-awaited moment
arrived and the adventure began.
I heard policemen shouting to the
public ‘‘Cepat-cepat, semua keluar
melalui sini!’’ The rally participants’ voices added to the din:
they were chanting ‘‘Hidup, hidup!
Hidup Bersih!’’

Once I stepped into the KTM Station, I noticed a few policemen
scrutinising ‘suspicious’ folks.
This time, bless me, I was not
wearing the yellow T-shirt, thanks
to my buddies’ warning. As I
waited for the train, I came across
my pal’s brother, John. Fortunately, he was also on his way to

After we left the train station, we
were at a complete loss as to
where to head to; we just wandered around, perplexed. I managed to call one of my pals and he
asked me to go near the Pudu
Raya bus station. Just then, we
reached Menara Maybank, and I
spotted thousands of people
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chanting near there. At once, we
joined them – yes, we had finally
joined the rally! It went off in such
a harmonious manner that I did
not even realise that I had lost
track of my friends.

Unprovoked

attack

It was almost 1.30pm when a
Malay sounded the alarm to the
crowd, ‘’The FRU are here; stand
by everyone!’’
We did not run or step back; we
came together, united - Malay, Indian and Chinese - all standing
close to each other, standing up
for our rights, bare-handed (none
of us was armed). A Malay companion was distributing salt to
everyone. I managed to grab some.
Out of the blue, without any
warning, the FRU attacked us,
spraying chemical water. Luckily, I managed to make my way
into the crowd. This was followed by tear gas canisters, almost six to seven shots at once.
The first canister fell just a short
distance from where I was,
trailed by another canister
which landed right in front of
me.

Within five seconds, my eyes were
filled with tears. I was coughing
badly and my body was aching
with a burning sensation. Everyone was running for their lives. It
felt as though we were in a foreign country where the citizens
would run for their precious lives
from the nation’s enemy (you
know the one that we have been
viewing on television news). But
sadly, this took place in our very
own nation, where the police who
are supposed to protect the people
were instead doing the opposite,
hitting and injuring us. After all,
we did not intend to create violence; it was truly meant to be a
peaceful rally - to convey our message in the most non-violent and
diplomatic manner. But our good
intentions were not respected. We
were assaulted and hurt.
The crowd ran towards Jalan
Pudu. I couldn’t even breathe for
a few seconds; a Chinese friend
passed me a wet towel to wipe my
face. I felt totally dehydrated and
was thirsting for some water (I
had not managed to pack anything from home). An Indian uncle
passed me his bottle of water to be
shared. This was not only happening to me, but to everyone
there as well.

We helped each other despite our
different skin colours because we
were all Malaysians. Yes, Malaysians. Not Malay or Chinese or
Indian but we were all Malaysians. At that point, something
crossed my mind, the One Malaysia concept may have failed in
Putrajaya but here at the Bersih
rally, it had been realised on the
ground.
Thank God, it then began to rain;
somehow the rain water helped
us to wash away the chemicals.
Our spirit was not vanquished
though; we ended the rally by
singing our national anthem,
Negaraku. A few Malay friends
and I made our way near the Tung
Shin Hospital and took a break
there.
The FRU, all over again, were closing in. We, the poor crowd, were
scattered again, running for our
lives. Most of the protesters took
the path towards the right of the
hospital while the Malay guys
and I took the left. We scraped
through bushes and finally exited
near a Hindu temple close to
Pudu. Then we walked back to
Pudu Raya. Our attempt was
foiled since we ended up right
behind the FRU. Since we could

Tear gas canisters, almost six to seven shots at once

not join the crowd, we decided to
walk down Petaling Street towards Stadium Merdeka. When
we reached Jalan Sultan, a Malay
man was running towards us,
warning us not to proceed as the
police were arresting everyone.
We separated at that point and,
thanks to him, we escaped from
being caught.
As it was already 4.00pm, I decided to head back home. The
Pasar Seni station was closed, so
I had to walk towards KL Sentral.
Finally I reached home safely, and
life returned to normal after a
complete rest at home (although
it took a few days).
In a nutshell, although the physical effect of the attacks has vanished, they have left an indelible
imprint reminding us of the
government’s close-minded approach to the rally, which even
hurt innocent people. The biased
news coverage, which gave the
impression that we had created all
the havoc when in reality it was
the FRU and the police action that
led to the turmoil. Sooner or later
they must answer for their actions. Yes, they will because God
is there and no one can blindfold
Him.
As for you people out there, you
have read many reports and accounts of the rally in the media,
but do you know that the truth
lies beneath the news reported?
Please weigh things carefully
before coming to any conclusion. q
Written by a Malaysian,
Yuganeshwaran
Muthumaniam, for Malaysians.
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The political
Bersih 2.0

impact

of

The Prime Minister and the Barisan Nasional are now in damage
control mode
by Johan Saravanamuttu
he repercussions of
Bersih 2.0 will no doubt
be profound. It has already been dubbed as
Malaysia’s “Hibiscus Revolution”. The question that is now
uppermost in the public imagination is whether the current government will also suffer a severe
blow for its inept handling of the
event.

T

Bersih started out in 2006 as a
movement of civil society forces
and political parties calling for
clean and fair elections. Its demands for cleaning up the electoral rolls, reviewing postal votes,
including allowing for voting
from abroad, fair access to the media, the elimination of corrupt
practices are nothing radical or
revolutionary and yet the
government’s resistance to it has
allowed the opposition parties
and those not in support of the
present government to easily latch
on to a ready-made platform for
galvanising support.
Bersih’s first political rally on 10
November 2007 saw some 40,000
Malaysians streaming into the
heart of Kuala Lumpur, setting a
benchmark for peaceful political

The Lady of Liberty

protest in Malaysia. On 9 July
2011 almost the same number of
demonstrators were out in the
streets of Kuala Lumpur, as estimated by the independent
“politweet”, despite a ban on the
rally and police roadblocks at every point of entry into KL. If the
political impact of Bersih 1.0 on
the general election of March
2008 is now axiomatic, would
Bersih 2.0 have a similar impact
on the next general election?
It is important to first understand
the character of the rally itself. The
outpouring of material on the so-
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cial media and through social networking websites reached proportions which, in my view, have
been unprecedented and have not
stopped. At the point of writing,
over 200,000 facebookers have
called on Premier Najib to resign.
The webpage has picked up
20,000 votes or more in one day.
The people who showed up at
Bersih 2.0 came from a cross section of Malaysia’s multicultural
society, with Malays and youth as
the dominant groups. This spoke
well for the continuation of the trajectory of Malaysia’s non-

pate in Bersih in support of her
daughter and all the young
people who were drawn to the
cause.

Umno youth ‘patriots’

racialised “new politics”. The involvement of national literary laureate Samad Said who wrote a
touching poem about Malaysia’s
“wounded democracy” was
highly inspiring to the would-be
Bersih rallyers.
Various attempts made to
delegitimise Bersih by Umno-related groups had a counter-productive effect. Thus it was alleged
that it would be “unIslamic” for
Muslims to participate in an illegal rally. The bogey of May 13 was
also invoked and the Chinese
were asked to stock up on food and
stay at home. Such racialisation
of the event by Perkasa and the
Malay paper Utusan Malaysia
helped to further augment multiracial supporters on the other side.
The lame counter march of a
couple of hundreds of Umno
youth “patriots’ proved to be the
proverbial drop in the bucket in
terms of its impact.
The event received a crucial boost
when Malaysian Human Rights
Commission Chairman Hasmy
Agam weighed in to opine that it
was legitimate. Najib had called
for the rally to be held at a stadium

and the organisers obliged after
meeting with the King but the Police were adamant about not giving a permit for use of the
Merdeka Stadium. The heavyhanded action on the part of the
police, some 1,700 arrests, heavy
use of tear gas, water cannons,
and some argue, responsibility for
one death, has put the government
in a no-win situation vis-à-vis the
common Malaysian citizen.
In public imagination, Bersih 2.0
would stand out even more than
Bersih 1. Already folklore about
Bersih has gone ‘viral’ on the
internet. A few examples should
suffice. “The Lady of Liberty”, an
elderly woman well into her sixties, who braved the water cannons, holding a branch with two
daisies has been reproduced ad
infinitum in multiple incarnations
and web designs. Numerous individuals present at the rally have
written up first-hand accounts to
show why as ordinary citizens
their participation was a morally
and socially uplifting experience.
Not least of all, Marina Mahathir,
the daughter of Dr Mahathir, the
patron of Perkasa, wrote in her
blog that she had gone to partici-
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Admittedly, Bersih 2.0 is largely
an urban phenomenon. But this
is not to be taken lightly, if urbanites are fast becoming the voting
majority. The Prime Minister and
his ruling coalition, Barisan
Nasional, is now in damage control mode. The BN is still
haemorrhaging from the Sarawak
state election of 16 April, where it
has lost the urban vote. Bersih 2.0
shows a continuing slide. Umno’s
vote banks in the rural areas alone
cannot assure it of regaining a
two-thirds control of Parliament
– which Najib must get to prove
he is better than his predecessor
Abdullah Badawi.
The Premier is now surely conflicted about waiting out till the
mandatory date for the next election in early 2013 or holding it
much earlier in 2012. Another difficult budget awaits in October
2011 and with the Malaysian
economy invariably on the verge
of a dip, prospects are somewhat
dim for the ruling coalition.
Larger than the issue of the next
general election, which would
now likely to be in early 2012, is
the changing nature of Malaysian
politics. Political parties like his,
which continue to mobilise support purely on the basis of race,
after Bersih 2.0, are on a short political tether. q
Dr Johan Saravanamuttu
is a senior visiting research
fellow at the Institute of
Southeast Asian Studies in
Singapore.

Bersih 2.0: A Photo Story
The usually hectic Jln. Raja Laut
was completely deserted except for
police vehicles.

In front of Kota Raya shopping mall.

Stuck on Jalan Sultan when
Jalan Hang Jebat that leads to
the stadium was blockaded.
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Crowd was temporarily halted but
feeling very boisterous.

Dayak reps at the rally.

PAS's Dr Hatta Ramli
gave a speech and
roused the crowd.
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Chemical-laced water
shot at the poeple.

Sandwiched between
two blockades on
Jalan Pudu.

Second wave of water cannon and
tear gas was launched.

Vanity pose with my substitute yellow shirt
(Malakoff Penang 26km running tee).
Photo story by Azmil Tayeb
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Bersih 2.0 in Melbourne
Close to a thousand people gathered in Melbourne in solidarity
with the Walk for Democracy in
Malaysia (Photos by Julian CH Lee).
Another 3000 people attended
similar rallies in 37 other locations around the world.
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At the forefront
advocacy

of

Much admired for his integrity, Raja Aziz Addruse pursued
and set high standards for lawyers in the country
by Param Cumaraswamy
ang Mulia Raja Abdul
Aziz Addruse, affectionately known to his colleagues as Ungku,
passed away on 12 July 2011 after a short illness at his home and
was laid to rest at the Bukit Kiara
cemetery the following day.

Y

Born in Chemor, Perak on 10 February 1936, he received his secondary school education at
Anderson School in Ipoh. He then
read law at the University of
Bristol and, after graduation, was
called to the English Bar at
Lincoln’s Inn in 1960. One of his
contemporaries in Bristol was Tan
Sri L C Vohrah.
On his return to Malaysia in 1960,
he served in the Attorney
General’s Chambers for a short
period as a Public Prosecutor and
later as deputy parliamentary
draftsman. In January 1966, he
was admitted to the Malaysian
Bar and entered into private practice together with Tengku Ahmad
Rithauddeen Ismail. The firm
then was known as Rithauddeen
& Aziz. Among those who practised in that firm were Mohamed
Dzaiddin Abdullah (who later

Raja Aziz Addruse, President of the Malaysian Bar Council, together with
Dato' Param and Tunku Sofiah Jewa at Tunku's residence to escort him to
declare open the Fourth Malaysian Law Conference on 19th October 1977.

became the Chief Justice of Malaysia and was conferred a Tunship),
Yaacob Merican, Zainur Zakaria,
Wan Ariff Hamzah, Johari Razak
and Zaid Ibrahim.

Commanded
from the

respect
Judges

His eminence in advocacy before
the Courts and the respect he commanded from the Judges earned
him a reputation, and soon he
was in demand in the profession
as lead counsel. That led him to
confine his practice to counsel
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work before the civil and criminal
courts. His knowledge of the law
and commitment to fairness in
any given cause drew him to accept appointments to arbitrate on
civil disputes.
When Lord President Tun Mohd
Suffian first introduced the appointment of temporary judicial
commissioners to clear then backlog of cases in the High Court,
Raja Aziz was one of the few appointed. But he refused any permanent judicial appointment. He
felt that only through practice of

a revolver. Raja Aziz on his return
was flabbergasted on learning
that his Council Secretary was
subjected to such an investigation.
He immediately wrote two stern
letters to the Prime Minister and
the Attorney General, then Kadir
Yusof, not to harass and intimidate the Bar Secretary. No prosecution was preferred against me.

Raja Aziz Addruse and Dato' Param taking leave of Tunku, after briefing
him on the judicial crisis at the Gleneagles Hospital in Penang on 14 June
1988.

the law could he contribute effectively to the advancement of the
cause of justice through respect for
the rule of law and human rights.
His commitment to these causes
was remarkable.

Professional,
minded and

fair
ethical

He was also throughout involved
in the advancement of an independent legal profession in Malaysia.
He served as President of the Malaysian Bar in 1976-1978; again
in 1988-1989 and once again in
1992-1993. That was unprecedented. Returned thrice by popular call from within the profession
to lead the profession.

He was so professional, fair
minded and ethical that having
him as the opposing counsel was
always a pleasure in litigation
before the courts. He was seen and
heard in the forefront with advocacy groups outside courts and as
lead counsel in the courts over
human rights violations. He gave
voice to the voiceless, taking on
their causes on pro-bono briefs
before the courts to assist those
who could not afford access to the
courts.

He sought, pursued and set high
standards for lawyers in the country. In the early 1970s, he was involved in the drafting of the
present Legal Profession Act
(LPA). His personality is reflected
in the first objective of the Malaysian Bar as provided in Section 42
of LPA “to uphold the cause of
justice without regard to its own
interest or that of its members,
uninfluenced by fear or favour”.

In 1977 I had the privilege of serving as the Bar Council Secretary
when he was the President. In his
absence overseas the authorities
began investigation on me for an
offence of sedition when I published an open appeal to the Prime
Minister, then Tun Hussein Onn,
to review the Essential Security
Cases Regulations when a 14year-old school boy was sentenced to death for possession of
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However, when in 1985 I was
charged for sedition in connection
with the open appeal to the Pardons Board over the commutation
of death sentence of Sim Kie Chon,
Raja Aziz was my lead defence
counsel. After a six-day trial, in a
landmark judgment on freedom of
expression, I was acquitted by Justice N H Chan. In the course of
trial, the judge commended Raja
Aziz’s presentation of the defence.
In 1988, when Tun Salleh Abbas,
then Lord President, was suspended and subjected to tribunal
for misconduct, Raja Aziz was
sought to lead the defence. He was
then President of the Bar. He again
maintained the high ethics of the
Bar. As counsel he did not want
to be seen leading the Bar’s public protest over that crisis which
was then developing. He left the
leadership of the protest to the Vice
President.
The eventual dismissal of Tun
Salleh Abbas and three other independent judges of the Supreme
Court left Raja Aziz disenchanted
with the independence of the Malaysian judiciary. Reading the
slants and half truths and distortions in the book Judicial Misconduct written by a New Zealand
Queens Counsel, Peter Williams,
in defence of the conduct by all

those involved in the assault of the
independent judges, he could not
resist a response. He wrote a book
‘Conduct Unbecoming’ giving a
honest ringside account of what
happened and demolished Peter
Williams account into shreds.

Refused
to
appear
before
Tun Hamid Omar
During Tun Hamid Omar’s tenure as Lord President, Raja Aziz
refused to appear before him in
any appeals as a mark of protest
and his lack of confidence in the
system because of Hamid’s conduct in those events. He felt that
the justice system had not recovered from those events. He
laboured this feeling as recent as
last year when acting for the Sultan of Kelantan before the Federal
Court. That was his last case. He
was receiving treatment in
Singapore then. He was determined to argue the case of His
Royal Highness personally before
that Court. His assisting counsel
presented a medical certificate
and sought a postponement for a
short period of time to enable him
to appear personally. The court
refused. That was a sore disappointment to him.
Earlier in 1998, when he was
lead counsel for Dato Seri
Anwar Ibrahim in the alleged
corruption trial before Justice
Augustine Paul, on learning
that the judge had capitulated
to executive pressure in the trial
process, Raja Aziz did not mince
his words when he said in a
public statement that ‘This trial
is no longer the trial of Dato Seri
Anwar Ibrahim alone. The Ma-

laysian judiciary is on trial.’
In addition to all his contributions
to advancement of the Rule of Law
through the judicial process and
advocacy of the legal profession,
Raja Aziz found time to join likeminded concerned personalities
to set up and lead non-governmental organisations (NGOs).
In 1989, together with two Prime
Ministers, Tunku Abdul Rahman
and Tun Hussein Onn, and me,
Raja Aziz applied for registration
of The National Human Rights
Association (now known as
Hakam) under the Societies Act.
It was the first human rights NGO
to be registered in Malaysia. Raja
Aziz was its first chairman.
In 1990 concerned that the general election would not be free and
fair, he was one of the six members led by Tun Mohd Suffian to
form Election Watch, which
earned the wrath of Dr. Mahathir
Mohammed then Prime Minister.

and me. After his appointment, he
often lamented to me that he just
did not have sufficient time to
contribute more to the ICJ. The ICJ,
however, valued his contributions
and extended deep condolences
to his family.
His integrity throughout was beyond question. On 11 April 2010
he was awarded the Lifetime Professional Integrity Award by the
Malaysian Professional Centre together with Rotary International
District 3300 and Integrity International Malaysia at a ceremony
at the Royal Selangor Club.
Raja Aziz did not only pursue the
high values of the legal profession
but he indeed personified these
values. His passing marks the
passing of an era - a high water
mark in the struggle for a just rule
of law, judicial and lawyer independence and human rights in
Malaysia. His passing is not just
a loss to his loving family but to
the profession and the nation.

Together with Tunku Abdul Aziz,
Anwar Fazal and me, Raja Aziz
also assisted in setting up and
having Transparency International Malaysia registered as a
society.

Raja Aziz leaves behind his wife
Catherine, two daughters Azriene
and
Adeline,
sons-in-law
Jonathan and Craig, and a grandson, Cassidy. q

His relentless and committed pursuit of justice through the rule of
law was noted by the International Commission of Jurists (ICJ),
the global advocate of the rule of
law based in Geneva. Its Commissioners are eminent jurists identified and elected from across the
regions. Raja Aziz was elected as
a Commissioner in 2006. The earlier two Commissioners from Malaysia were Tun Mohd Suffian

Dato’ Param Cumaraswamy was Chair of the
Malaysian Bar Council
from 1986 to 1988 and
United Nations Special
Rapporteur on the Independence of Judges and
Lawyers by the UN Commission on Human
Rights from 1994 to
2003.
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What is equally mind-boggling is
the charge that PSM is waging
war against the king. The members of PSM are patriotic Malaysians who are loyal to king and
country. They have never borne
any arms at any point in their 10year struggle to get recognition as
a legitimate, registered political
party.
They fought a legal battle persistently to gain recognition and exist as a legitimate registered political party.
A record of Aliran's stand on current affairs.

Waging
war?
The charge simply
doesn’t stick!
The way the PSM members were
arrested and accused reminds us
of the proverb, “Give a dog a bad
name and hang him.”
That’s what the police have done.
They resurrected the communist
bogey and concocted the myth of
waging war against the king and
hoped that these ludicrous accusations will stick. Unfortunately,
the accusations are far-fetched
and come across as scandalous
and out-right lies.
The PSM is a grass-roots party
dedicated to socialism and to
the peaceful attainment of goals
that would bring benefits to the
marginalized and helpless
members of the Malaysian community. Their concern for the
welfare of the Orang Asli, their
struggle for the urban poor, their
solidarity with the homeless,
their unwavering support for
the evicted, their demand for
decent basic wages for the

largely exploited labour class,
all this speaks eloquently to justify their existence in the political area.
They have never been opportunistic and did not abandon the constituency that did not support the
party. They struggled on, in spite
of their electoral losses and remained faithful to their chosen
constituency. It is this perseverance that paid off for Dr
Jeyakumar Devaraj who ultimately defeated Dato Seri Samy
Vellu and captured the Sungai
Siput parliamentary constituency
in 2008.

They are not a clandestine
organisation. They have never
operated a military camp or provided arms training to anyone.
They have always operated in the
open without fear or favour.
Not one member of PSM was ever
arrested for carrying arms. In fact,
those in the top leadership are
people of integrity who are
known to have made tremendous
sacrifices for a cause that they believe in passionately.
The PSM Member of Parliament,
Jeyakumar, is an example of a
mild-mannered, soft spoken MP
who uses sober, well-reasoned arguments to put across his concerns without sounding offensive.

Never at any point did PSM ever
root for the Communist Party. The
PSM’s ways are based on peaceful attainment of their objectives
whereas the Communist Party is
associated with armed struggle.
The way of violence is anathema
for the PSM.

He is no rabble-rouser and is instead one of the most principled
politicians around. A respiratory
physician by training and practice, he was once awarded a gold
medal by the Malaysian Medical
Association for outstanding community service.

This is why it is very difficult for
Malaysians to believe the unfair
accusation that the PSM is trying
to resurrect the communist party.

How then could this party “wage
war against the king”? It is unthinkable! It is an outrageous accusation, and the detention of the
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PSM members is totally unjustified.

melayu. dia kata je nak BERSIH kan
SPR. bersih kepala bapak dia.

Just look at the motley 30 PSM
members who have been detained. Do they honestly look as
if they are capable of waging war
against the king? Is it fair even to
suggest this? Where are their
weapons? Is it respecting the truth
and honouring justice when such
an outlandish accusation is levelled against these innocent
people?

Puak2 PAS n PKR pun buta tuli n
pekak badak.. kalau SPR tak bersih,
boleh ke diorang menang kat Sgor,
Kedah, Penang, Kelantan n perak
dulu? DAP cina sial tu pulak lagi
haram jahanam. dia tengok je melayu
bertekak. hujung2 dia perintah
negara ni dan kristiankan kita semua.
aku nak kasi amaran kat korang
semua.

Thinking Malaysians are appalled at the unjustified accusations and they are rightly disturbed and disappointed with the
action taken against them.
Aliran joins these concerned Malaysians in calling upon the Prime
Minister to release these 30 detainees immediately and drop all
charges against them. This act will
win him international respect
and justify our place on the Human Rights Council. This act will
convince all and sundry that we
as a nation are governed by the
rule of law.
Aliran Executive Committee
28 June 2011

Evil

stalks the brave
and
threatens
the
peace

Today, at around 1.00pm, I received a text message from
+601119732179. The message
conveyed to me was in Bahasa
Malaysia and read:
Korg ni buta hati ke?? buat apa
sokong ambiga keling paria
haramjadah tu? dia ni kapir laknat.
korang tau tak dia ni jadi alat anjing2
politik untuk musnahkan keutuhan

Kalau perhimpunan ni jadi, aku dan
org2 aku akan bunuh ambiga dan
korang2 keliling dia satu persatu,
termasuklah orang2 politik bangang
yg bersekongkol ngan kafir laknat tu..
ini amaran aku. Korang tengokla
nanti.
Translated into English, the message meant:
Don’t you have any sense? Why
should you support that pariah
keling haramjadah Ambiga? She
is a scorned infidel. Don’t you
know that she is a tool of those
political dogs who are out to destroy the Malays. She claims she
wants to clean up the Election
Commission. Clean up her father’s
head.
These PAS and PKR lots are deaf,
dumb, blind and illiterate. If the
EC is not clean then how did they
win Selangor, Kedah, Penang,
Kelantan and Perak? The damned
Chinese DAP are even more despicable. They just watch the
Malays go at each other’s throats.
In the end, they will rule the country and Christianise all of us.
I am warning you. If this rally takes
place, my people and I will kill
Ambiga and those around her one
by one, including these stupid
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politicians who are hand-in-hand
with this scorned infidel… this is
my warning. You watch.”
(Malaysiakini translation)
What I received is apparently the
same as those received by the
steering committee members of
Bersih 2.0. Aliran is part of Bersih
2.0 and is represented on its steering committee, and we are committed to free and fair elections,
which are crucial to the democratic process.
The message in the SMS is full of
venom, threatening death to
Ambiga Sreenevasan and warning to kill all those around her one
by one. It reeks with racial hatred
and blatantly concocts lies that
have no basis. It seeks to
communalise an issue that concerns free and fair elections, which
is supported by a wide spectrum
of our civil society.
It is intended to arouse passions
and disrupt our improving communal harmony, which is seen as
an impediment to communal parties that are striving to hold on to
their political power through evil
means.
The perpetrator of this heinous
crime must be brought to book urgently. We cannot brook this
criminality and we cannot condone any inefficiency in getting to
the bottom of this threat. It should
not be difficult as there is a telephone number which can be
traced to the culprit.
This is a challenge to the police
and they should rise to the occasion to convince Malaysians that
they are capable of looking after
our national interests and safeguarding our peace and harmony.

Anything short of this expectation
is totally unacceptable.
P. Ramakrishnan
President
Aliran
23 June 2011

Kumar to launch
hunger
strike
Aliran is gravely concerned to
hear that MP Dr Jeyakumar
Devaraj, one of the Parti Sosialis
Malaysia 6 who have been unjustly and unjustifiably held in detention under the Emergency Ordinance, has decided to go on
hunger strike.
PSM Central Committee
member and Kumar’s
wife Rani Rasiah, together with party colleagues, announcing today that the detained MP
has started a hunger
strike.
We know Dr Jeyakumar
Devaraj, a long-standing
and outstanding Aliran
member, well enough to
know that he does NOT
engage in such acts for
theatrical effect. Rather,
given his steadfast and
tenacious character in
facing threats and intimidation from the police before, there is every reason
to expect that Jeyakumar
Devaraj conduct his hunger strike with complete
seriousness.
At the same time, knowing he has a poor heart
condition that has required treatment and
hospitalisation during

the period of his detention, we can
only be alarmed at the potential
damage to his health that this action may bring about.
We understand his frustration
and impatience with the endless
and pointless attempts by his police interrogators to extract confessions of guilt where none exists
except in the imagination of the
Special Branch officers and the
political masters whom they
serve, in particular Prime Minister Dato Seri Najib Tun Razak
and Minister of Home Affairs
Datuk Hishammuddin Tun
Hussein.

Goal
Crest of yellow tidal surf
Lands on historic green turf
Oppression cudn’t stop stroll
Rakyat move on to score goal

Perhaps our politicians have become so used to believing that all
politics is about perceptions and
images that can be moulded by
lies, distortions and propaganda
that they cannot anymore
recognise that there can be politics of the highest moral level, such
as that exhibited by Dr Jeyakumar
Devaraj and his fellow detainees
from PSM.
Politicians like Najib and
Hishammuddin and the Inspector-General of Police have been
issuing irrelevant and self-serving
warnings about how Bersih 2.0
was trying to import the Arab
Spring into Malaysia. Let them,
who try to hoodwink
the Malaysian public
and frighten others
with images of chaos,
remember how the uprising in Tunisia began
with the needless selfimmolation of one protester.

To get where tunku raised fist
And super-mokh cudn’t miss
To redeem old stadium its name
And to transcend political game
Past baton twirl, and gas swirl
To stage merdeka, the sequel
Liberty slips cast of net
Tyranny flops in cold sweat
KL rocks to makkal sakti
Rolls out big street party
On historic field of dreams
Hope and pride burst seams
Alwyn Goh
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We in Aliran, together
with other concerned
citizens, non-partisan
but admiring and supportive of the courageous stance of Dr
Jeyakumar Devaraj and
the other members of
the PSM 6, demand
their immediate release
from an unjust imprisonment.
Free Dr Jeyakumar
Devaraj! Release the
PSM 6 unconditionally! Now!
Aliran executive
committee
28 July 2011
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Political
detainee
Letchu:
The cheerful man in service
by Fatimah Joseph
any
people
will
recognise Letchu. He has
always been in the frontline of Parti Sosialis
Malaysia’s protests and demonstrations, leading the chanting
with a loud and spirited voice. He
is one of the pillars of the Sungai
Siput branch - a committed and
reliable comrade who could be
counted on in good times and bad.
Since the start of his activism (during his teens) until now (in his
40s), he has remained committed
to the struggle despite the many
challenges that have come his
way. Balancing his time between
his small business, family and
activism is a major demand, but
Letchu has somehow managed to
cope well.

Nehru and Mohanarani Rasiah
in Sungai Siput. Letchu was
steadfast in his charitable work as
a tuition teacher and community
organiser with his ‘Kalvikuzhu’
team. In 1992, Letchu joined
Alaigal (a grassroots organisation
serving the needs of the poor and
marginalised) and later become a
member of Parti Sosialis Malaysia (PSM) in 1998.

M

The son of a rubber tapper, Letchu,
who is the fifth of eight brothers
and sisters, has always been
readily available to help those in
need – it’s been second nature to
him since his younger days. After
completing his secondary education, Letchu proactively organised
evening
classes
for

neighbourhood children in the
Heawood plantation.

Steadfast
charitable

in
work

Ever since 1986, Letchu began involving himself in the ‘Kalvi
Kuzhu’ (educational programme
for poor children) spearheaded by
community activists such as Dr
Jeyakumar Devaraj, M Sarasvathy
(both also detained under the
Emergency Ordinance and later
released only to face charges),

Letchu has been always vocal in
raising matters of the rakyat especially those involving rubber tappers, factory workers and farmers.
He played a significant role in the
struggle of the Heawood plantation workers, where they are now
moving towards a solution.
Letchu is well-known for his
cheerful disposition, come rain or
shine. He never complains and
carries out his work diligently. He
has a subtle sense of humour, and
could take any amount of teasing,
but he always ends up having the
last laugh with his witty remarks.
He has also served as head of the
Parents-Teachers Association at

Letchu has been always vocal in raising matters of the
rakyat especially those involving rubber tappers, factory
workers and farmers.
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Sekolah Menengah Haji Abdul
Wahab, from 2009 to 2010. Currently, Letchu is also the chairman
of Tadika Kg Kamuning (preschool) a post that he has held
since 2008. In PSM, Letchu also
contributes significantly by holding the post of secretary for the
Sungai Siput branch.

Devoted
and

husband
father

Letchu is quiet by nature and a
good-hearted person. He is a devoted husband to wife Selvi and
father to two lovely teenagers,
Devan and Poorni. Both Devan
and Poorni are well brought up
and are top scorers in their school.
For Letchu, education is vital for
his children’s future.
Apart from the serious nature of
his work, Letchu has a multitude
of talents that include acting and
hosting memorable events. For all
the events organised under the
‘Kalvikuzhu’ group, Letchu always and naturally will be the
chosen one to emcee in both Malay
and Tamil, which he undertakes
charmingly much to everyone’s
admiration. .
It is extremely hard to imagine
how someone as kind, giving and
all-embracing like Letchu could be
arrested under the draconian
EO=ISA. Democracy has indeed
been trampled upon when community leaders and law-abiding
citizens are arrested under arbitrary laws. q

Fatimah Joseph, a kindergarten teacher, is a member of the Sg Siput PSM
branch.
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What crime did
the PSM6 commit?
When a government deems it politically
expedient to lock up good men and
women, it is high time we voted it out
by Rani Rasiah
have everything except
my freedom,” said Choo
Chon Kai, one of the six
detained under the EO,
to family members during a 15minute visit. ‘Everything’ was, in
truth, nothing much, as the six
were deprived of all creature comforts, having been locked up in a
2.0m by 2.5m cell in solitary confinement in a police remand centre.

“I

The lights were on in the cells day
and night and one-way
mirrors ensured there
was no privacy.
Yet the six – Saras,
Letchu, Chon Kai, Babu,
Sugu and Kumar - did
not complain bitterly
about their physical circumstances. This was
not surprising as in
their day-to-day lives,
they have chosen to
lead simple lives. They
have decided to drop
out of the rat race, and
devote themselves to
the struggle for a better deal for the downtrodden and for a more
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just society.

Political
detainee
Saras
Sarasvathy Muthu or Saras as she
is called began her involvement
in community organising when
she joined the progressive Young
Christian Workers at the age of 17.
When she started working, the
plight of oppressed factory workers drove her to organise unions
so that they could be in a stronger

bargaining position.
In the early 1990s, Saras and others founded Alaigal, a Perakbased community organisation,
which throughout its years of existence, shook the Perak state government by defying and challenging amongst others, unjust orders
that would render marginalised
communities homeless or deprive
them of their livelihood.
A community organiser par excellence, Saras has organised countless communities in various sectors - plantation workers, urban
pioneers (squatters), farmers and
workers – educating them on their
rights and empowering them to
struggle as a united community
against whoever oppressed them.
Many area struggles have been
won using people’s power as a
weapon.
Saras was also a founder member of Parti Sosialis Malaysia, a
party that was formed in 1998
by a group of community
organisations that felt the need
for elected representatives of
their own in parliament and in
state assemblies. Saras is the
Deputy Chairperson of PSM and
contested in the 2008 general
elections in the state seat of
Jelapang.
She lost but as is typical of PSM
candidates, she has not been a
loser. Known for her hard work,
tenacity and courage, she has ser-

viced the badly gerrymandered
Jelapang constituency remarkably
well. For her outstanding performance as a social activist, Saras
was selected as the ‘Best Female
Social Activist’ by the Semparuthi
Publications team in 2011.
The stories of the other five PSM
members in detention are not unlike that of Saras. Sugu and Letchu
opted to commit their time and energy to the struggle to improve the
lives of the marginalised since the
time they were teenagers. Both of
them decided to settle for humble
occupations that would allow
them the flexibility that is so important in community and party
work. Sugu taps rubber part of the
week on a small family plot,
and earns extra money doing wiring.
What is the crime of these principled men and woman, who call
themselves socialists?
Is it a crime to devote one’s life to
the service of humankind without
any expectation of gain or reward? Is it wrong to criticise the
government, and educate the
rakyat on the host of anti-people
policies of the BN government –
the GST, the amendments to the
labour law, the non-implementation of a minimum wage, the withdrawal of subsidies, the signing
of the FTA, the privatisation of
health care and education, and the
use of draconian laws such as the
ISA?

When rapacious developers want
to flatten the homes of the poor in
the name of development, these six
have not stood idly by. When vegetable and livestock farmers are
threatened with eviction, these six
have defended the land along with
the farmers.
They have been arrested many
times and locked up and then released for defending people’s
right to their homes and livelihood, and the right to greater social justice for 70 per cent of Malaysians.
The six, aged 25 to 57 – Babu,
Chon Kai, Saras, Sugu, Letchu
and Kumar - merely believe that
the wealth of the country should
be more equitably distributed so
that every child can grow up to
realise his/her potential, and not
have his/her development held
back by the lack of access to basic
needs. They think it is not okay
for the government to merely
show in its statistics that the income of 34 per cent of Malaysian
workers is below the poverty line.
What is the crime in all these?
When a government deems it politically expedient to lock up good
men and women, it is high time
we voted it out. q
Rani Rasiah is a PSM Central Committee Member.

When a government deems it politically expedient to lock
up good men and women, it is high time we voted it out.
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Political
heart all

detainee Sugu: Has his
out for the destitute

by S Munusamy
Sugumaran, fondly
known as Sugu, is the
son of Munisamy
Maniam and Sinnamah
Sinniah, former estate workers. He
was born on 28 April 1961, the
second among seven children.

M

Sugu’s parents could only afford
to educate him until Form Three.
Despite only having a lower secondary education, Sugu went on
to become a technician and continued to assist his parents to tap
rubber.
He has been actively involved in
social work in his rubber estate
since he was 15. He was then very
much taken up by the work done
by Dr Jeyakumar Devaraj and M
Sarasvathy, both of whom were
also detained under the Emergency Ordinance.
Sugu was among the pioneers

who began the ‘Kalvi Kuzhu’
(Education Programme for the
Poor) in 1986 when he was just
25 years old. He brought in many
of his friends and family members
to become involved in the
programme, including Nathan,
Thilaga, Maniam and me.
By then, he had actively organised
tuition classes for primary schoolchildren in five estates around
Sungai Siput.
At the age of 30 in 1991, Sugu got
married and has been blessed
with three children - two girls and
a boy. The year he got married was
also a defining time for him, for
he became a member of Alaigal, a
grassroots organisation serving
the poor and marginalised in
Perak.
Sugu’s main goal was to champion the rights of estate workers,

which had been trampled upon
for far too long. He engaged relentlessly in pushing for, among others, housing rights, monthly income for estate workers, land
rights and farming rights for the
farmers in Sungai Siput and surrounding locations.
Sugu was many times apprehended by the police but he is so
driven by his causes that nothing
deters him from campaigning to
ensure human rights for every
single person who has been
marginalised.

Collective

strength

In 1998, at the age of 37, Sugu took
another step forward by becom-

Continued on page 37
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Political detainee Babu: Relentless in
championing the people’s struggles
by Hussein
abu is the youngest
among five siblings.
Babu’s parents helped
champion
the
Kg
Chepor urban settlers’ struggle,
which laid the foundation for his
involvement in community
organising work and championing communities in need of help.

B

Since his youth, Babu was immersed in community meetings
and activities, exposing him to the
struggles of the Kg Chepor families.
At 17, he established a youth network among the children of the
Kg Chepor families.
He conveyed this idea to M
Sarasvathy, one of the six PSM
detainees, during a celebration of
the Kg Chepor families in 2005. It
was then that the Alaigal Youth
Front was founded with an initial membership of 10 youths.
An offshoot of the social welfare
NGO Alaigal, the movement he
founded became a grassroots
movement that assisted the poor
and marginalised.
It also championed causes including land rights issues, health care
and workers’ issues since 1992
and was instrumental in
organising numerous beneficial
programmes for young minds

around Ipoh.
It was in one of these programmes
in 2006 that I had the opportunity
to build a rapport with
Sarasvathy, who was then the
Alaigal Youth Front coordinator
as well as with Saratbabu himself.
After attending the cultural
programme, I attended a youth
camp, in Port Dickson in March
2007, after which Sarasvathy invited me to join the youth movement.
It was then that I got to know
Saratbabu better, befriending him
until his detention under the EO.
We are extremely proud of his
brave struggle, despite all the
risks, for the people of Malaysia.

Family
responsibilities
On a personal level, Babu had to
support his family after his dad
suffered from a stroke two years
back.
His leadership qualities and demonstrated ability to accept responsibility was a family legacy - part
and parcel of his willingness to
champion the underdog.
Babu’s work as a home-based tuition teacher also earned him the
respect of his community.
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Two years ago, he began teaching
at a tuition centre. He also applied
to enrol for law studies at
Universiti Malaya (UM).
His application was rejected
twice; yet his desire to pursue law
pushed him to apply again until
he finally succeeded in registering for the Bachelor of Jurisprudence (external programme) at
UM.
It is a huge responsibility to be a
breadwinner and pursue law
studies, but it did not deter Babu
from
his
dedication
to
marginalised communities.
I found Babu to be a person who
never gives up easily and is highly
capable of solving the challenges
that life throws at him.

In the almost five years that I have
known both Saras and Babu, they
have been relentless in their efforts to champion the people’s
struggles and mobilise the rakyat
to push for reforms.
As much as Babu is active in his
youth organisation, he is also active in assisting the Bercham PSM
branch.
He organised activities such as
youth camps, football leagues,
examination seminars, study
trips, sports and carnivals aimed
at keeping youths from social ills;
he also drew them to serve the
community. Babu’s commitment
at the branch and national levels
of PSM has given him valuable
experience; he is always looking
for something to achieve.
I am amazed at the consistent excellence he displays in coordinating events. Babu was one of the
state facilitators for Perak in the
Jerit 2008 national-level cycling
campaign and contributed greatly
to the success of the 17-day campaign.

ment with a particular individual
or concern, Babu would say,
“Hussein, we are working for the
party and the rakyat; the rest is not
important.” Such words, continuously repeated to me and other
members, help us to mature as we
move forward.
Babu is also very sociable and that
was how I became a close friend.
Almost every day we would meet
and discuss various topics including our work with youths,
family education and finance.
I have placed my faith in Babu, in
sharing anything that matters to
me and there were times we would
debate for hours on important
matters.
On the day Babu was arrested and
served a notice under the EO, I
was filled with much sadness as
he had to sit for an examination
on 3 July at UM.

Democratic
centralism

His parents and I went to the
Kepala Batas district headquarters and met Babu for five minutes.
I simply could not accept what
Babu had to undergo and within
a day, everything seemed to come
crashing down.

Babu also believes in the principle
of democratic centralism, where
decisions are made by a majority
of votes after consultation with
every person present in any meeting.

For the first time, I saw Babu with
a beard. Handcuffed, he smiled at
me. Tears streamed from my eyes.
Babu even had to assure me that
he would be out once Bersih 2.0
was over.

I have learned so much from observing Saras and Babu. One lesson I learnt was not to discriminate based on age when engaging in debates and decision making.

As a police officer was recording
our conversation, Babu continued
calmly saying, “Sosilawati’s case
has yet to be solved; and they still
want to arrest us.”

Whenever I expressed disappoint-

His smile held much sadness,
which I perfectly understood.
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Babu added, “Hussein, looks
like my education will end
here...” Babu remarked that he
could not sit for his much-anticipated law exam. Neither
could he be among his family
members and continue his work
with the Alaigal youth group,
especially in the people’s
struggle under PSM.

Draconian

EO-ISA

To me, R Saratbabu is a responsible Malaysian citizen. He is
brave to express his opinions anywhere, in any condition. His bravery burns brightly in my heart,
and I have now taken up some of
his responsibilities.
I feel highly elated that due to
Babu’s detention, the majority of
Malaysians have the opportunity
to know what the draconian EOISA is all about.
This ordinance kills our right to
freedom of expression.
So be it, if the sacrifices of the six
PSM activists ignite democracy in
Malaysia.
The six are socialist activists who
have put their lives at risk to champion the cause of the poor and
marginalised, while pushing for
a socialist economy that is fair for
the rakyat of Malaysia.
When R Saratbabu is freed, I want
to see him continue this struggle
and achieve his ambition to become a lawyer. q

Hussein is a Pemuda
Sosialis member
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The Chon Kai whom I know
He believes in civil society; he believes every person has the
right to pursue freedom and justice
by Lee Yen Ting
came to know this softspoken, sincere and progressive friend during
my three years in university. Given his talent, attaining a
PhD title was surely something
this 31-year-old man was capable
of had he chosen to further his
studies.

I

Friends around him know how
enthusiastic he was in his studies; he was the favoured student
of the chemistry professor.
His righteous ardour, however,
prompted him to relinquish the
broad road towards personal
gains. Firm in his belief, he opted
for the bumpy road of social
works, striving for the basic human rights of the vulnerable
groups and fair treatment for the
working class.
Throughout his last 10 years of
work, I have not heard him raising to friends the topic of rewards
from his job.
Instead, I noticed that he still rode
the same old motorbike which he
used in campus, wearing the same
sorts of jeans as well as human
rights- and democracy-themed Tshirts.
His bag remained the old-fash-

ioned type which I think is
hardly sold at major shopping
malls... but his slippers could
easily be found in any of our
night markets or pasar malam.
There was one time during a
chat he said, “My pay for this
month has gone missing.”
When pressed, I learnt that the
salary kept in an envelope was left
somewhere at the service centre
during the hustle and bustle. According to him, at the service centre, people come and go.

Money
of
little
concern
“Didn’t you ask around to see
who might have taken it?” I
asked. He just shrugged and
giggled while shaking his head.
So, what is gone is gone. Do this
kind of people have any ‘idea’
about money?
He has passion for his job; more
accurately, he likes what he is
doing, where he can serve the
people and raise their awareness,
thus propelling social democratisation.
He is dedicated to conducting research on social development and
often writes commentaries on current issues.
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He likes to share with friends
about alternative movies and music; there are a lot of poems, travel
experience and comments about
movies that we can read on his
blog.
Indeed, he was already an active
player in organising the literature
award competition in his first varsity year; he was fond of reading,
and he was more enthusiastic in
writing.
While we laughed and frolicked
in a group, he was alone, reading
Gao Xingjian’s Nobel Prize-winning Ling Shan or Soul Mountain.
“What a noble man,” we said
humbly in admiration.

This kind of thing happened often - the reading habit has always
been with him. We sometimes saw
him reading while waiting for
people on his motorbike; apparently he was ferrying people for
varsity activities, and he enjoyed
reading during those idle intervals.

Even in the freezing winter, the
blood flowed in his body with the
same righteous ardour.

He has been absorbing a lot of real
experience all these years through
the step-by-step social work, and
that has further consolidated his
will for the road ahead.

He was accused of reviving communism and plotting to overthrow the monarch; such a ridiculous accusation was simply
made, but it has robbed him of
his freedom and deprived his
mother of the company of her
son.

Unending
energy
for
human
rights
He believes in civil society; he believes every person has the right
to pursue freedom and justice.
At public rallies, big or small, he
would use his camera to capture
the moment - people fighting for
good deeds.
Sometimes, his work requires him
to fly to different places and take
part in non-governmental
organisations’ international conferences; and sometimes, he
would have to dig into his own
pocket to participate in international human rights fora.
There were cases where he issued
‘urgent notes’ on Facebook seeking assistance from friends: “Who
can lend money for my air ticket?
I will repay in stages after I come
back and receive my salary.”
This is how he has managed to
leave his footprints in many
places around the world, and he
would not forget tracing vestiges of what leftists have gone
through in the past during his
trips.

Now that Chon Kai has been detained under the Emergency Ordinance for more than 20 days,
every single day is very lengthy
indeed.

What law in today’s 21st century
can be so cruel and unreasonable? Why do we still have such
callous laws that allow detention
without trial? Why does our society tolerate such an unreasonable
thing?
The current durian season reminds me of this friend who likes
this fruit and is still incarcerated
in a narrow cell in solitary confinement.
I hope he would not be deprived
of the opportunity to relish some
yellowish flesh at Balik Pulau by
the end of this durian season. q

Lee Yen Ting is former
president of the Chinese
Language Society, USM
(2001/02), at the same time
when Choo Chon Kai was
the society’s secretarygeneral.
This piece first appeared in
Malaysiakini.com
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Continued from page 33
ing a member of Parti Sosialis
Malaysia (PSM) in the Sungai
Siput branch. When he turned 47
in 2008, Sugu was appointed
chairperson of the branch. On 4
June, PSM held its annual congress in Sungai Siput and Sugu
was elected as a central committee member.
Sugu is also popular among members of PSM because of his ability
to sing very well. He is able to perform the songs of struggles with
his clear voice, some of which became instant hits among his listeners.
And since 1986, Sugu has
untiringly hosted the ‘Titisan
Peluh’ (Drops of Perspiration)
programme in conjunction with
the annual Workers’ Day celebration on 1 May.
No matter how involved he is in
his work for society, Sugu has
never neglected his role as a father. He gives his full attention to
the education of his children, their
financial needs and welfare.
For almost a month, Sugu was
detained under the draconian
Emergency Ordinance. The reasons for his detention were unbelievably ridiculous. Though
his family anxiously awaited
his return, it was truly remarkable the see the collective
strength they summoned in confronting the crisis. q

S. Munusamy, a PSM
Member, is a retired estate
worker in Sg Siput.

JEYAKUMAR: AN ENABLER, NOT A SUBVERTER Continued from page 40
about Kumar’s amazing range of
public health and social projects,
so I need not be redundant.

available resources, and groups
across ethnic lines have approached them for help.

All I wish to say is that in all the
time I have known Kumar, I have
never seen any violent streak in
his person, he being constitutionally incapable of such behaviour.
And being a very gentle person,
he is averse to forcing his ideas
on anyone or to act against basic
democratic norms. He has been an
enabler all his life, not a subverter.

No decent society arrests such an
individual. And from my viewpoint, it can in fact be argued that
increasing the social power of the
marginalised and weaker segments of society is not just a matter of justice, but is necessary for a
productive and progressive capitalism.

This leads me to another deep
worry. I used to write and lecture
on Malaysia, arguing that its governance system was able to survive for a long time because of its
flexibility.

For example, in European social
democracy, high productivity
capitalism coincides with enormous social sharing and low corruption. This system, which I admire, has been underpinned by
the strong mobilisation and representation of the working and
subordinate classes in politics.

I called the Malaysian system a
“syncretic state” - by which I
meant the regime was able to balance capitalism and a decent deal
for the weaker sectors, democracy
with selective coercion, secularism
with religious identity, and nationalism with controlled ethnic
mobilisation.

It did not come about from the topdown favours bestowed by the
elite, but from the increased social
power of the lower classes,
through unionisation and political mobilisation, which forced
capitalism to be more equitable
and, ironically, very dynamic as
well. Here’s where Adam Smith,
the proponent of free markets,
meets Karl Marx, the proponent
of a socialised economy.

I fear that over time, politics in
Malaysia has taken on more
predatorial features. Political
power is sought to serve narrow
self-interests, whose maintenance
has resulted in the undermining
of institutions. The negative side
of the balance is becoming dangerously entrenched. Coercion
becomes the easy recourse to political challenges.

Jeyakumar’s

dreams

So let’s get a few facts straight.
Kumar is a self-avowed socialist
and is totally transparent about
it. He is suspicious of the profit
motive, believes that rampant
capitalism has led to environmental disaster and sees a moral link
between capitalism and selfish
behaviour in society.
He believes that in many contexts,
such as in Malaysia, the capitalist system can by-pass the needs
of poor communities. He would
like to see a more equal society.
That entails not sitting by and idly
wishing for it or just talking intellectually about it, but actually
working to ensure that the poor
are organised and have strong leverage in society.
Kumar might have a dream of
more equality and a less materialistic life, but it is not a violent
dream. It is not a dream that denies religion and/or the value of
democratic processes. In the meantime, he and his colleagues are
serving the poor in meaningful
ways, though constrained by

There is nothing alarming in this
formulation. It’s just conventional
social science. One can disagree
with Kumar’s socialist ideas, but
the point is to engage him, debate
with him, or to challenge him by
providing an even better deal for
his party’s would-be supporters.
But to arrest him?
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derstand the basic logic of how
societies work or they actually
want to block a more moral form
of capitalism from taking root.

Predatorial

politics

Unheard of levels of ethnic and
religious brinkmanship become
acceptable as a means to maintain
power. How much easier to
mobilise group emotions on the
basis of perceived and concocted
threats than to deliver tangible
benefits or a high-skilled
economy?
And amidst growing alienation,
the regime finds itself widening

the circle of subversives – it’s no
more real threats such as communist insurgents or Islamic terrorists who become targets, but now
democratic activists and educated
professionals are seen as
a danger to society.

and tolerance. There are capable
people willing to be MPs and state
assembly members who don’t
seek anything more in office other
than their official salary to serve

This unhealthy milieu has
even alienated some of my
outstanding Malay students, who are having second thoughts about returning to Malaysia.
There comes a time, in the
interest of the nation, for
political leaders to understand that social forces and
ideas in society have gone
beyond the framework imposed by
them. Preserving the status quo
imposes huge costs on society and
tears it apart.
The Singapore government, for
example, which used to claim that
only its leaders represented rationality and intelligence, leading to
much political alienation, have
now faced up to the fact that there
are many smart people in society
with valid ideas who have to be
listened to.
In Malaysia, there are now many
multiracial coalitions standing for
universal principles of freedom

the rakyat. And opposition parties are proving that they can run
society quite well, certainly no
worse than Barisan Nasional.
These are developments which
any true nationalist would celebrate. Kumar’s arrest represents
a long process of institutional decay and the narrowing of political vision in Malaysia. It is a blatant sign of the inability of the regime to engage with ongoing
changes in society or to reform itself.
Recent government actions have
undermined all past efforts to
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make the country look good in the
eyes of the world. My Middle Eastern Muslim colleagues and
friends think it is laughable when
the word ‘Allah’ cannot be used
by Christians in Malaysia. And what if I tell them
now that yellow shirts are
banned in Malaysia?
Even Queen Elizabeth
would turn to yellow.
Enough is enough. Let’s
get on with building a
real knowledge-based society that is tolerant of a
broad variety of ideas in
society. The government
can take the first step toward reform by releasing
Kumar and his colleagues. q

James V Jesudason has a
PhD in Sociology from
Harvard University and
has written broadly on
Malaysian politics and
economics. He is currently Teaching Professor at the Colorado
School of Mines, having
previously taught at the
National University of
Singapore.
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Jeyakumar:
An
not a subverter

enabler,

No decent society arrests such individuals
by James V Jesudason
class, though still managing to
become the top student in our
school.
After the Higher School Certificate exam (HSC) in 1973, we travelled together for two months in
India. I wished to be far away from
home when my HSC results came
out and Kumar wanted to understand why so many people were
poor in India.

The PSM 6 at the Butterworth court: The case involving all 30 PSM
arrested activists will be heard from 10 to 14 Oct 2011.

write with great concern
over the incarceration of
Sungai Siput parliamentarian Dr Michael D
Jeyakumar, or Kumar, under the
Emergency Ordinance. (Kumar
and his 5 colleagues were released on 29 June, after 34 days of
detention) It is mystifying to me
how the authorities can construe
Kumar’s commitments and political activities as either waging war
against the Agong or subverting
the nation.

I

What has become of the Malaysian power structure that such an
individual, widely seen as bril-

liant and deeply caring, can be so
cynically arrested by using the bogeyman of communism? As an
old friend, it is equally worrisome
to hear that he has been admitted
to the National Heart Institute
(IJN), with the possible harm to his
health brought about by this outrageous action.
Kumar and I go back a long way.
There is a family picture of him
and me when we were one year
old, but I do not remember the encounter. We became friends in
Penang Free School, where Kumar
spent more time in community
and educational projects than in
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Later both of us went to the United
States to study, he at Yale and I
nearby at Wesleyan. To my surprise, but totally consistent with
his desire to lead a socially meaningful life, Kumar decided to return to Malaysia to do medicine
as this would enable him to understand and serve his fellow beings, especially the weak and
marginalised, better.
Although I would be based
mainly in Singapore and the US
subsequently, I would meet
Kumar from time to time and learn
of his political and community
service activities and his thinking
on Malaysian society.
Much has been said already in
Malaysiakini and elsewhere

Continued on page 38

