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Towards a bankrupt Malaysia?
At our current rate of borrowing it won’t take long before we
become another Greece
by Subramaniam Pillay
hat the budget that was
tabled in the Dewan
Rakyat on 7 October
2011 was an election
budget is very clear. There have
been numerous detailed comments on the budget by politicians
and analysts over the past month.
In this article, we are just going to
focus on one of the long term issues from the budget. It concerns
the increasing debt burden of the
federal government.

T

How big is the
government
debt?
The accompanying chart shows
the federal government’s outstanding debt at the end of the successive years. As can be seen, the
debt has been increasing since
1970. From the detailed data available form Bank Negara’s website,
in 1991, it reached a temporary
peak of RM99bn and then decreased to RM90bn by 1997. From

Figure 1: Outstanding debt of the Malaysian federal government
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then, it has been virtually doubling every five years. By the end
of 2011, we can expect the figure
to reach RM450bn.
In other words, since the Asian
crisis of 1998, we have been growing by borrowing heavily. In the
10 years since 1999, our debt has
quadrupled. If we continue on this
path, by 2020, our national debt
will reach RM1.6 trillion. If our
population is 40 million then, each

(Source: Bank Negara Malaysia)
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In our cover story, Subramaniam Pillay looks at the
worrying rising trend of federal government debt
and wonders if Malaysia will go bankrupt. At our
current rate of borrowing, it won’t take long before
we become another Greece.
BN leaders don’t seem to have a clue about the grim
outlook of the global economy and how it will affect
Malaysia. Jeyakumar Devaraj laments that policy
makers also seem incapable of thinking outside the
neoliberal box.
In our back-page story, Zaharom Nain notes that as
long as the rigid feudal politically and raciallytainted civil structure remains, there is little hope of
stemming the rot in higher education. More bad
news comes in the form of worrying sexual crime
statistics. Prema Devaraj highlights the importance
of providing opportunities for victims to articulate
their needs and have their rights secured. This will
go some way in empowering the victims.
On a brighter note, there is a contagious mood of
people power in the air as ordinary folks stand up
for their rights. University students have protested
and demanded the reinstatement of Prof Aziz Bari.
We feature a photo story by Anil Netto on the
MTUC’s nationwide picket against amendments to
the Employment Act. That’s not all: 115 groups from
across the region have endorsed a memorandum
opposing the amendments.
More inspiring images come from the Bersihkan Malaysia protest rally in Australia calling for electoral
reforms. And we round off the issue with extraordinary scenes from the Occupy movement’s protests in
the United States. A new world is possible!
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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Malaysian will have a debt burden of more than RM40000 and
this does not include our own personal borrowing. Assuming an
interest rate of 5 per cent, paying
the interest alone will cost the taxpayers RM80bn per year!
The government has been reassuring us by saying that our debt
is manageable. It argues that the
debt at the end of 2012 will be only
54 per cent of our GDP, which is
relatively low compared to the
current crisis nations like Greece
and Italy. (GDP is a measure of
the total value of all the goods and
services produced in a year in the
country.) While it may not reach
the levels of Greece by 2012, at our
current rate of borrowing it won’t
take long before we become another Greece. Just to put this in perspective, our giant neighbour, Indonesia has a debt of only 23 per
cent of GDP! Singapore has no
debts.
The federal government debt
alone does not tell the full story.
Many government-owned enterprises also have borrowings. If
these figures are included, then
the total debt would be much
higher. It is difficult to get the complete data on these borrowings.

Why has the debt
been
growing
so rapidly?
Since the 1998 Asian Financial
Crisis, the government expenditure has consistently exceeded its
revenue by a considerable margin.
For example, in 2011 the spending is estimated to be RM229bn
while the revenue will be only
RM183bn. So the shortfall of
RM46bn has to be met by borrowing.

2011 Budget
Revenue
Expenditure
Surplus/Deficit

165.8
211.3
-45.5

2011 latest
estimates
183.4
228.9
-45.5

Difference
+17.6
+17.6
0

Table 1: Budgeted and Latest Federal Government Revenue and
Expenditure for 2011
(All figures are in RM billions. Expenditure is the total of operating and
development spending)

Of course it is not expected that
the government balances its
books every year. Prudent economic management requires the
government to balance its budget
over an entire business cycle. So
we can have deficits during bad
years and budget surpluses during good years. Since 1998, we
have had at least two business
cycles; yet every year without fail
we have had budget deficits!
This is evidence of fiscal irresponsibility. Here is a government
which does not know the meaning of saving for a rainy day. A
good example is the situation in
the current year.
Table 1 shows that the actual revenue for 2011 is going to be higher
than the budgeted figure by
RM17.6bn. This is mainly due to
the increased income from the rise
in oil prices in 2011. The federal
government relies heavily on different forms of revenues (corporate
tax, petroleum profit tax, royalties,
Petronas dividends etc.) that originate from the production and export of oil and gas in Malaysia.
The proportion can be 30-40 per
cent of the total government revenue. Thus a rise in the world price
of oil translates directly into
higher income for the government.
So essentially, we had a windfall
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income.
What would a prudent government do with this windfall? It
would reduce the planned borrowing. But that’s not our BN
government’s way of financial
management. Uncannily, the increase in the actual spending is
going to be the same amount of
RM17.6bn! When asked about
this at one of the post-budget forums, a Treasury official explained that it was mainly due to
higher spending on salaries and
increased subsidy for petrol and
diesel. We can understand the increased subsidy but why the
higher salary? Did we just increase the size of the bureaucracy?
This is a clear case of a government which has no control on its
spending.

Why is the federal
government
spending
more than it earns?
There are a few reasons for this
consistent imbalance. A major factor is the large leakage in government spending due to corruption
and wasteful spending that has
been highlighted by the Auditor
General year after year in his annual reports. It has been estimated
that we can easily save RM25-

30bn without changing any of the
deliverables if we can get rid of
corruption and cronyism. Transparent practices like open tendering can cut down the cost of much
of the procurement and project
spending.
In addition, spending can be reduced on military procurements.
If a fraction of the money that is
saved here can be used to improve
the quality of our diplomats in
Wisma Putra, we can avert any
potential threat to national security. We can also cut down on the
excessive use of foreign and local
consultants by the government for
work that ought to be done by the
civil service. Reduction of subsidies to the operators of privatised
projects such as the independent
power producers and toll road
operators will also narrow the
deficit.
Another reason for the deficit is
the under collection of revenues
including income tax and customs duties. Better compliance to
and enforcement of existing laws
and provisions can increase government revenue. It is common
knowledge that many business
operators evade paying their full
share of income tax by under declaring their true income. Similarly, evasion of customs duties is
rampant due to corruption in the
Customs department.

What will happen
if the debt keeps
increasing
at the same rate
in future?
As the debt gets larger, interest
payments will take an increasing
share of total government spend-

Year

2008

2009

2010

2011

2012

Share of operating
expenditure

8.3%

9.1%

10.3% 10.3% 1 1 . 3 %

Table 2: Interest payments as a share of the federal government’s
operating expenditure
(Source: Treasury Report, 2011/12)

ing. Table 2 shows this clearly.
If the government continues
with the trend of the past 13
years, by 2020 we may be spending about 18-25 per cent of the
operating budget on interest
payments. In fact as the borrowing increases, the government
will be forced to pay higher interest rates to borrow more because its credit rating will be
downgraded. (For example, in
Europe, currently the German
government can borrow at
around 2 per cent per annum
while the Italian government
has to pay about 7 per cent for
its loans.) So the interest cost
will rise exponentially.
This will leave much less money
for other social and economic
spending. It will also widen income inequality as the government will have to cut spending on
many public goods like education,
health care and public transport.
At the same time, the interest it
pays goes mainly to foreigners
and the better off segment of the
population.
What is even more worrying is
that given our large revenue from
petroleum-related sources, we
should not really be running deficits. It is only a matter of time before we run out of oil and gas and
thus become net importers of these
two commodities. When that hap-
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pens, our budget situation may
become very critical.
A prudent Malaysian government
would have saved a sizeable portion of the petroleum revenue from
the past few decades as a fund for
rainy days. Many other countries
have done this. Norway is a prime
example. Abu Dhabi is another
country which has a huge sovereign wealth fund set up from its
petroleum windfall. Botswana in
southern Africa saved its windfall earnings from the discovery
of diamonds and invested it
abroad for its long-term well being.
Unfortunately, we are governed
by a spendthrift government
which is beset with problems of
corruption and incompetency.
Unless the situation changes,
we are leaving a huge burden to
our children and grandchildren. They are not going to forgive us if we do not try to change
the situation. q

Dr Subramaniam Pillay,
an Aliran exco member,
is an adjunct associate
professor with the School
of Business at the University of Nottingham
Malaysia.

2012 BUDGET

They don’t seem to have a clue!
The global economy may be in dire straits but the 2012
Budget clearly shows that the BN government is incapable of
thinking outside the neo-liberal “box”
By Jeyakumar Devaraj
hank you Speaker, Sir, for
giving me this opportunity to address the
House on the 2012 Budget. I would like to start by referring to two articles that appeared
recently in our newspapers. On 13
October 2011, Starbiz carried an
article that read, “The Philippine
President unveiled a 72 bilion
peso (US$1.7bn) stimulus package
of public works and poverty reduction projects as a weakening
global economy forced the country to cut growth forecasts.”

T

On the same day there was another article in The Star which said
among other things, “The Monetary Authority of Singapore
warned that the headwinds from
slower global growth will mean
slower growth in Singapore in the
next few years.”

In

denial

mode

It is clear that our neighbours are
worried. They are aware that there
is a real possibility of a global recession, and they are lowering
their forecasts for growth of their
GDPs. But we in Malaysia appear
oblivious to this! Our Finance
Minister declared during his budget speech that our GDP will attain an overall growth rate of 5.5

per cent for 2011. This is despite
the fact that (annualised) growth
rate for the first quarter was only
4.5 per cent and that for the second 4.0 per cent. Yet our Finance
Minister remains confident that
we can attain 5.5 per cent for 2011,
and that we will grow our GDP
by 5-6 per cent in 2012.
Our Finance Minister claims that
our “fundamentals” are strong.
What fundamentals may I ask?
We are a trading nation – about
53 per cent of the goods and services we produced in 2010 were
exported. Which among our “fundamentals” can protect us from a
global downturn in demand?
But our government is in denial.
They claim that a downturn in
Europe will not affect us much as
we have diversified our trade.
According to their statistics for the
period January-July 2010, exports
to Europe ranked fourth, only
RM39.8bn,
compared
to
Singapore (RM48.6bn), Asean,
and China (RM46.7bn). Therefore, argue the government planners, a recession in Europe will
not have much of an effect on us!
What kind of thinking is this? Are
they really that confused? Sure,
Singapore was the number one
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destination for our exports for that
period. But would Singapore have
consumed most of what she imported from Malaysia? Surely not.
Singapore would have exported
to other countries including to
Europe.
Another argument that our government trots out is that the slow
rates of growth in Europe and the
US will not affect us much because
of the much faster rates of growth
in China and India. Mr Speaker,
the GDP of the European Union
region was US$16.2 trillion in
2010 according to the IMF, even
larger than the GDP of the US,

which stood at US$14.5 trillion!
Taken together the GDP of Europe
and the US represents close to 50
per cent of global GDP, which
stood at US$62.9 trillion in 2010.
In comparison, the GDP of China
in 2010 was US$5.9 trillion while
that for India US$1.6 trillion. So
to argue that the 7-10 per cent
growth rates seen in these two
countries will offset a downturn
in Europe and America is not
based on fact. It is mere wishful
thinking. And it does not take into
account the fact that economic
growth in China and India is
based to an extent on the demand
from the EU and the US.
Permit me to quote an article from
the Business Times on 10 October
2011, which said, “The European
Union is the world’s biggest buyer
of Chinese exports - worth about
US$380bn in 2010 - and a collapse
in demand could trigger heavy
job losses in China.” And that is
the sober truth of the matter! So
the government’s estimation that
the Malaysian GDP will grow between 5-6 per cent in 2012 is not
only unrealistic but also irresponsible.
Why do I say “irresponsible”?
The Annual Budget is the economic plan for the nation.
Through it the government of the
day informs the public and the
business community how the government intends to steer the
economy especially in times of
uncertainty and turbulence. We
need a realistic budget to reassure
all parties that the government
knows what it is doing.

Larger

deficit

looms

The government says it wants to

reduce the budget deficit to
RM43bn for 2012. However, the
government’s income is predicated on a GDP growth of over 5
per cent. Taxes, which make up
about 70 per cent of the
government’s income, are forecast
to be RM35.6bn. What if we only
grow at 2-3 per cent because of the
downturn in Europe and
America? Definitely tax revenue
will drop. But public expenses will
remain the same. It is almost certain that our deficit for 2012 is
going to be much higher than the
RM43bn forecast!
If our government takes a realistic
look at the global economic situation, it would realise that a default
in sovereign debt in countries such
as Greece is almost a certainty.
This has the potential to shake the
banking system in the West and
precipitate a sharp downturn.
The capacity of many European
countries to re-finance their private banks in their countries is
severely curtailed by the size of
public debt in Western countries.
Public debt in Greece has reached
147 per cent of GDP. But public
debt for Germany has already exceeded 80 per cent of their GDP,
while that in the US stands at 99
per cent of the GDP of the US.
If we are realistic, if we are responsible, we can take several steps to
protect the most vulnerable in our
society from the effects of a serious downturn. We could, for example implement a Retrenchment
Fund. During a time of recession,
some workers will experience
“lock-outs”, where their employers run away because they have
no cash to meet their commitments. This happened to the
Nikko workers in Butterworth not
too long ago. And workers in this
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situation get no compensation at
all. Even the pay for the last month
of work may not be paid to them.
If there was a retrenchment fund,
this group of workers will get some
relief!
Many families face problems keeping up with loan payments when
there is a downturn. The government should set up a fund to help
such families restructure their
debts so that they do not lose their
homes or their businesses because
of the downturn. We have set up
Danaharta and Danamodal for
the big companies. Why not something similar and smaller for the
ordinary citizens?
A government that is sensitive to
the needs of its people will set up
several funds and programmes
that can help the ordinary citizens
if a recession were to take place.
But to be prepared in this way, the
government must first recognise
the risk of a recession. Unfortunately our government is in denial.
They reject the possibility of a recession. We shall continue to enjoy a 5.5 per cent growth rate, says
the Finance Minster.

A different sort of
recession
Speaker Sir, the world economy is
facing a serious problem. If a recession were to occur this coming
year, it will be a very different kind
of a recession compared to the
ones we have faced in the past.
Let me explain that a little. Usually when a recession occurs,
most Governments will use the
Keynesian strategy of ‘countercyclic spending’ to prop up aggregate demand so as to lessen the
severity of the downturn and to

stimulate the economy. However
it will be difficult to use this strategy in 2012 because this is a recession that has been precipitated
by run-away sovereign debt and
the near bankruptcy of governments. They are not in a position
to make large “counter-cyclic”
spendings. Which private fund
would be prepared to lend the
governments such large sums of
money? So, it is likely that the 2012
recession will be severe and prolonged.
What is the source of the current
economic malaise? This is a crucial question, for it is based on this
understanding that we can devise
strategies for overcoming the very
serious economic problems that
are facing the global economy.
We, the socialists, believe that a
major cause of the current crisis is
sluggish growth in global aggregate demand. Investors produce
goods and services in the expectation they can sell these and make
profits. A shoe manufacturer is not
driven by a love of shoes. Nor is it
his hobby. He produces shoes to
sell for a tidy profit. If he can’t sell
all that he can produce, then he
will scale down his production.
And so too with manufacturers of
televisions, cars and air-conditioners.
The problem now is that there is
insufficient demand to absorb all
the goods that can be produced
by the factories that already exist.
There is an excess in productive
capacity in relation to the total
buying power of the consumers.
This means that there aren’t
enough opportunities for the
funds that the richest 1 per cent
hold to invest in new factories.
Therefore the owners of this ex-

cess capital have to find other
places to park their money and
earn some profits. That is why
there has been an exponential
growth in trading in shares, commodity futures, foreign exchange
and of course derivatives.
Let me give you a concrete example: towards the end of last
year, the US Federal Reserve attempted to stimulate job creation
in the US by engaging in “quantitative easing”. The Federal Reserve bought back government
and corporate bonds up to an
amount of US$600bn, about 5 per
cent of the US GDP! The expectation was that the increase in liquidity would reduce the cost of
capital and reduce the cost of investments
But this didn’t work. The excess
liquidity went into the financial
sector and created “bubbles” of
financial activity in many bourses
throughout the world. Very few
jobs were created in the US. This
underlines my assertion that sluggish aggregate demand is a major
cause of the current economic
malaise.

Overcoming
sluggish
demand
Why is aggregate demand sluggish? Mr Speaker Sir, about 70 per
cent of aggregate demand in the
US and Europe comes from the
general public, about 15 per cent
comes from government and another 15 per cent from the corporate sector. In the past 20 years,
there has been a hollowing out of
the income of the general public
in the West. Many firms have relocated to Third World countries
where the pay is a fraction of that
in the developed world. Although
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the jobs lost in the West have been
replaced by new jobs in China,
Vietnam and other such countries,
global aggregate demand has
been affected adversely. The aggregate buying power of the
people of the world has been compromised.
Government expenditure also
contributes to aggregate demand.
However the income of government has been eroded over the
past 25 years due to several factors including the translocation of
firms to Third World countries, as
well as due to progressive reduction in the rate of corporate taxes.
In Malaysia too we witness the
lowering of corporate tax. In 1988,
it stood at 40 per cent of profits.
Today it is only 26 per cent and
there are parties asking for a further reduction. Singapore and
Thailand only charge a 19 per
cent corporate tax. These parties
argue that if we wish to compete
for FDI, we need to make our corporate tax more competitive.
If we can conceptualise the world
as divided into three main groups
– the bottom 80 per cent of society,
which will include most people
in society, government, and the
richest 1 per cent comprising high
net-worth individuals. In the past
20 years, these high net-worth individuals have seen their wealth
multiply - while the real income
of the bottom 80 per cent has remained static.
Please permit me to refer to an article that appeared in Starbiz (17
October 2011). Not the paper of the
Socialist Party, but a mainstream
paper. In the article entitled
“America’s Primal Scream” a section reads:
• the 400 wealthiest Americans

have a greater combined net
worth than the bottom 150m
Americans;
• the top 1 per cent of Americans
possess more wealth than the
entire bottom 90 per cent;
• in the Bush expansion from
2002 to 2007, 65 per cent of economic gains went to the richest 1 per cent.
The way out for the people is actually quite simple:
• the wages of workers have to
be increased;
• contractualisation of labour,
which reduces the wage rate
and induces job insecurity,
should be limited to work of a
seasonal nature;
• the laws that inhibit trade
movement development have
to be loosened and trade
unions promoted;
• corporate tax has to be increased.
Quite simple, but almost impossible to implement in any one
country because of the fear that
there will be corporate flight.
There is a (not unreasonable) fear
that the measures listed above will
drive away investors, reduce FDI
inflows and lead to higher rates
of unemployment.

Collective
effort
needed
Therefore the only way that these
changes can be implemented is if
they are adopted by a network of
countries all agreeing to raise their
minimum wages by say 20 per
cent and to raise corporate taxes
by 10 percentage points. Our
country is currently negotiating
the Trans-Pacific Partnership
with several other countries on the
Pacific ocean rim, as well as the

FTA with the European Union.
These are Trade Agreements that
are premised on ensuring the interests of the corporate sector.
What we need are trade agreement that put the needs of people
first – agreements that incur tariffs on goods from countries that
do not implement the measures
detailed above regarding wage
and corporate tax increases.
Can our government be one of the
pioneers of this new global economic order? Can we play a role
in developing a more peoplefriendly global economy?
Another strategy that would help
is the “Tobin Tax”. James Tobin,
a former Nobel Pricer laureate for
economics, suggested 35 years
ago that currency trade be taxed a
flat 0.5 per cent upon the volume
traded. Since then there have been
other economists who have suggested that this tax be expanded
to cover trading in commodity futures as well as derivatives.
Again, such changes cannot be
implemented unilaterally in one
country. There could be capital
flight. It has to be implemented in
a network of countries.
Can our government bring ideas
such as these to international forums? These ideas have to be extensively debated before they can
be adopted.

Looking
for
a new deal
The ordinary people of the world
are looking for a new deal. For a
world order that is more inclusive
and fair. They are fed up with the
present order where the richest 1
per cent not only get an ever-increasing share, but also now hold
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governments at ransom – refusing
to lend money to governments unless those governments promise to
cut down provision of basic services to the people.
This, I think is the real meaning of
the Wall Street Occupation and of
the Arab Spring, as well as of the
protests of workers, young people
and other ordinary citizens in so
many countries in Europe – England, France, Spain, Ireland and
Greece.
The people of the world are clearly
fed up and they want a fairer
world order. But is our government even aware of this? Do they
understand even a little of what
the ordinary people of the world
are asking for?
Our
government
remains
straitjacketed by pro-corporate
economic philosophy premised
on a neo-liberal analysis of the
economy. The 2012 Budget clearly
shows that the BN government is
incapable of thinking outside the
neo-liberal “box”. They clearly do
not have the capacity to lead this
country in these challenging
times. Quite frankly, Speaker Sir,
they do not have a clue as to what
is going on in the world economy!
I therefore wish to urge fellow
Malaysians: think carefully and
vote for change in the soon-to-be held 13th General Election. We are
overdue for a change at federal
level. The future of our country and
our children depends on this! q

Dr Jeyakumar Devaraj is
Member of Parliament for
Sungai Siput.

SEXUAL ABUSE

Victim
advocacy:
The need to move

forward

With an opportunity to articulate their needs and have their
rights secured, victims can be empowered to move on as
survivors
by Prema Devaraj
ationwide, victims of
sexual crimes are growing in numbers. Police
statistics indicate that
yearly several thousands of
people (mainly women and children) report being victim to some
form of sexual assault or molestation (such as rape, sodomy, sexual
harassment, incest, outraging of
modesty). Table 1 highlights the
number of police reports made
across the country on rape, incest
and molestation over a three-year
period, amounting to 18117 such
reports. (Police statistics are a
mere indication as many victims
do not report sexual crimes.)

N

Many of these victims who report
these crimes seek assistance at a
variety of state agencies (e.g. police stations, welfare offices and
government hospitals). Others
may go to private hospitals, service centres or women’s groups in
the community. And then of
course there are many who do not
report the crime or seek assistance.
Women’s groups have been working with victims of sexual crime
for a number of years. Experiences
related by many victims indicate
that while their injuries are attended to and a report is taken for
investigation, there remains a lack

Table 1:

Statistics

on

sexual

crimes

2008-2010

(NST, 17 July 2011, ‘Sex crimes against children on rise’,
NST, 14 November 2010, ‘Suffer the molested children’)
Year

Rape

Incest

Molestation

2008

3409

347

2131

2009

3626

400

2110

2010

3595

445

2054

Total

10630

1192

6295
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of understanding of the victim’s
trauma, rights and the need for
support. Victims are sometimes
even blamed for the crime committed against them. There is a dire
need for service providers who
work with victims of sexual crimes
to be aware of and be involved in
victim advocacy i.e., taking action
to help victims say what they
want, securing their rights, representing their interests and obtaining the services they need. This article looks at some initiatives of
victim advocacy and key issues in
providing support.

Some initiatives of
victim
advocacy
Government hospitals
The Ministry of Health, after lobbying by women’s groups, directed the setting up of the One
Stop Crisis Centre (OSCC) in the
emergency departments in major
hospitals throughout the country
(in the mid 1990s) to facilitate the
care of victims of sexual crimes
and domestic violence. The OSCC
is an example of a victim advocacy scheme, which recognises
the need for centralised care for

such victims. The
OSCC is meant to
enable multi-disciplinary management of the client in
one place to reduce
further trauma and
difficulty i.e., accessing help from different units or agencies, repeating their
story a number of
times and so on. The
client is meant to get
necessary medical
services (obstetric
and gynaecological,
forensic, psychiatric, paediatric, and
surgical) as well as
access to a medical
social worker. In addition, there is
multi-sectoral and
inter-agency networking which enables access to social welfare, police,
the legal aid bureau,
religious groups
and non-governmental organisations (NGOs). For
example the OSCC Hospital
Pulau Pinang liaises with the
Women’s Centre for Change,
Penang (WCC) to provide support
to sexual crime victims on an oncall basis.
Approximately 100 OSCC have
been established in government
hospitals throughout the country
(Bernama.com, January 2008, ‘One
Stop Crisis Centres for domestic
violence victims’). However many
people are still unaware of this advocacy scheme and the support
available to sexual crime victims.
Feedback regarding OSCC services have shown that this scheme
is only as good as those involved

Penang and Johor
(NST and The Star, 22
September 2011 ‘Specialist Cops for the
traumatised’). This
move would seem to indicate recognition that
victims of crimes can be
traumatised, feel fearful or ashamed by
what has happened to
them and need to be
handled sensitively.

in its implementation. The quality of services at OSCC can vary
from hospital to hospital (i.e.,
postcode disparity), given staff
skills, understanding and sensitivity to the victims’ circumstances.
Police stations
Very recently, it was announced
that triage rooms would be set up
in police stations for interviewing
victims traumatised by the crimes
committed against them. According to newspaper reports, the triage rooms were piloted in five
police stations last year and will
now extend to 30 police stations
in Kuala Lumpur, Selangor,
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It must be noted that a
physically conducive
environment
for
traumatised victims of
crime alone is not
enough. The skills and
the sensitivity of the IO
are equally important
for victim support.
When a victim of
sexual assault seeks
help at a police station,
it is crucial that she
(also includes male
victims of sexual
crimes) has access to a
supportive environment where she feels comfortable
and safe enough to divulge as
much information as she can. If
however, she feels unsupported
(insensitive questioning during
interviews, disbelieving attitudes,
inappropriate or unprofessional
behavior by officers), she may not
disclose certain information or
she may withdraw her complaint.
It is important that full information is obtained so that crucial
evidence is not neglected and that
thorough investigations can take
place. Respecting the victim and
honouring the trust a victim has
placed in the police necessitates
that the investigating team conduct the best possible investiga-

tion into the crime to secure all
evidence necessary for the possible prosecution of the perpetrator.

by providing direct support to
their clients in court (accompanying the victim to court, explaining
the process and providing emotional support).

Courts
The situation facing victims trying to access justice from the
courts is dismal. Firstly, police statistics show us that less than 10
per cent of rape cases reported result in a perpetrator being charged
in court (NST, 14 November 2010,
‘Suffer the molested children’).
Research into closed sexual crime
cases in the subordinate courts in
Penang (2000-2004) by WCC
Penang, showed that the conviction rate for rape was only 5.9 per
cent in cases which went to full
trial (i.e., when the alleged perpetrator
did
not
plead
guilty)(‘Seeking Justice for Victims
of Sexual Crime’, (2009) Lochhead
J and P L Tan).

Both of these initiatives have been
found to increase the support the
victim feels during the judicial
process, but much more is needed.
True commitment to victim support in court would also entail
agencies working to secure better
conviction rates or working out
trauma counseling compensation
schemes for victims or ensuring
the implementation of legislation
which allows the victim to address the court prior to a sentencing. These are some examples of
different forms of securing a
victim’s rights and representing
her interests in court. It is unclear
why the government has yet to
implement victim advocacy
schemes in court as an established
right of victims.

The same research also indicated
that in many instances, the victims dropped out of the trial process. WCC’s experience with victims of sexual crimes in court indicates that often, victims are intimidated and disempowered by
the court process. Many do not
understand the process, are not
supported during the period of
the trial, and find the process itself traumatic, especially having
to face the perpetrator in court,
recount the incident, and cope
with aggressive questioning by defence lawyers.
Some women’s groups, including
WCC, have tried to fill this gap by
holding watching briefs on behalf
of their clients (this is where a
lawyer attends court to ensure the
rights of the client are represented
during the trial proceedings) and
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So while advocacy schemes like
OSCC are better established, other
schemes like triage rooms in police stations or victim support in
court need to develop or develop
further to match the existing need.

Key issues in
providing
support
Advocacy schemes apparently
work best when advocates (i.e.,
service providers) work in partnership with the victims they support. This translates into consultation with and feedback from the
victims regarding their needs to
determine what works best for
them and what does not. It is
sometimes said that victim advocacy in its fullest sense really promotes social inclusion, equality
and social justice. So while working towards an ideal situation
where schemes (structures) for victim support are instituted, one
must also look at the role service

providers play (or not!) in supporting victims.
Some key issues which need to be
considered include:
1. Acknowledgement of the victim
as a person.
Service providers are the front liners when dealing with victims of
sexual assault. Their responses
and treatment of the victim are
crucial to her emotional well-being. Sometimes, the victim becomes just a case number. The
victim’s reality - the difficulty in
lodging a report, her feelings of
being violated, embarrassed, humiliated, angry or sad - is not
taken into consideration. It is not
uncommon to notice that some
service providers do not even
make eye contact with the victim
or remember a victim’s name. Others have been known to make insensitive comments or speak as if
the victim is not in the room. Key
to victim advocacy is the acknowledgment and treatment of a victim as a person.
2. Non-judgmental attitudes
Frequently, victims are faced with
victim-blaming attitudes from the
very people who are meant to support them. When service providers hold such attitudes (the belief
that somehow the victim is responsible, fully or at least partially for the assault or that she is
lying), it impacts on how the victim is treated, the interactions between the service provider and the
victim, what is said or not said to
the victim. This can result in the
victim going through a second
victimisation during the reporting
or investigative or judicial process. It is crucial to the victim’s

healing process and her self esteem that she is believed and not
blamed.
3. Communication and information
Respectful communication and
intentional listening are essential
to a victim’s well being. In addition, she should be given accurate
and adequate information. She
should be given the right to ask
questions, voice opinions and to
receive relevant information regarding procedures, time lines,
what to expect, feedback on her
case or options she has. This helps
to validate her as a person, keeps
her informed and encourages her
to participate and be in control of
her recovery.
4. Decision making
When a sexual crime takes place,
the perpetrator is in control of the
situation. The victim is
disempowered and violated, to
various degrees, in the process of
the crime. When she seeks help at
a hospital or at a police station or
when her case is heard in court,
she has little control over what
happens. Gaining back control is
a fundamental part of a victim’s
healing process. Service providers
can help this process by consulting with the victim and giving the
victim, when opportunities arise,
the chance to make choices and
decisions for herself.
5. Visible and accessible support
Victims of sexual crimes (and their
families who are the secondary
victims of the crime), need to know
their rights and be informed that
there is support available for them
and how to access this support.
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Often, a victim may need advice
or emotional support through the
investigative process, the judicial
process and later on for coping
with possible post-traumatic
stress disorder (e.g. flashbacks
and depression). Support must be
visible and easily accessible not
just for those lodging reports
against the crime but also for those
who have not made reports. Currently, there is hardly any form of
community victim support or
public announcements or advertisements about support for victims of sexual crimes. Usually after a report is made or the investigations or trial is over, victims are
usually left to cope on their own,
the best they or their families can.
Victim advocacy - institutional,
procedural and attitudinal – is
crucial to the recovery of victims.
The sooner the need for victim
advocacy and its actual scope is
understood, the sooner steps can
be taken to work towards its
implementation. This must involve
government commitment in terms
of policy and budget (set aside for
the funding and training of staff
in these schemes) and an implementation strategy to ensure sufficient and sustained support.
With an opportunity to articulate
their needs and have their rights
secured, victims can be empowered to move on as survivors. And
we, the community around them,
the service providers and policy
makers, must stand with and for
them. q
Dr Prema Devaraj, an
Aliran exco member, works
with the Women’s Centre
for Change in Penang.

WORKERS' RIGHTS

Withdraw unjust proposed
amendments to Employment Act
The proposed changes would be detrimental to worker rights,
trade unions and the existing direct two-party employment
relationship between worker and end-user
More than a hundred civil society
groups from across the region have endorsed a statement opposing these
amendments, which they feel will undermine the employer-employee relationship and erode workers’ rights.

e, the undersigned 115 organisations,
groups and networks, are disturbed that
the Malaysian government has proceeded
to table (and got it passed speedily in Parliament on 6 October 2011) the Employment (Amendment) Bill 2011 despite protests from workers, trade
unions and civil society.

W

The proposed changes to the Employment Act
would be most detrimental to worker rights, trade
unions and the existing just direct two-party employment relationship between worker and enduser (the principal). Malaysia’s action goes contrary
to justice. In many countries, employers have been
wrongly trying to avoid/disguise employment relationships by way of contracts/agreements and triangular relationships, and Malaysia rather than
fighting against this negative trend is now trying to
legalise it, hence showing itself to be anti-worker
and anti-union.
We note also that the amendments would result in
discrimination at the workplace, as many workers
in factories, plantations or any other workplaces

would end up being no longer employees of the
owner-operators of those workplaces, also referred
to as the principals or end-users, but would remain
employees of the suppliers of workers, known as
‘contractors for labour’. Workers doing the same
work at the factory would be treated differently in
terms of wages, work benefits and even rights by
reason of the fact that their employers are different.
This will also go against the Malaysian Federal
Constitution that guarantees equality of persons. We
advocate that all workers working at factories or
other workplaces are entitled to be treated equally
in terms of wages, work benefits, rights, union rights,
reliance on collective agreements and other entitlements.
The proposed amendments would also destroy direct employment relationships between the owneroperators of the workplace, being the principals, and
the workers that work there producing the products
or providing the services from which the principals
derive their profits. A just employment relationship
dictates that all workers should be employees of the
owner-operator employers – and not of some thirdparty labour suppliers, whether known as ‘contractors for labour’, outsourcing agents or by any other
name.
The relationship must be a direct relationship, to
the exclusion of all third parties, between the employers who need workers to do the work to produce the goods of their business for profits and the
workers directly who provide the necessary labour
as required in exchange for fair wages and other
benefits. The availability of short-term employment
contracts is another reason why there is no need to

Aliran Monthly : Vol.31(10) Page 14

legalise triangular or other employment relationships in Malaysia through the creation of the ‘contractors for labour’.
To fight for decent wages and rights, and to be able
to negotiate and get better working conditions and
other work benefits, workers at a workplace would
generally come together collectively or as a union to
be able to negotiate from a stronger position with
their employers, and this would result in agreements
or ‘collective agreements’ between employers and
workers (or their unions). If the proposed amendments become law, then many workers at factories
would effectively lose their right to be able to form or
become members of trade unions at their respective
workplaces or the right to directly and effectively
negotiate with their principals, who effectively control their work places, working conditions and benefits.
If the proposed amendments become law, effectively
it will also weaken existing workers and unions, by
reducing their negotiating power – for now when a
strike or a protest is called, there will be other workers of other third party employers who will continue
to work normally thus making the workers’ struggle
for better rights almost impossible. This proposed
amendment is a ‘union-busting’ exercise and allows
employers to use ‘divide and rule’ tactics to counter
the legitimate demands of their workers and avoid
the employers’ obligations and responsibilities.
Another unjustifiable proposed change is the delay
of payment of overtime and work on rest days by a
month.
With regard to sexual harassment, the new provision provides only for an inquiry by the employer
even when the alleged perpetrator is a member of
the management, a partner, shareholder and/or director of the employer’s business. It provides no clear
right of appeal to the Labour Courts or the High
Court. Note that other workers’ rights violations are
currently all dealt with by the definitely more independent Labour Department or Industrial Relations
Department. The remedy for the victim of sexual
harassment is also absent, save maybe the right to
resign without the need to give the required notice
when the perpetrator is a sole proprietor.

unions and is the accepted workers’ representative
in Malaysia, picketed calling for the withdrawal of
the amendments on 3 October 2011. Apparently despite the Minister assuring them that the amendments would only be tabled at the end of the month,
they were suddenly rushed and passed in Parliament on 6 October 2011.
Malaysia has the Private Employment Agencies Act
1971, whereby these agencies rightfully get workers
for employers, who then pay them a fee for the service, and once workers are received by the employer,
these workers immediately become employees of the
said employer. The amendments will creates a new
kind of labour supply companies, which will continue as employers of the workers even after they
start working at the workplace of the principal. This
is unacceptable. All companies in the business of
finding workers for companies that need workers to
produce their products or for their business must be
private employment agencies and must never assume or retain the role of employers.
As the Bill still needs to be passed by the Senate and
receive royal assent before it becomes law, we call
on the Malaysian government to act in the best interest of workers and their unions and immediately
withdraw these unjust proposed amendments to the
Employment Act 1955.
We call on Malaysia to immediately discontinue its
policy of recognising outsourcing agents and act
immediately against the practices of some employers and outsourcing agents that try to avoid/disguise their employment relationships to the detriment of workers and unions.
We call on countries and regional bodies, companies, the ILO, trade unions and individuals to do
what is necessary to ensure that workers’ and union
rights, not just of local but also migrant workers, are
protected in Malaysia, and that the employment relationship continues to be between owner-operator
end-user employers who actually need workers to
do work and the workers that work there to the exclusion of any third party labour suppliers or ‘contractors for labour’.
Charles Hector / Pranom Somwong

The Malaysian Trades Union Congress (MTUC),
which represents over 800000 workers of member

For and on behalf of the 115 organisations listed
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below:•Abra Migrant Workers Welfare Association –
Hong Kong (AMWWA)
•Abra Tinguian Ilocano
Society – Hong Kong (ATIS-HK) •ALIRAN, Malaysia
•All Women’s Action Society (AWAM),
Malaysia
•Asian Migrants Center (AMC), Hong
Kong
•Asia Monitor Resource Centre (AMRC),
Hong Kong
•Asia Pacific Mission for Migrants
(APMM)
•Asia Pacific Forum on Women, Law
and Development (APWLD)
•Asian Migrants’
Coordinating Body – Hong Kong (AMCB) •Association for Community Development-ACD,
Bangladesh
•Association of Concerned Filipinos
in Hong Kong (ACFIL-HK) •Association of Indonesia Migrant Workers in Indonesia (ATKI-Indonesia) •Australian Council of Trade Unions (ACTU)
•BAYAN Hong Kong
•Building and Wood
Worker’s International (BWI) Asia Pacific •Burma
Campaign, Malaysia
•Cambodian Human Rights
and Development Association (ADHOC)
•Cambodian League for the Promotion and Defense of
Human Rights (LICADHO)
•Center for Indonesian Migrant Workers (CIMW) •Center for Trade
Union and Human Rights (CTUHR)
•Clean
Clothes Campaign (CCC)
•Coordination of Action Research on Aids and Mobility (CARAM-ASIA)
23.Committee for Asian Women (CAW) •Community Action Network (CAN), Malaysia
•Confederation of Voluntary Associations (COVA),
Hyderabad, India •Cordillera Alliance Hong Kong
(CORALL-HK)
•Democratic Party For A New
Society (DPNS), Burma
•Dignity International,
Malaysia
•Education and Research Association
for Consumers Malaysia (ERA Consumer Malaysia) •Filipino Friends Hong Kong (FFHK) •Filipino Migrants Association – Hong Kong (FMA)
•Filipino Migrant Workers’ Union – Hong Kong
(FMWU) •Filipino Women Migrant Workers Association – Hong Kong (FILWOM-HK) •Foundation for Women, Thailand
•Friends of Bethune
House (FBH), Hong Kong •GABRIELA Hong Kong
•GABRIELA Philippines
•Good Shepherd Sisters, Malaysia
•Health Equity Initiatives (HEI),
Malaysia
•Housing Rights Task Force, Cambodia
•Human Rights Education Institute of Burma
(HREIB) •Human Security Alliance (HSA) •International Metalworkers’ Federation (IMF) •IMA
Research Foundation, Bangladesh
•INFID (International NGO Forum on Indonesian Development )
•Institute for National and Democratic Studies
(INDIES) •International Trade Union Confederation (ITUC)
•Jakarta Legal Aid Institute, Indone-

sia
•JERIT, Malaysia
•Karmojibi Nari,
Bangladesh
•Kalyanamitra, Indonesia
•Kav
La’Oved , Israel
•Kilusang Mayo Uno Labor Center
•Komite Independen Pemantau Pemilu (Independent Committee for Election Monitoring), Indonesia
•Legal Support for Children and Women
(LSCW), Cambodia
•LLG Cultural Development
Centre, Malaysia
•Malaysians Against Death
Penalty and Torture (MADPET) •Malaysian Election Observers Network (MEO-Net)
•MakeItfair
•MAP Foundation, Thailand
•Maquila Solidarity Network, Canada
•May 1st Coalition for
Worker & Immigrant Rights, NY-USA
•Migrant
CARE, Indonesia •Migrant Forum in Asia (MFA)
•Migrant Trade Union, Korea (MTU)
•Migrante
International
•National Alliance of Women Human Rights Defenders, Nepal
•Network of Action
for Migrants in Malaysia (NAMM)
•National
League For Democracy (Liberated Area )[ NLD(LA)],
Malaysia
•Pakistan Rural Workers Social Welfare Organization (PRWSWO)
•Peduli Buruh
Migran, Indonesia
•Penang Watch, Malaysia
•People’s Green Coalition
•Pergerakan Indonesia •Perkumpulan PRAXIS, Indonesia •Persatuan
Kesedaran Komuniti, Selangor (EMPOWER)
•Persatuan Masyarakat Selangor & Wilayah
Persekutuan (PERMAS)
•Persatuan Sahabat
Wanita Selangor •Pinatud a Saleng ti Umili (PSU)
•Pusat KOMAS, Malaysia
•Quê Me: Action for
Democracy in Vietnam
•Saya Anak Bangsa Malaysia (SABM)
•Sedane Labour Resource Center/
(Lembaga Informasi Perburuhan Sedane), Indonesia
•Serikat Buruh Migran Indonesia (SBMI)
•Shan Women Action Network (SWAN), Thailand
•Silicon Valley Toxics Coalition
•Solidaritas
Perempuan (Women’s Solidarity for Human
Rights), Indonesia
•SOS(Save Ourselves), Malaysia
•Suaram, Malaysia
•Tenaganita, Malaysia
•Thai Committee for Refugees Foundation (TCR)
•The Filipino Women’s Organization in Quebec,
Canada •The GoodElectronics Network •Think
Centre (Singapore) •UNIMIG (Union Migrant Indonesia) •United Filipinos in Hong Kong (UNIFILMIGRANTE-HK)
•United Pangasinan in Hong
Kong (UPHK) •Urban Community Mission (UCM
Jakarta), Indonesia
•Vietnam Committee on Human Rights
•WARBE Development Foundation,
Bangladesh
•Women Forum for Women, Nepal
•Women Legal BUREAU, Philippines
•WOREC,
Nepal
•Workers Assistance Center, Inc (WAC),
Philippines
•Workers Hub For Change (WH4C)
•Yasanti •Yayasan LINTAS NUSA (Batam Indonesia), and eight more organisations q
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elections and political fallout
have further trapped and caged
it. If this had not occurred, it
would be ‘business as usual’ as
far as the BN is concerned, as it
has been all these many, many
years.

Letters must not exceed 250
words and must include the
writer's name and address.
Pseudonyms may be used. Send
letters or emails to Editor (see
page 3 for address details).
Views expressed need not reflect
those of Aliran. If e-mailing,
include message in the e-mail
body itself.

To

ensure

change

So to effectively continue this process of change for the better of Malaysia, the people must continue
to deny the BN its two-thirds
majority, reduce its number of
MPs, have more opposition states
in the coming elections and put
the fear of God in them that it will
not be ‘business as usual’ now or
in the future.
For Justice & Righteousness
PJ

Register
voters
automatically
In today’s (1 November) Straits
Times’ report “Malaysians sue for
voting rights abroad” it is noted
that the Malaysian High Court
has fixed 14 November to hear the
case brought up by six Malaysians
living in England to forced the
Election Commission to concede
to their demand. I am a Malaysian living in Singapore and I fully
support their call for fair and just
elections in Malaysia.

The ISA is to be abolished, the PM
attempts to walk the talk and the
BN is obsessed in wanting to win
the next elections. And all this,
according to official pronouncements, is not because of pressure
from the opposition or the rakyat
but is a genuine desire for change
for the better of the country.
The brutal truth is that the proposed changes are coming, not
because the leopard decided to
change its spots, but that the 2008
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Until now permissions have been
granted to political parties to help
register voters but the results have
been disappointing. As a result it
is reported that more than three
million eligible voters have yet to
be registered. With regard to Malaysians living abroad, even if the
Court’s decision is in favour of
their voting rights the problem of
registration has to be resolved because the Election Commission
has all along maintained that in a
democratic process it is up to the
eligible voters to first register if
they want to vote. It appears that
such an excuse is unacceptable
and self-made by the Commission.
In Singapore, registration of voters is automatic and voting in elections is compulsory. There seems
to be no problem for the Election
Department in Singapore to maintain a poll register of their citizens
in readiness for an election all the
time! No registration is required.
Malaysia should provide a comprehensive poll register by adopting the automatic registration system because it is the government’s
responsibility and duty to provide
the facilities to enable the people
to decide whether or not to exercise their voting right. Therefore it

is for the Election Commission to provide the
poll register automatically from information
available at the National Registration Department (which is also
the Registrar for Births
and Deaths) by incorporating their exsting poll
register. The automatic
registration of voters
will save time, money
and trouble for all concerned in the interest of
the country.
If the Election Commission feels that due to time constraints it is unable to produce a
comprehensive poll register in
time for the next general election
then it is suggested that a renowned international consulting
agency be engaged to help produce the poll register, say, within
the next three months, thus resolving this vital problem once and for
all.
I hope Aliran can consider the
points given above and make
whatever comment you feel necessary to further promote fair and
just elections in Malaysia.
Waiting to vote
Singapore

MCA

is

confused

Malaysians are getting fed up
with MCA. Asking the DAP to
state its stand with regard to the
hudud syaria law only reveals
how dishonest they are. Everyone
– except the MCA – knows that
the DAP has been uncompromising in its stand with regard to the
hudud law and the Islamic state.
DAP had even walked out of the

to Bukit Kepong had created a huge controversy.
Umno and their sympathizers have seized this
opportunity to attack
Mat Sabu and PAS.
Suddenly all those who
died defending the Bukit
Kepong police station
have become revered heroes. They are being remembered and rewarded
– thanks to Mat Sabu!

Barisan Alternatif because of its
differences with PAS on these issues.
The MCA president wants the
DAP “to explain if the implementation of hudud impacts nonMuslims and if it has a negative
effect on socioeconomics and political system.”.
This only shows that the MCA is
either incapable of understanding
the DAP’s stand or it is deliberately twisting facts.

When was the last time
we bothered about the
descendents of Bukit
Kepong heroes? When was the
last time we assisted them financially? When was the last time we
visited their graves to pay our respects?
If they are now being remembered
and rewarded out of genuine concern for them, it is a laudable and
noble thing to do. But unfortunately one gets the impression that
it is all about politics.
Observer
Klang

We would like to know MCA’s
stand on the Islamic state. Did it
have the guts to disagree with
Mahathir when he declared that
Malaysia is already an Islamic
state? Will it now have the gumption to ask the BN to state that it is
opposed to the Islamic state?
Disgusted
KL

Remembered
and
rewarded
I’m no supporter of Mat Sabu or
PAS. His comments with regard
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Mat Sabu

PHOTO STORY

MTUC nationwide picket against
Employment Act amendments
story by Anil Netto
photos by Sembang-Sembang Forum
lmost a thousand people
in Prai braved a downpour to make their feelings known against the
proposed amendments to the Employment Act. The protest was
part of a nationwide MTUC picket
in 17 locations in the country on 3
November 2011.

A

The protest began at 5.00pm just
as workers were returning home
from work.
Passing motorists, especially factory and express bus drivers and
lorries heading to the Prai Industrial Estate honked in support as
they drove by, each time raising
huge cheers from the crowd, many
of them with brollies up.
Protesters chanted, “Don’t amend
labour laws”, “Jangan tindas
pekerja”, and “hancur BN”. The
continuous honking of passing
motorists was deafening but no
one seemed to mind.
In 2007, about a thousand people
turned up in Prai as part of a similar nationwide MTUC picket to
call for a minimum wage. It was
the first step – ahead of the Bersih
and Hindraf demonstrations later
that year - in the build-up to the
“perfect storm” that struck during

the March 2008 general election.
Apart from factory workers and
trade unionists, the crowd in Prai
also included several activists
from Penang-based NGOs that are
part of the Penang Forum.
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Many plainclothes police gathered
around, some with video cameras.
A few uniformed police guided
traffic while others stood around
observing.
The demonstration lasted 80 min-

utes and ended peacefully.
In KL, another 500 people turned
up at a gathering in Jalan Raja
Laut, while in PJ a crowd gathered along Jalan Barat. Another
protest took place in Shah Alam
while over in Ipoh, some 200
people gathered in front of the
MTUC office.
Workers are worried that the
amendments to the Employment
Act would dramatically alter employer-employee relationship in
situations where outsourced
workers supplied by ‘contractors
of labour’ are used. The amendments would regard the contractor rather than the factory owner
as the employer. In this way, factory owners would be able to wash
their hands off their traditional
responsibility to the workers, and
the workers’ right to unionise
would be undermined.
So far, 115 civil society groups
from across the region have endorsed a memorandum opposing
the amendments. q
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He may be forced to withdraw
into a shell and become an introvert. Worse, he may even view society as an unreasonable, uncaring one hell of a big bully and turn
into an anti- social individual. The
possibilities are tremendous – all
because certain unethical politicians chose to be unscrupulous in
wanting to grab power.

A record of Aliran's stand on current affairs.

Gutter politics –
utterly
disgusting

equal and prove to the world that
they are men of substance?

Resorting to utter gutter politics
is akin to swimming in the cesspool without a care. That’s how
those faceless pro-Umno bloggers
who spun a lie regarding an innocent son to get at the father came
across – filthy and smelly.

To traumatise a teenager with blatant lies is doing irreparable damage to someone who is just growing up. This is the period that a
teenager can be easily crushed
and shaken psychologically to the
extent that he may lose all his selfconfidence and may not even recover from this trauma.

Not to be out-done, the Umno
Youth chief gets into the act with
his silly comments. He comes
across as no better than the halfbaked politicians who are incapable of being logical.
What is disturbing and worrying
is the fact that these so-called
know-all cheap politicians had
picked a fight with a 16-year old
teenager who is not capable of
defending himself or explaining
himself. This is their crude and
cowardly way of waging a political battle to disgrace and denigrate the Chief Minister of Penang.
Why can’t these vile politicians
take on adversaries who are their
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It has now been established by the
school concerned – SMK Heng Ee
– that this boy had not molested
any girl in his former school. It has
also been established that he was
a school prefect and a good student who had elected to be transferred to another school of his
choice after completing his PMR.
According to his father, he did not
want to have a crew-cut as was
required by his former school but
wanted to keep longer hair. This
is understandable and that was
the reason for the transfer.
The girl who was alleged to be the
victim of sexual molestation was
never a student of Heng Ee School.

She was never a citizen of Malaysia. She is presently a third-year
student at a liberal arts college in
the United States.
Yet the perpetrators of this heinous crime had resorted to posting her picture and linking Lim
Guan Eng’s son to a criminal activity that never took place. It is
these unscrupulous politicians
who are a danger to our way of
life. They are the scum of our society.
Don’t they have bigger matters to
worry about concerning the state
of our nation? Shouldn’t they
train their sights instead on bigger issues like the looming economic problems arising from the
economic meltdown in Europe?
Shouldn’t they be concerned
about the rapid breakdown of our
national unity? Shouldn’t they
worry about the religious conflict
that is threatening to wreck this
nation?

Let’s not forget that it was Umno’s
lawyer who argued for Umno to
be declared an illegal society. He
wouldn’t have done that without
the proper advice and mandate
from the then president of Umno
who happened to be Dr Mahathir
Mohamad.

allegation of sexual molestation.

In both his capacities – as Prime
Minister and President of Umno
Baru – Najib owes an explanation
to this nation.

The Penang Chief Minister had
rubbished this fraudulent allegation in the strongest possible
terms. He had not minced his
words in condemning this false
allegation. In castigating the proUmno blogs that spread this false
allegation, he had strongly condemned their nefarious conduct
as “morally despicable and barbaric lies”.

P Ramakrishnan
President
20 October 2011

Perverse
baffling

logic,
statement

Thinking Malaysians must be bewildered by Deputy Prime Minister Tan Sri Muhyiddin Yassin’s
statement with reference to the
Penang Chief Minister’s son who
is unfairly embroiled in the false

The Prime Minister of Malaysia, also the President of
Umno Baru, cannot turn a
deaf ear to this unforgiveable
episode. Does the Prime Minister of Malaysia approve of
such dastardly conduct that
demeans an individual unjustly. Does he, as Umno
Baru President, condone this
despicable act that brings
shame to his party? Is his
sullen silence due to the fact
that he no longer shares the
values espoused by the original Umno, which had existed for 42 years before it
was destroyed, paving the
way for Umno Baru to be established in 1988?

The DPM had amazingly stated
that if the Chief Minister “thinks
it is important to correct the information, then he has to come up
with a strong statement…Mere denial is not enough”.

The Chief Minister also challenged Umno to act against those
guilty of this to prove that the
party does not employ “desperate,
dangerous and dirty tactics.” He
also condemned several Umno
leaders for highlighting “this
shameful episode” in their
blogs. He had referred to
these characters as “proUmno ferocious beasts”.
Aren’t these strong words
that had taken to task these
unsavoury characters, dear
DPM? Frankly, are these
words mere denial, Mr DPM?
Ask anyone and you will be
told that these words are uttered with disgust and they
convey a terrible outrage of a
person overcome with grief
and anger. These are certainly strong words that
show utter contempt for
these lies.
For the DPM not to know of
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the Chief Minister’s ferocious reactions to this false and malicious
lie is unbelievable! For him not to
know the truth when he made his
astounding statement is also baffling.
The principal of the school concerned – SMK Heng Ee – Mr Goh
Boon Poh, had publically stated
that he was shocked by the allegations that Lim Guan Eng’s son
had sexually harassed a female
student of the school and had dismissed this blatant lie as “completely untrue”.
Further, the alleged victim of this
so-called sexual harassment had
categorically stated in a statement
to all the press that she has not
been to Malaysia for the last seven
years and that the only way in
which her “modesty was outraged has been the publication of
my picture in connection with
these scurrilous and unfounded
rumours”.
In spite of all this evidence to refute and rebut these malicious and
baseless allegations, the DPM
doesn’t seem to know what the
truth is. His logic is perverse and
his statement is baffling.
When rumours were swirling
around implicating our Prime
Minister as having had a dalliance with the Mongolian
beauty, Altantuya, which the
PM had denied, would the DPM
now dare to remark, “Mere denial is not enough” – just to be
consistent!
P Ramakrishnan
President
25 October 2011

The
shackling
of Prof Abdul
Aziz Bari and
academic
freedom
Aliran is outraged by the reported
suspension of the constitutional
law expert, Professor Abdul Aziz
Bari, of the International Islamic
University of Malaysia (IIUM).

If anyone disagrees with his view,
he or she should do it intellectually and in a civilised manner to
enhance an understanding of the
issue at hand for both the academic fraternity and the larger
community. A sledgehammer
such as the Sedition Act should
not be used to suppress healthy
discussion.

His suspension comes in the
wake of his publicly expressed
opinion regarding the recent decree by the Sultan of Selangor over
the controversial Jais raid on the
Damansara Utama Methodist
Church.

It has not been proven that his
views are invalid and without
merit. Malaysians should be told
why his views are wrong. We
should indeed start a debate to
discuss this issue in a civilised
manner as befitting a civil society.

Many Malaysians share his opinion and look up to him as a brave
academic who did not betray his
conscience in expressing an honest opinion without fear or favour.
This intellectual freedom of expression must be the hallmark of
an institution of higher learning.
It is rare individuals like him who
inspire students to speak the truth
and defend what is right. He is an
asset to IIUM.

Equally
important,
the
university’s action makes a mockery of the notion of intellectual freedom and integrity that a university worth its salt is supposed to
promote and protect. If this important value is not protected and
guarded, what is the worth of a
university?

The action taken by the university
against the learned professor is
baffling. The university is guilty
of committing a serious travesty
of justice as its action amounts to
a denial of the right of academics
to offer their expert opinions on
matters that they specialises in
and are concerned about.
It is expected of the professor to
share his knowledge and expertise with the rest of us. That is the
primary purpose in recruiting the
best lecturers to teach and mould
our youngsters to be responsible
citizens.
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Besides, the measure of an intellectually vibrant institution of
higher learning is recognised and
honoured when there are open
discussions, debates and dissenting opinions. The prevalence of a
lacklustre follow-me mentality –
symptomatic of the larger political and feudalistic culture – will
be the death knell of a university.
Aliran calls upon the IIUM authorities to lift the professor’s suspension immediately and cease
all other similar actions that
would only smear and sully the
university’s academic reputation.
Aliran Executive Committee
21 October 2011

MESSING AROUND WITH EDUCATION... Continued from page 40
Aziz Bari case:
In a pickle
If we were to look at Aziz Bari’s
case, in mid-October 2011, this
outspoken professor of constitutional law was suspended by his
university. Until today, he is apparently still being investigated
under the Sedition Act by the police and under the Communications and Multimedia Act 1998 by
the Malaysian Communications
and Multimedia Commission
(MCMC).
And all because of an opinion he
expressed in the web-based news
portal, Malaysiakini, regarding an
earlier decree by the Sultan of
Selangor over the controversial
Jais raid on the Damansara
Utama Methodist Church a while
back.
Indeed, it has been widely and
freely reported that Aziz had described the decree as “unusual”
and “inconsistent”, stating that
any such royal intervention must
abide by the principles of Islam.
The man, after all, is an acknowledged authority in his field, an
expert in a profession (and country) renowned for its ever-present
kangkungs. He writes – and
speaks – critically, many say without fear or favour.
His suspension has thus far
sparked a signature campaign
among concerned academics supporting him and defending academic freedom, student protests,
Facebook pages being set up supporting him, and open support
from some lawyers and fellow
academics from his university

Aziz Bari

Saifuddin

and even Universiti Malaya.

in taking a principled stand.

But perhaps more telling is that
the Deputy Minister of Higher
Education himself has come out
in support of Aziz, advising the
university rector to retract the controversial suspension of the law
professor. His comments do seem
at odds though with those of his
superior, the Minister himself,
who is of the silly opinion that
Aziz should resign his post for
being critical of authority and,
evidently, BN policies.

People, mainly Malaysians, some
having not read any of his writings or comments, have freely
come out in support of a professional – and human being – who
they believe has been wronged.

Be that as it may, the actions
against Aziz seem to indicate that
the university authorities appear
to have acted rather hastily and
now find themselves in a bit of a
pickle, reportedly making wildly
contradictory statements.
All of which not reflecting very
nicely on the university, of course.
While all this was going on, the
instantaneous action of the students and the mobilisation of support by Malaysia’s civil society
evidently indicate a unified belief
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Abdullah

It is this development that is refreshing and encouraging, indicating there is a growing number
of Malaysians who will not simply lie back and let a fellow human being be harassed and bullied.

Malaise
and
mediocrity
Yet, despite all this, it is sad to
observe that the very people who
see themselves as the ‘vanguard’
of the academic profession, ‘professors’ who not so long ago set
up their own‘ council’, have remained rather silent on this matter. Indeed, aside from a terse statement from one of their ilk that they
will not comment on the controversy, these brave members of
such an ‘august’ body have kept

themselves ‘clean’.
If anything, this privileged group
merely represents the top of a rotten pile of fat cat academics, more
concerned about getting ahead in
life, about climbing up the Malaysian social ladder, than they are
about upholding principles,
about fighting a cause.
Which really brings us to the heart
of the matter – the malaise and
mediocrity in contemporary Malaysian academia.
There are, of course innumerable
reasons – many related - we can
put forward to explain the woes
besetting local universities:
• a school system that encourages rote-learning;
• ongoing political interference
that, among other things, results in an ethnically-biased
university selection system (for
staff and students) that, in
turn, really doesn’t favour
merit over everything else;
• a university structure, headed
by vice chancellors and their
deputies who are political appointees, that more often than
not leads to the levelling down
of standards, rather than the
attainment of gold (international) standards;
• and, of course, the UUCA.
There is, of course, another related
factor that any candid and rational discussion of the problems
faced by local universities cannot
ignore: the quality of local academics.
Indeed, a perennial refrain is that
standards have dropped primarily because of the “brain-drain”
– where many of our best academics have left Malaysian universi-

ties for better paid jobs elsewhere.
This is an oversimplification. As
the case of Aziz Bari indicates,
there certainly remain many good
local academics of international
repute from every discipline who
have opted to stay in academia –
and in local public universities in spite of the possibilities of getting better remuneration elsewhere.
These scholars can hold their
own anywhere. They diligently
conduct original research, are invited and funded to deliver papers at local and international
seminars and conferences, and
publish in respected local and international publications.
Pride in their profession, and not
financial rewards, is what drives
them on.

Slackers
and
deadwood
Equally – and unfortunately - as
with any organisation, there are
the slackers, the deadwood: those
who came into academia without
any worthwhile vision of what
education – and educating – enAliran Monthly : Vol.31(10) Page 28

tails. Those who initially were just
looking for a job, any job. Those
who see working in public universities as being akin to joining
the laid-back Malaysian civil service.
Within this group, there are also
those whose already-limited ideals and commitment have waned
further over the years, as age – and
administrative positions – catches
up with them, and their bank balances become healthier.
The problem, it would seem, is
that this group is increasingly becoming dominant in our campuses. Graduating from mediocre departments in local and overseas universities of dubious quality, they often have no inkling
how to write a decent research
proposal, let alone conduct research.
For them, the Malaysian university structure being the way it is,
there is security of tenure, irrespective of their lack of quality publications or the lack of research
done and published or patented.
They tend to believe that having

obtained a doctorate is enough.
They show their faces on campus,
conduct the required classes,
sometimes based on outdated
notes they scribbled down in
graduate school, knowing that a
virtual pay increment is theirs for
the taking at the end of each year.
There also exist senior academics
who feel they have done it all and
have no wish to push themselves
further intellectually.
In other words, and as illustrated
by our remarkable Council of professors, we have professors who
really have nothing new to profess.
Some are harmless, principally
because they know their limitations. But others, frustrated with
and insecure about their inability
to overcome their limitations, pick
on the younger faculty, those with
potential, trying to break through
in the profession.
They continuously take it upon
themselves to dissuade younger
colleagues from conducting
worthwhile work - from going to
prestigious international conferences , for example, because they
deem them ‘inappropriate’ and
unimportant. It is not surprising
that they do so because they themselves hardly get invited and are
simply envious that junior colleagues, on the other hand, get
such invitations.
The problem with such faculty is
that not only have they been found
wanting as intellectuals, but they
are also spoilers, not wishing the
younger faculty to do any better.
Blindly jealous of the potential
and achievements of others, they
do as much as they can to impede

the progress of individuals and,
in turn, the overall organisation.
And, unfortunately, this has become the culture in some university departments in Malaysia.
And the problem is further heightened when it becomes the norm
for this type of academic to head
important academic committees
and supervise postgraduate students. When a supervisor has
done no quality research beyond
her/his PhD, nor published extensively, one can imagine the type
of ‘expert’ on whom the poor candidate has to depend to get her/
his studies successfully completed. It becomes a case of the
blind being led by the equally
blind.

Radical
reexamination

needed

Granted, some universities are
now taking steps to purportedly
correct the situation. Cynics and
sceptics continue to point out,
however, that this has more to do
with being embarrassed at finding themselves located in the
lower rungs of international
rankings yearly than with a genuine desire to overhaul the rotten
system. If they are even mentioned
in the rankings at all, that is.
Hence, sceptics argue, such reform cannot be led by the very
people who screwed up the system in the first place. That is, those
with dubious track records who
managed to weasel their way up
the academic ladder through,
among other things, their ethnic
background, political connections
and, of course, through extensive
apple-polishing
It should be all too obvious to ev-
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eryone concerned by now, especially given the Aziz Bari case,
that these problems require a radical reexamination of the policies
and structures which underpin
our system of higher – especially
university – education.
It
requires,
first,
the
depoliticisation of university academic staff recruitment and similar depoliticisation when appointing key university administrators, such as vice chancellors,
deans, directors and their deputies. Hence, the UUCA has to go.
Indeed, as long as the rigid, feudal, politically and raciallytainted civil service structure determining the development of our
universities and our academics is
not initially dismantled and replaced with a more enlightened
one based on genuine talent and
creativity, no amount of patching
up of the rot that has set in will
change things.
A genuine, thorough and unbiased reexamination would require
respected individuals at the helm;
those dedicated to academic excellence in its truest sense, not
merely in the sense of pleasing
certain groups – especially political parties like Umno - individuals and tendencies in society.
The alternative, of course, is unrelenting and unrivalled mediocrity. q

Zaharom Nain, an Aliran
member, is currently
teaching at the University
of Nottingham Malaysia.

FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION

131 academics, researchers in
solidarity with Prof Abdul Aziz Bari
e, the undersigned Malaysian academics and
researchers, as well as
colleagues from other
countries researching on Malaysia, wish to record our serious
concern and objection to the recent
actions taken against
Professor Abdul Aziz
Bari of the International Islamic University Malaysia (IIUM).

W

Prof Aziz Bari is currently being investigated by the police
under the Sedition
Act 1948 and by the
Malaysian Communications and
Multimedia Commission (MCMC)
under the Communications and
Multimedia Act 1998 for a statement in an online news portal involving the Sultan of Selangor. He
has since been suspended by his
employer, IIUM.
According to a Bernama report on
21 October 2011, the Rector of
IIUM Prof Zaleha Kamaruddin
has stated: “The university does
not restrict any academic staff
from giving statements but they
must not be against the interests
of the university.”
We are extremely perturbed by
this statement as Prof Aziz Bari’s
comment was related to his interpretation of the Malaysian Constitution, his area of expertise. He
has not done anything to compromise or undermine the interests or

integrity of IIUM.
As academics and researchers,
we view the action taken by IIUM
as a gross violation of Prof Aziz
Bari’s academic freedom as well
as his right to free expression. As
an academic, Prof
Aziz Bari has the responsibility to use
his expertise to enlighten the public on
matters related to his
field of interest and
scholarship. In fact,
Malaysia needs more
scholars like him to
give their expert
views without fear or favour on
issues of national concern.
Prof Aziz Bari’s suggestion that a
Ruler has acted beyond his Constitutional bounds is a legitimate
one. There is no evidence that he
has acted, overtly or by implication, to incite hatred against the
Ruler. Our reading of the Sedition
Act 1948 is that it validates any
criticism of a Ruler if such criticism is intended to constructively
show that the Ruler has erred.
The hallmark of any institution of
higher learning is the celebration
and promotion of intellectual freedom, autonomy and responsibility by its faculty and student body.
The credibility of a university is
undermined if its management
does not value intellectual freedom of expression through the
pursuit of open discussions, deAliran Monthly : Vol.31(10) Page 30

bates and dissenting opinions in
a scholarly and civil environment.
The investigations on Prof Aziz
Bari by the government and
IIUM’s decision to suspend him
signal the further suppression of
academic freedom in Malaysia,
which has in fact long been curtailed by the Universities and University Colleges Act 1971.
To ensure a swift resolution of the
selective persecution of Prof Aziz
Bari and to undo the damage to
IIUM’s reputation, we urge the responsible authorities to undertake
the following remedial actions:
1 . The IIUM to lift Prof Aziz
Bari’s suspension immediately;*
2. The police to cease all investigations against Prof Aziz Bari
under the Sedition Act 1948;
and
3 . The Malaysian Communications and Multimedia Commission to cease all investigations against Prof Aziz Bari
under the Communications
and Multimedia Act 1998.
In addition we call on the authorities to fully respect academic rights
and freedom through the following measures:
1 . The Sedition Act 1948, which
has unacceptable potential for
abuse against fundamental
freedoms of expression, to be
repealed.

2. The Universities and University Colleges Act 1971 to be repealed and replaced by a University Charter that upholds
academic freedom and campus democracy.
24 October 2011
Signed by:
Individuals
Dr Abdul Hamid Mat Sain
Prof. Abdul Rahman Embong
Dr Ahmad Farouk Musa
Joseph Algaraj
Assoc. Prof. Andrew Aeria
Ang Hean Leng
Dr Patricia Ang
Dr. Awang Azman Awang Pawi
Assoc. Prof Azizan Bahari
Dr Azly Rahman
Assoc. Prof. Azman Azwan
Azmawati
Assoc. Prof. Azmi Sharom
Dr Azmil M. Tayeb
Dr. Chooi Beh
Boon Kia Meng
Dr Chan Chee Khoon
Chang Teck Peng
Dr Chee Heng Leng
Prof. Chin Kenpa
Chong Wu Ling
Dr Chong Fah Hing
Dr. Christopher Chong
Dr Chong Kok Boon
Chou Wen Loong
Chung Lee Peng
Dr Faisal Syam Abdol Hazis
Dr Faizal Ali
Dr Farish Ahmad Noor
Prof. Fatimah Mohamed Arshad
Assoc. Prof. Sharmani Patricia
Gabriel
Dr Oommen George
Assoc. Prof. Goh Beng Lan
Prof. Alberto Gomes
Prof. Edmund Terence Gomez
Prof. Andrew Harding
Dr Hew Wai Weng
Dr Denison Jayasooria
Dr Jeniri Amir
Dr K.J. John

Prof. Andrew Kenyon
Emeritus Prof. Clive Kessler
Dr Khoo Gaik Cheng
Eddin Khoo
Koh Ea Boon
Lai Wan Teng
Dr Joanne Lim
Dr Lee Hock Guan
Dr Lee Hwok Aun
Dr Julian C.H. Lee
Leong Kar Yen
Leong May San
Pauline Leong
Assoc. Prof. Lim Hong Hai
Assoc. Prof. Lim Khay Thiong
Prof. Lim Teck Ghee
Prof. Francis K.W. Loh
Greg Lopez
Dr Mahyuddin Ahmad
Maimuna Merican
Dr Sumit K. Mandal
Dahlia Martin
Dr Maznah Mohamad
Prof Dr Mohammad Yusoff
Ismail
Dr Mohd Asri Zainul Abidin
Assoc. Prof. Mohd Nordin Mohd
Abdullah
Dr Joel Moore
Dr Muhammad Hamdi b
Mahmood
Dr Musa Nordin
Assoc. Prof. Mustafa K. Anuar
Dr Yaso Nadarajah
Rose Nanju
Assoc. Prof. Helen Nesadurai
Dr Cecilia Ng
Dr Nor Hayati Sa’at
Dr Nor’azim Mohd Yunos
Dr Noraida Endut
Noor’ain Aini
Assoc. Prof. Norani Othman
Ng Boon Hooi
Dr Ngoi Guat Peng
Dr Nur Afifa Abdullah
Dr Ong Kian Ming
Dr Ooi Kee Beng
Prof. Pan Kok Long
Jeffrey Phang
Prof. Maude Phipps
Dr Phua Kai Lit
Prof. Rosli Omar
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Dr Subramaniam Pillay
Por Heong Hong
Dr Mavis Puthucheary
Dr Arnold Puyok
Dr Rabaah Bt Tudin
Prof. Raja Amin Raja Mokhtar
Prof. Rashidah Shuib
Assoc. Prof. Rashila Ramli
Assoc. Prof. Rusli Ahmad
Dr Rohaya Mohd Nor
Dr Rohana Abdul Jalil
Dr Marina Roseman
Assoc. Prof. Rosli H Mahat
Dr Rusaslina Idrus
Dr Johan Saravanamuttu
Saw Teck Chee
Assoc. Prof. Shakila Abdul
Manan
Assoc. Prof. Edmund Sim
Darshan Singh
Dr Hari Singh
Assoc. Prof. Siti Hawa Ali
Dr Soon Chuan Yean
Prof. Tan Sooi Beng
Tan Lee Ooi
Dr Taufiq Abdullah
Prof. Tham Siew Yean
Assoc. Prof. Tee Kim Tong
Dr Helen Ting
Dr Ting Su Hie
Dr Toh Kin Woon
Dr Adam Tyson
Prof. Wan Abdul Manan Wan
Muda
Prof. Wan Zawawi Ibrahim
Wang Lay Kim
Assoc. Prof. Bridget Welsh
Dr Amanda Whiting
Dr Diana Wong
Dr Wong Chin Huat
Wong Chip Choo
Dr Yeoh Seng Guan
Yong Kiat
Assoc. Prof. Young Suan
Assoc. Prof. Zaharom Nain
Organisations
UM Academic Staff Union
(PKAUM)
* The suspension was lifted on
24-10-11

INTERNATIONAL

Letter to a dead man about
the Occupation of Hope
by Rebecca Solnit

D

ear young man who
died on the fourth day of
this turbulent 2011, dear
Mohammed Bouazizi,

I want to write you about an astonishing year — with three
months yet to run. I want to tell
you about the power of despair
and the margins of hope and the
bonds of civil society.

Mohammed Bouazizi

I wish you could see the way that
your small life and large death
became a catalyst for the fall of so
many dictators in what is known

Occupy
Wall Street
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as the Arab Spring.
We are now in some sort of an
American Fall. Civil society here
has suddenly hit the ground running, and we are all headed toward a future no one imagined
when you, a young Tunisian vegetable seller capable of giving so
much, who instead had so much
taken from you, burned yourself
to death to protest your impoverished and humiliated state.
You lit yourself on fire on 17 December, 2010, exactly nine months

before Occupy Wall
Street began. Your
death two weeks
later would be the
beginning of so
much. You lit yourself on fire because
you were voiceless,
powerless, and evidently
without
hope. And yet you
must have had one
small hope left: that your death
would have an impact; that you,
who had so few powers, even the
power to make a decent living or
protect your modest possessions
or be treated fairly and decently
by the police, had the power to
protest. As it turned out, you had
that power beyond your wildest
dreams, and you had it because
your hope, however diminished,
was the dream of the many, the
dream of what we now have
started calling the 99 per cent.
And so Tunisia erupted and overthrew its government, and Egypt
caught fire, as did Bahrain, Syria,
Yemen, and Libya, where the nonviolent protests elsewhere turned
into a civil war the rebels have al-

Greece crisis

most won after several bloody
months. Who could have imagined a Middle East without Ben
Ali of Tunisia, without Mubarak,
without Gaddafi? And yet here
we are, in the unimaginable
world. Again. And almost everywhere.
Japan was literally shaken loose
from its plans and arrangements
by the 11 March earthquake and
tsunami, and that country has undergone profound soul-searching
about values and priorities. China
is turbulent, and no one knows
how much longer the discontent
of the repressed middle class and
the hungry poor there will remain
containable. India: who knows?
The Saudi government is so

frightened it even
gave women a few
new rights. Syrians
wouldn’t go home
even when their
army began to shoot
them down. Crowds
of up to a million Italians have been protesting austerity
measures in recent
months. The Greeks,
well, if you’ve been following
events, you know about the
Greeks. Have I forgotten Israel?
Huge demonstrations against the
economic status quo there lasted
all summer and into this fall.
As you knew at the outset, it’s all
about economics. This wild year,
Greece boiled over again into crisis with colossal protests, demonstrations, blockades, and outright
street warfare. Icelanders continued their fight against bailing out
the banks that sank their
country’s economy in 2008 and
continue pelting politicians with
eggs. Their former prime minister
may become the first head of state
to face legal charges in connection
with the global financial collapse.
Spanish youth began to rise up on
15 May.
Distinctively, in so many of these
uprisings the participants were
not advocating for one party or a
simple position, but for a better
world, for dignity, for respect, for
real democracy, for belonging, for
hope and possibility — and their
economic underpinnings. The
Spanish young whose future had
been sold out to benefit corporations and their 1 per cent were
nicknamed the Indignados, and
they lived in the plazas of Spain
this summer. Occupied Madrid,
like Occupied Tahrir Square, pre-

Spanish protest
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Irish grandparents — into immigrants, forces that are still pushing people out of farms, homes,
nations, regions.

Mexico protest against drug war

ceded Occupy Wall Street.
In Chile, students outraged by the
cost of an education and the profound inequities of their society
have been demonstrating since
May — with everything from kissins to school occupations to
marches of 150000 or more. Forty
thousand students marched
against “education reform” in
Colombia last week. And in August in Britain the young went on
a rampage that tore up London,
Birmingham, and dozens of other
communities, an event that began
when the police shot Mark
Duggan, a dark-skinned 29-yearold Londoner. Young Britons had
risen up more peaceably over tuition hikes the winter before.
There, too, things are bleak and
volatile — something I know you
would understand. In Mexico, a
beautiful movement involving
mass demonstrations against the
drug war has arisen, triggered by
the death of another young man,
and by the grief and vision of his
father, leftwing poet Javier Cicilia.
The United States had one great
eruption in Wisconsin this winter, when the citizenry occupied
their state capitol building in
Madison for weeks. Egyptians

and others elsewhere on the
planet called a local pizza parlour
and sent pies to the occupiers. We
all know the links. We’re all
watching. So the Occupy movement has spilled over from Wall
Street. Hundreds of occupations
are happening all over the North
America: in Oklahoma City and
Tijuana, in Victoria and Fort Lauderdale.

The

99%

We are the 99 per cent is the cry of
the Occupy movement. This summer one of the flyers that helped
launch the Occupy Wall Street
protest read: “We, the 99.9 per
cent, call for an open general assembly 9 August, 7.30pm at the
Potato Famine Memorial, NYC.”
It was an assembly to discuss the
17 September occupation-to-come.
The Irish Hunger Memorial, so
close to Wall Street, commemorates the million Irish peasants
who starved in the 1840s, while
Ireland remained a food-exporting country and the landed gentry continued to profit. It’s a
monument to the exploitation of
the many by the few, to the forces
that turned some of our ancestors
— including my mother’s four
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The Irish famine was one of the
great examples of those disasters
of the modern era that are not crises of scarcity, but of distribution.
The United States is now the
wealthiest country the world has
ever known, and has an abundance of natural resources, as well
as of nurses, doctors, universities,
teachers, housing, and food — so
ours, too, is a crisis of distribution.
Everyone could have everything
they need and the rich would still
be rich enough, but you know that
enough isn’t a concept for them.
They’re greedy, and their 30-year
grab for yet more has carved away
at what’s minimally necessary for
the survival and dignity of the rest
of us. So the Famine Memorial
couldn’t have been a more appropriate place for Occupy Wall
Street to begin.
The 99 per cent, those who starve
during famines and lose their livelihoods and homes during
crashes, were going to respond to
the 1 per cent who had been
served so well by the Bush administration and by the era of extreme
privatisation it ushered in. As my
friend Andy Kroll reported at
TomDispatch, “The top 1 per cent
of earners enjoyed 65 per cent of
all income growth in America for
much of the decade” just passed.
“In 2010,” he added, “20.5 million
people, or 6.7 per cent of all Americans, scraped by with less than
$11157 for a family of four — that
is, less than half of the poverty
line.” You can’t get by on less than
$1000 a month in this country
where a single visit to an emergency room can cost your annual

income, a car twice that, and a
year at a private college more than
four times that.
Later in August came the website
started by a 28-year-old New York
City activist, we are the 99 per cent,
to which hundreds daily now
submit photographs of themselves. Each of them also testifies
to the bleak conditions they find
themselves in, despite their hard
work and educations which often
left them in debt, despite the promises dangled before them that (if
they played the game right) they’d
be safe, housed, and living a part
of that oversold dream.
It’s a website of unremitting waking nightmares, economic bad
dreams that a little wealth redistribution would eliminate (even
without eliminating the wealthy).
The people contributing aren’t
asking for luxuries. They would
simply prefer not to be worked to
death like so many nineteenthcentury mill-workers, nor to have
their whole world come crashing
down if they get sick. They want
to survive with dignity, and their
testimony will break your heart.

treatment because I can’t afford
my mortgage payments if I don’t
go to work, and I’m afraid I’ll lose
my NEW job if I take time off!!! WE
ARE THE 99 PER CENT.”

called in Spain this year. Your
beautiful generation, Mohammed
Bouazizi, has arisen and is bringing the rest of us along, even here
in the United States.

Some of the people at we are the
99 per cent offer at least partial
views of their faces, but the young
IT worker quoted above holds a
handwritten letter so long that it
obscures his face. Poverty obscures your face too. It obscures
your talents, potential, even your
distinctive voice, and if it goes
deep enough, it eradicates you by
degrees of hunger and degradation. Poverty is a creation of the
systems against which people all
over the planet are revolting this
wild year of 2011. The Arab
Spring, after all, was an economic
revolt. What were all those dictatorships and autocracies for, if not
to squeeze as much profit as possible out of subjugated populations — profit for rulers, profit for
multinational corporations, profit
for that 1 per cent.

The people’s
microphone

“We are not goods in the hands of
politicians and bankers,” was the
slogan of the first student protest

Mohammed Bouazizi, dead at 26,
you to whom I’m writing, here is
one of the recent posts at that site:
“I am 26 years old. I am $134000
in debt. I started working at 14
years old, and have worked FullTime since I turned 20. I work in
IT and got laid off in July 2011. I
was LUCKY, and found a job
RIGHT AWAY: with a Pay Cut
and MORE HOURS. Now, I just
found out that my Dad got laid off
last week - after 18 YEARS with
the same employer. I have debilitating (SP! Sorry!) OCD and can’t
take time away from work to get

Chile education is not for sale
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Its earliest critics seemed to think
that Occupy Wall Street was a lobbying group whose chosen task
on this planet should be to create
a package of realistic demands. In
other words, they were convinced
that the occupiers should become
supplicants, asking the powerful
for some kind of handout like college debt forgiveness. They were
suggesting that a dream as wide
as the sky be stuffed into little
bottles and put up for sale. Or simply smashed.
In the same way, they wanted this
movement to hurry up and appoint leaders, so that there would
be someone to single out and investigate, pick off, or corrupt. At
heart, however, this is a leaderless
movement, an anarchist movement, catalysed by the grace of
civil society and the hard work of

the collective. The Occupy movement — like so many movements
around the world now — is using
general assemblies as its form of
protest and process. Its members
are not facing the authorities, but
each other, coming to know themselves, trying to give rise to the
democracy they desire on a small
scale rather than merely railing
against its absence on a large scale.
These are the famous Occupy general assemblies in which decisions
are made by consensus and, in the
absence of amplification (by order
of the New York City police), the
people’s mike is used: those assembled repeat what is said as it’s
said, creating a human megaphone effect. This is accompanied
by a small vocabulary of hand
gestures, which help people participate in the complex process of
a huge group having a conversation.
In other words, the process is also
the goal: direct democracy. No
one can hand that down to you.
You live direct democracy in that
moment when you find yourself
participating in civil society as a
citizen with an equal voice. Put
another way, the Occupiers are
not demanding that something be
given to them but formulating
something new. That it involves
no technology, not even
bullhorns, is itself remarkable in
this wired era. It’s just passionate
people together — and then
Facebook, YouTube, Twitter, text
messages, emails, and online sites
like this one spread the word,
along with some print media, notably the Occupied Wall Street
Journal.
The beauty and the genius of this
movement in this moment is that

it has found a way to define its
needs and desires without putting
limits on them that would automatically exclude so many. In doing so, it has spoken to nearly all
of us.
There is the terrible rage at economic injustice that is shared by
college students looking at a future of debt and overwork, as well
as those who couldn’t afford college in the first place, by working
people struggling ever harder for
less, by the many who have no
jobs and few prospects, by people
forced out of their homes by the
games banks play with mortgages
and profits, and by everyone the
catastrophe that is health care in
this country has affected. And by
the rest of us, furious on their behalf (and on our own).

earnings.
A dozen years ago, after the wildly
successful revolt against neo-liberal economic policy in Seattle, the
slogan that stuck around was:
“Another World Is Possible.” I
was never sure about that one because in crucial places and ways
that other world is already here.
In a YouTube video of the New
York occupation, however, I
watched an old woman in a straw
hat say, “We’re fighting for a society in which everyone is important.” What a beautiful summation! Could any demand be
clearer than that? And could the
ways in which people have no
value under our current economic
regime be more obvious?

What is your
Occupation?

And then there is the joyous hope
that things could actually be different. That hope has been fulfilled
a little in the way that an openended occupation has survived
four weeks and more and turned
into hundreds of Occupy actions
around the country and marches
in almost 1000 cities around the
world last Sunday, from Sydney
to Tokyo to Santa Rosa. It speaks
for so many; it speaks for the 99
per cent; and it speaks clearly, so
clearly that an ex-Marine showed
up with a hand-lettered sign that
said, “2nd time I’ve fought for my
country, 1st time I’ve known my
enemy.”

Occupy Wall Street. Occupy together. Occupy New Orleans,
Portland, Stockton, Boston, Las
Cruces, Minneapolis. Occupy.
The very word is a manifesto, a
position statement, and a position
as well. For so many people, particularly men, their occupation is
their identity, and when a job is
lost, they become not just unemployed, but no one. The Occupy
movement offers them a new occupation, work that won’t pay the
bills, but a job worth doing. “Lost
my job, found an occupation,”
said one sign in the crowd of witty
signs.

The climate change movement
showed up at Occupy Wall Street,
too. What’s blocking action on climate change is what’s blocking action on all the other issues that
matter: it would cut into profits.
Never mind the deep future, not
when what’s at stake is quarterly

There is, of course, a bleaker meaning for the word occupation, as in
“the US is occupying Iraq.” Even
National Public Radio gives the
Dow Jones report several times a
day, as though the rise and fall of
the stock market had not long ago
been decoupled from the rise and
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fall of genuine measures of wellbeing for the 99 per cent. A small
part of Wall Street, which has long
occupied us as if it were a foreign
power, is now occupied as though
it were a foreign country.
Wall Street is a foreign country —
and maybe an enemy country as
well. And now it’s occupied. The
way that Native Americans occupied Alcatraz Island in San Francisco Bay for 18 months four decades ago and galvanised a national Native American rights
movement. You pick some place
to stand, and when you stand
there, you find your other occupation, as a member of civil society.
This May in Ohio, a group of
Robin Hoods literally lowered a
drawbridge they made so they
could cross a “moat” around
Chase Bank’s headquarters and
invade its shareholders’ meeting.
Forty Robin Hoods also showed
up en masse last week in kayaks
for a national mortgage bankers’
meeting in Chicago. Houses facing foreclosure are being occupied. Foreclosure is, of course, a
way of turning people into nonoccupants.
At this moment in history, occupation should be everyone’s occupation.

Baby
pictures
of a revolt
Young man whose despair gave
birth to hope, no one knows what
the future holds. When you set
yourself afire almost ten months
ago, you certainly didn’t know,
nor do any of us know now, what
the long-term outcome of the Arab
Spring will be, let alone this

possible to grasp something about
it by asking who or what it resembles. What does Occupy Wall
Street look like? Well, its siblings
born around the world this year,
of course, and perhaps in some
way the American civil rights
movement that began in the 1950s.

President Salvador Allende

American Fall. Such a movement
arrives in the world like a newborn. Who knows its fate, or even
whether it will survive to grow
up?
It may be suppressed like the
Prague Spring of 1968. It may go
through a crazy adolescence like
the French Revolution of 1789 and
yet grow beyond its parents’
dreams. Radiant at birth,
wreathed in smiles, it may become
a stolid bourgeois citizen as did
such movements in Czechoslovakia, Hungary, and the reunited
Germany after civil society freed
those countries from totalitarianism.
It may grow up into turbulence as
has the Philippines since its 1986
revolution ousted the kleptocracy
of the Marcos family. Revolution
may be assassinated young, the
way the democratic government
of Mohammed Mossadegh was in
Iran in 1953, that of President
Jacobo Arbenz in Guatemala in
1954, and President Salvador
Allende’s Chilean experiment on
September 11, 1973, all three in
CIA-backed military coups. On
behalf of the 1 per cent.
Whether a human child or a child
of history, we can’t know who or
what it will become, but it’s still
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There was a national uprising in
the United States no less spontaneous in its formation during the
great depression of the 1870s, but
the Great Railroad Strike of 1877
was violent, while the Occupy
movement is deeply imbued with
the spirit and tactics of non-violence. The last Great Depression,
the one that began in 1929, created a host of radical movements,
as well as the Hoovervilles of
homeless people. There are family resemblances. The marches
and actions against the coming
invasion of Iraq on 15 February
2003, on all seven continents (yes,
including Antarctica) are clearly
kin. And the anti-corporate
globalisation movement is a godmother. And then there’s a sibling just a decade older.

Cousin

9/11

Zuccotti Park is just two blocks
from Wall Street, and also just a
block from Ground Zero, the site
of the 9/11 attack. On that day, it
was badly damaged. This 21 September, my dear friend Marina
Sitrin wrote me from Occupy Wall
Street: “There are people from
more diverse backgrounds racially, more diverse age groups, including not just a few children
here with their parents, and a
number of working people from
the area. In particular, some of the
security guards from the 9/11
memorial, a block away have been
coming by for lunch and chatting

with people, as has a local group
of construction workers.”
If the Arab Spring was the decadelater antithesis of 9/11, a largely
non-violent, publicly inclusive
revolt that forced the Western
world to get over its fearful fantasy that all young Muslims are
terrorists, jihadis, and suicide
bombers, then Occupy Wall Street,
which began six days after the
10th anniversary of that nightmarish day in September, is the other
half of 9/11 in New York. What
was remarkable about that day 10
years ago is how calmly and
beautifully everyone behaved.
New Yorkers helped each other
down those dozens of floors of
stairs in the Twin Towers and
away from the catastrophe, while
others lined up to give blood, desperate to do something, anything,
to participate, to be part of a newfound sense of community that
arose in the city that day.
There was, for example, a huge
commissary organised on Chelsea
Piers that provided free food, medical supplies, and work equipment
for the people at Ground Zero and
also helped find housing for the
displaced. It was not an official
effort, but one that arose even more
spontaneously than Occupy Wall
Street, without leaders or institutions — and it was forcibly disbanded when the official organisations got their act together a few
days later. Those who participated
experienced a sense of democracy
amid all the distress and sorrow,
a tremendous joy in finding meaningful work and deep social connections, and a little temporary
joy, as they often do in disaster.
When I began to study the history
of urban disaster years ago, I

found such unexpected exhibitions of that kind of joy again and
again, uniting the generative moments of protests, demonstrations,
revolts, and revolutions with the
aftermath of some disasters. Even
when the losses were terrible, the
ways that people came together to
meet the occasion were almost always inspiring.
Since I wrote A Paradise Built in
Hell: The Extraordinary Communities That Arise in Disaster, I have
been asked again and again
whether economic crisis begets
the same kind of community as
sudden disasters. It did in Argentina in 2001, when the economy
crashed there. And it has now, in
the streets of New York and many
other cities, in 2011. A sign at Occupy San Francisco said, “IT’S
TIME.” It is. It’s been time for a
long time.

No hope but in
ourselves
The birth of this moment was delayed three years. Argentinians
reacted immediately to the 2001
crisis and to long-simmering
grievances with an economy that
had ground so many of them
down even before the government
froze all bank accounts and the
economy crashed. On the other
hand, our economy collapsed
three years ago this month to
headlines like “Capitalism is
dead” in the business press. There
was certainly some fury and outrage at the time, but the real reaction was delayed, or decoyed.
The outrage of the moment did, in
fact, result in a powerful
grassroots movement that focused
on a single political candidate to
fix it all for us, as he promised he
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would. It was a beautiful movement, a hopeful movement, much
more so than its candidate. The
movement got its lone candidate
into the highest office in the land,
where he remains today, and then
walked away as though the job
was done. It had just begun.
That movement could have fought
the corporations, given us a real
climate-change policy, and more,
but it allowed itself to be disbanded as though one elected
politician were the equivalent of
ten million citizens, of civil society itself. It was a broad-based
movement, of all ages and races,
and I think it’s back, disillusioned
with politicians and electoral politics, determined this time to do it
for itself, beyond and outside the
corroded arenas of institutional
power.
I don’t know exactly who this
baby looks like, but I know that
who you look like is not who you
will become. This unanticipated
baby has a month behind it and a
future ahead of it that none of us
can see, but its birth should give
you hope.
Love,
Rebecca

Rebecca Solnit is the author of 13 books, including A Paradise Built in
Hell: The Extraordinary
Communities That Arise
in Disaster and Hope in
the Dark: Untold Histories, Wild Possibilities.
Source: Tomdispatch.com
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ACADEMIC FREEDOM

Messing around with
Malaysian
higher
education
As long as the rigid, feudal, politically and racially-tainted
civil service structure remains, no amount of patching up of
the rot will change things
by Zaharom Nain

n Malaysia, politics has
been central to many
academic matters for a
pretty long time, from as
far back as 1971 at the very least,
when the University and University Colleges Act (UUCA) was introduced. The UUCA, like other
legislation such as the Internal Security Act (ISA) and the Printing
Presses and Publications Act

I

(PPPA), is an obscene piece of legislation which really has no place
in a democracy.
Two recent controversies highlight the extent to which politics
has virtually swamped Malaysian academia and the resultant
mess that has emerged. First has
been the on-off suspension of Professor Abdul Aziz Bari by the InAliran Monthly : Vol.31(10) Page 40

ternational Islamic University
(IIU) and the accompanying police investigation. Second was the
recent Appeal Court verdict on the
UKM4 and the judgment given on
Section 15(5)(a) of the Universities
and University Colleges Act.

Continued on page 27

