MONTHLY

Go For Change
For Justice, Freedom & Solidarity

Aliran Monthly : Vol.31(11) Page 1

PP3739/12/2011(026665)

ISSN 0127 - 5127

RM4.00

2011:Vol.31No.11

COVER STORY

Gross
glaring

mismanagement,
corruption

A change of government would mean prudent spending,
better governance, an end to repressive laws
by P Ramakrishnan
his is a rich country. But
the reality of the situation doesn’t reflect this.
The woes of the poor, the
hopelessness of the marginalised,
the helplessness of the homeless,
the misery of the hard-core poor all this could have been solved if
we have had people of integrity
and responsible leaders administering this country.

T

If only politicians had come into
the picture with a clear vision and
a passionate mission to serve the
nation and make life meaningful
for the vast majority who are poor,
things would have been different.
If after more than 50 years of absolute power and unbroken rule
by the same political party, we
continue to suffer the indignities
of poverty, the miseries of the

Shahrizat

marginalised, the deprivation
of the urban settlers, then we
must honestly ask if the Barisan
Nasional deserves to remain in
power. Is the BN capable of
serving the interests of the deserving?

Squandering
our
wealth
Without a second thought, let
me say that they have forfeited
their right to remain in power.
The fate of this nation and the
welfare of the people cannot be
trusted in their hands. They
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EDITOR'S

NOTE

In our cover story, P Ramakrishnan provides a litany
of gross mismanagement and glaring corruption in
government spending. The money squandered could
have been used to relieve poverty and empower the
marginalised. Does the BN deserve to remain in
power? A change of government would mean prudent spending, better governance and an end to repressive laws.
Now there are quiet plans to build expensive nuclear
power plants. That has prompted a string of civil
society groups from across the region to call on the
government to stop its nuclear power development
plans.
One reader writes in to say the BN may be following
the way of the dinosaurs. If the coalition is seen to
be obsolete and irrelevant, it will not be the fault of
the opposition or the rakyat, she says. Another
reader sent in an article expressing dismay about
the performance of the Education Ministry. The education system needs to be revamped – but this has to
be done by reputable academicians and not by politicians, she insists.
No wonder the BN is worried. It appears incapable
of reform. Far from ushering in greater democracy
as the PM pledged, the government seems to be moving in the opposite direction, by passing the so-called
Peaceful Assembly Bill in Parliament. Contrary to
its name, the Bill restricts further whatever public
space there is left for dissent and assembly, observes
Christopher Chong.
Finally, we look at the immense political and cultural legacy of two giants from the Indian subcontinent, Mahatma Gandhi and Rabindranath Tagore.
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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have proven to be a self-serving,
uncaring, indifferent, greedy lot.
They have plundered the country
and squandered our wealth.
This is not a mere allegation. It is
a fact confirmed by the AuditorGeneral year in year out. Some of
the stark discrepancies pointed
out in the AG’s report take the
breath out of you. It is simply unimaginable that gross mismanagement, glaring corruption, staggering waste can take place year
after year without heads rolling
and without anyone being held
accountable for this blatant mismanagement of our finances under the BN governance.
How would you feel as a taxpayer
if someone tells you that our defence ministry pays RM7.55 bn for
some armoured vehicles that are
actually worth one quarter of the
price?
How would you feel when a car
jack normally sold for around
RM50 was purchased for
RM5700, when a digital camera
that cost RM2990 was bought for
RM8254, when a set of technical
pens with a market price of RM160
was bought for RM1146?
Why would the Malaysian Marine Parks Department spend a
whopping RM56350 for a pair of
night vision Marine binoculars,
29 times more than its market
value of RM1940; and why would
it pay the same amount or 1893
per cent more for another pair of
night vision Bushnell binoculars
when the actual price was
RM2827?
How can you justify paying

Collapsed stadium

RM170 per kg of sugar when the
actual price was only RM1.70? A
sum of RM25500 was paid for 150
kg of sugar!
How would you feel when purchases are made with inflated
prices running into billions?
How would you feel when the
cattle-rearing project under the
National Feedlot Corporation instead of serving the national interest was used as a tool to serve
private greed?
How would you feel when pensioners both alive and dead were
overpaid some RM4.5m?
How would you feel when disreputable and irresponsible contractors with shoddy track record
were awarded contracts worth
millions of ringgit and had their
contracts even extended when
their services were atrocious?
The Prime Minister’s Department
has a staff of 43554 employees
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with a budget of RM4bn. Why
does he need an army of employees with such a huge budget?
The message from these examples
is simple: Don’t trust the BN with
your money!
It means the time has come to get
rid of the BN. The time is here for
change. This is our last chance
and last hope. We must not squander this opportunity.
A change of government would
mean prudent spending, better
governance, an end to repressive
laws, more democratic space and
policies that will benefit the vast
majority of the deserving.
Let’s go for change! q

The above was an address
given by P Ramakrishnan at
Aliran’s Annual General
Meeting held on 20 November 2011.

EDUCATION

Ministry of Education
or
Miseducation?

-

The education system needs to be revamped and a good
starting point would be to remove the purview of education
from politicians
by Angry Parents
hew! Finally anxious
parents get a reprieve (or
do they?) with announcement from the
DPM that students who started
out studying Mathematics and
Science in English will be allowed
to continue in the language they
studied. What remains to be seen
will be the implementation of this
policy.

P

Our hearts go out to parents
whose children commence Standard One next year - especially as
there are many of us, who speak
English at home and who want
our children to compete in the international arena.

Questions
about
implementation
Malaysian politicians are famous
for making grandiose statements
with little or no concern about the
implementation. Regardless, parents still remain anxious and uncomfortable at the politicisation of
education. Our children have become pawns in the hands of these
ministers, who for political mileage use education as a bait. And
leaders elected by us to be our rep-

resentatives have played us out.
Parents want to know categorically, how the policy will be implemented in schools. We do hope
the minister will ensure that, especially in urban schools, these
subjects be taught in English and
the option not be left to the discretion of the teacher. We parents had
rightly guessed the implementation would be left in the hands of
the principals and teachers of the
schools.
Now why do we parents find this
Aliran Monthly : Vol.31(11) Page 5

unacceptable? Because most of
the principals and teachers will
find the easy way out and with
impunity teach Maths and Science
in Malay. So where does that
leave our children who would be
disadvantaged by this flip-flop
policy?
We, angry parents, would like
this question to be answered by
the Ministry of Education (MOE):
in what language are the texts for
Science and Math for 2012 and
what about our children who are
in schools that are unable to teach

taught in school. Shouldn’t the
educational needs for students be
met in school? The amounts we
pay out each month is almost
what parents pay to have their
children schooled privately!

in English? Some of the children
have already received text books
in English, and so we ask again
of the MOE, will these students be
taught in English? What is the
time frame to complete the transfer of school, if we wish our children to be in schools that teach
these subjects in English? Let us
know categorically which schools
will be teaching in English and
the procedure for transfer.
Is the Ministry of (Mis) Education
aware that SPM students who are
sitting for exams next week had
to return their textbooks to the
school before their exams? What
kind of system is in place that does
not care for the needs of the children?
We do hope that all these issues
of mismanagement of the education system will be reflected in the
KPIs of the Ministers. The bureaucrats in the Ministry of Education
should also be hauled up and held
accountable.
Many excuses have been used to
revert to the teaching of Science

and Maths in Malay such as the
teachers are unable to teach in English. Why should this be when
millions was spent in training the
teachers, for software, including
teachers’ and student manuals?
These subjects have been taught
in English for almost six years enough time for teachers to cope
with the changes..

Tuition, syllabus
streaming

and

This is also a call to take action or
ship out all those incompetent and
lazy teachers who promote their
own tuition classes to students instead of giving their best in class.
This has become a racket and a
bane to parents. In some countries,
it is a policy that teachers cannot
give tuition to students from their
own schools.
Furthermore, parents of students
in national schools are forking out
huge sums on tuition and activity
books, not withstanding the petrol
costs and time spent in ferrying
students to and from tuition, duplicating what should have been
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Our syllabus is not challenging to
young minds: we promote rote
learning rather than creative
thinking. It is baffling why there
has to be multiple choice for
maths, when 2+2=4 and can never
be 22 or anything else! The syllabus for English is, in a nut-shell,
students study greetings from
Standard One to Form Five, keeping the students on the brink of
boredom through their school
years.
Oh, I wonder what the reason is
for 50 per cent of the Form Four
history syllabus being dedicated
solely to Islam. After all, Muslim
students do study this separately
and it will be repetition for them.
Furthermore, a small portion of
the syllabus dedicated to this
beautiful religion would be fine;
otherwise it is proselytising?
At primary level, students are
barely exposed to the laboratory;
yet their Science paper has an entire section devoted to experiments, their observations and
conclusions. There is hardly any
space for creative writing or intellectual discourse.
The truth is, if we want to compete with the rest of the world and
acquire developed status, the level
of teaching in schools should be
improved to enhance the education standard. The government
should have a more inclusive
multiracial recruitment policy
and a compensation system to reward good teachers. This will au-

tomatically raise the level of efficiency and productivity of concerned school-teachers and directly improve the performance of
students.
By the way, the system of streaming young children is absolutely
ridiculous as it only serves to
lower children’s self esteem, with
no benchmarks for either the good
or the poor students to emulate,. It
is a form of segregation and
should be abolished immediately.
It is also believed that only the best
classes get good teachers: then
you are giving those children an
unfair advantage and that in itself is cheating the other students,
totalling eroding their self confidence. After all, the Malaysian
education system has not produced any Nobel laureates; so
now, concede to the weakness and
make the necessary changes!!

An

education

hub?

Malaysia also has a grand plan
to become an education hub, and
again taxpayers’ money is spent
on promoting Malaysia as a destination for higher education.
How the heck are we to do this,
when our students, even teachers
and lecturers, are more proficient
in BM than English? Is anyone at
the Ministry of Higher Education
even thinking? Would you believe
the dismay of an international PhD
student who submitted a PhD proposal to the English Department in
the University of Malaya and received the recommendations and comments in Bahasa Malaysia! This
truly happened and such are the
standards that we have come to
accept in our country.

raising the standards of English
all round, which the DPM has
promised to do. But we wonder if
the Minister realises this can only
be achieved when a majority of the
subjects are taught in English and
the teachers begin to speak and
write in English. Only then will
Malaysia achieve a breakthrough
in this realm.
We have lofty goals to achieve,
and anyway it looks rather nice
for the government to proclaim it
wants to become a high-income
nation and that Malaysia wants
to acquire developed status. But
what are the plans implemented
to achieve these goals? Can these
benchmarks and milestones be
achieved without English, the lingua franca of international education, trade and industry, banking and finance and even tourism? Where does the lack of English language proficiency leave
us all, if we cannot compete in the
global arena? Perhaps on the road
to Greece?
It is imperative and incumbent on
the government and the Ministry
of Education to formulate an ac-

Regardless, it all boils down to
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ceptable and concrete plan as to
how Science and Maths are going
to be taught over the next few
years. Parents, who are also voters, want to know what is being
done to upgrade the education
system in Malaysia to ensure our
children are not left behind and
are able to compete at the international level. No, not all of us can
afford international schools; we
are not cronies nor are we well
paid government bureaucrats
who can afford to send out kids to
elite schools. So don’t even tell us
so.
Seriously, the education system
needs to be revamped. A good
starting point would be to remove
the purview of education from
politicians and leave it in the
hands of reputable academicians.
Our children are not footballs to
be kicked around by our ministers
of (mis) education!! q

Angry Parents is the
pseudonym of an upset
reader.

NON-VIOLENCE

What would Gandhi think
of our world today?
We must make use of the power that we all have to insist that
we be ruled only by those who wage peace at all times
by Marina Mahathir
miration for Gandhi, has been
able to follow his doctrine in practice at all. When we look at the
amount of violence today all
round the world, we have to wonder what the Mahatma would
have thought. Violence today has
become more widespread, more
sophisticated and more diversified. We are seeing every day different types of violence perpetrated by different people using
different means. Are any of them
justified and would all of them
merit the same non-violent responses?
o many people, the first
thing that comes to mind
when talking about Mahatma Gandhi is of
course his doctrine of non-violence. I think by far this is his
greatest contribution to the world,
that rebellion against injustice can
be achieved through non-violent
means. That to protest against
such injustices is a human right,
because injustice itself is a violation of human rights. And because
injustice is often violent, to protest in a non-violent manner is
also a statement in itself.

T

Not that the world, despite its ad-

Violence

in

the

world

In Gandhi’s day, his main concern was the sort of violence perpetrated by colonisers against the
colonised. This included both the
British government’s colonisation
of India and the demand by Indians for self-determination as well
as the social colonisation of the
haves in Indian society over the
have-nots, especially those from
the untouchable classes.
Perhaps less well-known is that
Gandhi was also an opponent of
the formation of the state of Israel.
Although he sympathised greatly
Aliran Monthly : Vol.31(11) Page 8

with the plight of Jews who were
being persecuted in Germany,
nevertheless Gandhi thought the
answer was not the setting up of
a Jewish state in Palestine. “The
Palestine of the Biblical conception,” he said, “ is not a geographical tract. It is in their (Jewish)
hearts. But if they must look to the
Palestine of geography as their
national home, it is wrong to enter it under the shadow of the British gun. A religious act cannot be
performed with the aid of the
bayonet or the bomb. They can
settle in Palestine only by the
goodwill of the Arabs. They
should seek to convert the Arab
heart.”
As we know, nobody listened then
to Gandhi and the Palestine issue
is still with us today. As indeed
colonialism still is, and taking on
more violent forms than ever before. Today we have at least two
countries, Afghanistan and Iraq,
with hundreds of foreign soldiers
on their soil attempting unsuccessfully to bring peace to those
countries. Instead of development,
both Iraq and Afghanistan have
been laid waste to violence and
are unable to govern themselves
for some time to come. Further-

more the violence perpetuated is
today much more sophisticated,
operated from a distance and
causing many more deaths and
injuries on civilian populations
than ever before. How many times
have we seen reports of drone attacks causing many civilian
deaths in Afghanistan or suicide
bombers killing and injuring innocent people?

Weapons

of

war

Today too we have seen more diverse forms of weaponry, not just
more technologically sophisticated ones but also chemical
weapons, even those declared illegal by the international community. In Gaza, doctors treating the
injured reported the use of white
phosphorus, which burns the
skin as long as oxygen is available. These doctors also reported
the use of Dense Inert Metal Explosives (DIME), a type of bomb
fired from Israeli planes, which hit
the ground, bounce up again and
then explode sending out hundreds of sharp blades and shrapnel. The injuries caused by these
shrapnel include amputated legs,
arms and heads; needless to say,
DIME does not differentiate between adults and children, soldiers and civilians.
Let us not forget that the threat of
nuclear weapons still looms over
us today. Despite the global antinuclear movement, today there
are still several countries that insist on having nuclear weapons
including the United States and
Israel. Additionally, the conventional arms trade is today estimated to be valued at USD1.5 trillion yearly or 2.7 per cent of the
world’s GDP. The United States
alone accounts for 42.8 per cent of

the world’s defence spending and
4.8 per cent of its GDP. It is also
the largest exporter of armaments,
thus spreading violence and
death all round the world.
As the director Michael Moore
pointed out in his documentary
Bowling for Columbine, in an environment where it is not considered unusual to manufacture, buy
and sell weaponry, violence becomes an idea that seeps into the
community and the minds of individuals, with fatal consequences for many innocent victims.
The Nobel peace laureate Oscar
Arias Sanchez, former President
of Costa Rica, a country without
an army, noted the same phenomenon: “When a country decides to
invest in arms, rather than in education, housing, the environment,
and health services for its people,
it is depriving a whole generation
of its right to prosperity and happiness. We have produced one firearm for every ten inhabitants of
this planet, and yet we have not
bothered to end hunger when
such a feat is well within our

Oscar Arias
Sanchez
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reach.
“Our international regulations
allow almost three-quarters of all
global arms sales to pour into the
developing world with no binding international guidelines whatsoever. Our regulations do not
hold countries accountable for
what is done with the weapons
they sell, even when the probable
use of such weapons is obvious.”
Thus the world in 2011 is much
more awash in the means to violence than in the days of Gandhi,
even though he lived to see the
bombings of Hiroshima and
Nagasaki and was a sharp critic
of the use of nuclear bombs. In
1946, he remarked: “I regard the
employment of the atom bomb for
the wholesale destruction of men,
women, and children as the most
diabolical use of science.” Sadly
this diabolical use of science continues unabated today.

Causes

of

violence

What about the causes of violent
conflict today? No longer is it just
colonisation that is causing conflict but different issues have
arisen of late that may not have
existed in Gandhi’s day.
Globalisation has linked the countries of the world as never before
but its benefits have not been
evenly distributed over all countries. The divide between rich and
poor nations remains large; developing nations still suffer a bigger
share of the world’s poverty, illiteracy and ill health. They are less
able to cope with shocks in the
world’s economic system; if the
developed world to which they
export suffers a recession, they
suffer worse from the effects of
those cutbacks.

These types of economic inequalities lead to a new phenomena,
human migration, where people
move from their own region or
country to another to seek a better
life. If badly managed, this can
lead to conflicts with the native
people of the host countries. Migrants now make up 214m people
who leave their countries for
work or to seek refuge from crises
in their own countries, including
conflicts. According to the International Organisation for Migration, this means that one in every
33 people in the world is an international migrant. As displaced
people and refugees, or even simply as foreign workers in a country, these migrants become vulnerable to violence as well as other
disadvantages such as lack of access to health care.
Additionally there are the effects
of relatively new phenomena
such as climate change. When
people are displaced by environmental disasters caused by climate change such as drought or
floods, they encroach on other
people’s land. Conflicts arise
when more people are forced to
find food from the same limited
resources. Refugees forced to live
in deplorable conditions invariably rebel and start to fight with
both fellow refugees and their
unwilling hosts. What is happening in Somalia is a case in point
where hundreds of thousands of
famine-stricken people have been
forced to move in search of food,
sparking an immense humanitarian crisis.
In many cases, compared to
Gandhi’s day, the perpetrators of
violence have also diversified.
Where before it was often states
that inflicted violence on people,

today there may be non-state actors or even communities that may
cause such violence. For instance,
the existence of networks of
people who believe that violence
is the only response to injustice,
thus leading to events such as 9/
11, the Bali bombings and other
violent events such as the suicide
bombing of houses of worship.
Gender-based violence has also
been well-documented for example in Bosnia, in Indonesia in
1998, and more recently in the
Congo and in Libya. The targets
of such violence are also diverse;
sometimes it is certain communities, sometimes the more vulnerable sections of the population
such as women and sometimes
targets are randomly picked.

Media’s
with

obsession
violence

In all this, let us not forget the role
of the media in both highlighting,
perpetuating and sometimes even
possibly encouraging violence.
Violence is almost always sensational and if one reads the news,
it is possible to think that everyone around the world is inclined
towards violence. Every day there
is a suicide bomber blowing up
someone or a murder is committed yet again somewhere. On television we see both factual and fictional violence so seamlessly
broadcast together that for a
while we find it hard to differentiate between what is real and what
is not. This is why our first reaction to the planes flying into the
World Trade Centre on Sept 11,
2001 was uncertainty as to
whether it was computer-generated imaging or real, so used are
we to disaster movies.
The media fascination with vio-
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lence has two main effects. Firstly
it inures us to violence so much
so that we become less and less
able to empathise when something dreadful happens. We no
longer remember that every person killed through conflict is
someone’s son or daughter, husband or wife or friend. We may
count bodies but we don’t see
them as someone’s loved one lost
to violence. As long as it’s not anyone we know, we don’t care too
much.
Secondly, media tends to persuade us that the only answer to
violence is more violence. Picture
the cheers that went up among
many Americans when the news
got out that Osama bin Laden had
been killed. It seemed a natural
‘progression’ if you can call it that,
from a response that has been just
as violent if not more, and in fact
has caused more casualties than
were killed in the September 11 attacks alone. According to the
costs-of-war project at Brown
University, a “very conservative”
estimate is that about 137000 civilians have been killed in Afghanistan, Iraq and Pakistan and
that the wars have created more
than 7.8m refugees in these countries. And to prove Oscar Arias
Sanchez’s words, the Brown
project also puts the wars’ ultimate cost, including interest payments and veterans’ care, to the
United States at up to US$4 trillion—equivalent to the country’s
cumulative budget deficits for the
six years from 2005 to 2010.

Inspiring
untold
stories
The media’s obsessive attention to
violence thus has a cyclical effect
in that it only promotes further

violence, which in turn
continually feeds the
media’s hunger for sensationalism. Yet what
the media chooses to
highlight is far from the
entire story of any news
item. Gandhian principles of non-violence
are alive and well today, even though they
may not seem as newsworthy to media corporations. Allow me to talk
about some of them.

throwing Palestinian
who seems uninterested
in peace as well as show
that there are a lot of Israelis who also support
Palestinian rights. Indeed few people know of
the non-violent Israeli
peace movement that has
always been opposed to
the Israeli government’s
approach to the Palestine issue.

Peaceful Palestinian resistance

Julia Bacha is a young
filmmaker who made a documentary on non-violence resistance in
the West Bank. In her TEDTalks
lecture, she makes the case for
greater attention to non-violent
protests in Palestine because she
believes that it inspires people to
replicate the same model and
therefore break the cycle of violence around them. Her documentary tells the story of the Palestinian village of Budrus that embarked on a ten-month long nonviolent protest against the building of a barrier by the Israelis that
cut across their olive groves. Their
persistence, perseverance and
resolute committal to non-vio-

lence eventually paid off. What’s
more, when Julia’s documentary
was shown to other villages, it
spurred those villages to embark
on the same type of protest in the
hope that these would yield the
same results.
Media attention to such a movement would serve several purposes. It would present another
side to the story of Palestine, that
rather than the usual violence one
sees on-screen, there are people
who are demanding their rights
in a peaceful manner. It would also
do much to dispel stereotypes,
both of the aggressive stone-

Today too, non-violent
protests are taking place
on Wall Street to protest
against the disastrous impact that
financiers have had on the lives
of ordinary people not just in the
US but all over the world. These
financiers have continued to demand government bail-outs and
reward themselves with gargantuan bonuses. The Occupy Wall
Street movement started with only
a few people and was ignored by
most of the media until luminaries such as Cornell West joined
them. Predictably enough once it
started to grow, the response from
the police has been swift and violent, with 700 people arrested yesterday. But today the movement
is spreading with other peaceful
occupations planned for other cities in the coming weeks.

Women

step

forward

Violence also takes many forms.
Similarly non-violent responses
can also take diverse forms. One
of the worst forms of violence
against women is female genital
cutting, a traditional customary
practice in many parts of Africa
and the Middle East. Meant to
control women’s sexuality; it
causes many forms of health problems in the young girls who un-

The Occupy Wall Street movement
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the forefront of many peaceful
protests both for their own rights,
and for society at large. In such
diverse places as Saudi Arabia
where women have protested for
the right to vote, to stand for municipal elections and to drive; Indonesia, where recently women
protested against attitudes which
blamed women for their own
rapes; and to Iran, Egypt, Bahrain
and Syria, where thousands of
women have been a central part
of the peaceful protests for change.
Public declaration at which 89 communities were to announce their
abandonment of female genital cutting (FGC) and child or forced marriage

Tahrir Square, Egypt

dergo it, including HIV infection
from unclean knives used for cutting.
Changing such a long-held custom, which some believe is required by religion, is not easy because it often challenges the authority of village heads, religious
leaders and the cutters themselves
who have much social standing
because of their jobs. But an NGO
in Senegal called Tostan has managed to stop this practice in more
than 40 villages not by confrontational means but by a process of
engaging and educating village
and community leaders. Working

with religious leaders both Muslim and Christian, Tostan workers go from village to village to talk
to communities about their right
to health and how female genital
cutting violates that right. So successful has this non-violent response to a violent tradition been
that even former cutters have become strong advocates against it,
convincing villagers to take public pledges to end the practice.
While protecting women’s health,
it has also helped to empower village women and given them a
sense that they too have rights.
Indeed women have often been at
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Building

bridges

Which brings us to the recent phenomenon known as the Arab
Spring. As imperfect as the Tunisian and Egyptian revolutions
have been, they did much to dispel many stereotypes about Arabs
and about protests that the world
has had until now. For one thing,
it was clear that Arabs want the
same things as the rest of the
world - freedom, justice, equality
and human rights - and showed
that none of these demands are exclusive to Westerners. For another,
it was also clear in these two countries, that it was possible to overthrow a hated government peacefully, especially if there is no interference from outside. Sadly this
is not a lesson some dictatorial
governments appreciate, as we
can see by the tragic examples of
Libya, Syria and Bahrain.
There have also been examples of
peaceful protest here in our country. Two years ago, after some
people paraded a cow-head to
protest against a Hindu temple
being
moved
to
their
neighbourhood, many Malaysians participated in ‘Fast for the
Nation’, where both Muslims and
non-Muslims here and abroad

came together for the imsak meal
just before dawn, then fasted all
day and then broke their fast together at dusk. Many of the participants, both Muslim and nonMuslim, said that fasting together
made them feel united despite attempts by some quarters to divide
us on religious and communal
lines.
In January 2010, after a church
was burnt, about 200 young
people answered a call through
social media to participate in an
event called Tali Tenang, a peaceful rally for unity during a time of
heightened tensions. It says a lot
that neither event was organised
by any politician; instead they
were a mobilisation of civil society, mostly young people, to rebel
in a peaceful manner against racism and discrimination.

Non-violent
resistance
I would be remiss if I did not talk
about the most recent non-violent
protest here in Malaysia of which
I was a proud participant. Bersih
2.0 is the most recent example
where Malaysians from all walks
of life and all ages came out to

peacefully march for clean and
fair elections. The Bersih rally
showed up the stark differences
between perceptions of peaceful
action by the government and by
ordinary people.
The government and the police
seemed to believe that no Malaysians could gather to protest
anything without resorting to
violence, and therefore peace
could only be maintained by the
cancellation of the rally. Nor
could they believe that participants had anything but a political agenda.
Yet if we read the many personal
accounts of the Bersih rally written by the ordinary people who
participated, it is clear that most
of them were moved by a sense
that an injustice was being done
to them by not allowing them a
voice, and they were determined
that the rally would be a peaceful
and disciplined one. Faced with
teargas, water cannons and batons, however, the participants behaved in true Gandhian spirit,
refusing to retaliate with violence
themselves. Whatever the outcome, ordinary Malaysians won
a great moral victory that day.

Bersih movement

In conclusion, Gandhi’s non-violent form of resistance is alive and
well today, perpetuated by all
people around the world seeking
freedom, justice or simply the
truth. Sadly, as we have seen, governments rarely think in
Gandhian terms and instead fall
into the trap of matching violence
with violence, arming themselves
with ever more sophisticated
weaponry in anticipation of potential warfare. At the same time
they sometimes make war against
their own citizens.
Perhaps the only way to change
this is to make use of the power
that we all have to insist that we
be ruled only by those who wage
peace at all times. Let us insist that
our leaders, whoever they may be,
should be those who refuse to
bow to the violence and divisiveness that political gamesmanship
invariably yields and instead
work for the equal rights of all our
citizens.
As the Mahatma said, non-violence “is a rule of conduct for society if it is to live consistently with
human dignity and make progress
towards the attainment of peace
for which it has been yearning for
ages past.” If we, governments,
communities and individuals,
truly want to live in peace, there
is no other way to go. q

Marina Mahathir of Sisters
in Islam delivered this address at the 2nd Gandhi
Memorial
Lecture,
organised by the Gandhi
Memorial Trust at the
Royal Lake Club, Kuala
Lumpur on 3 October 2011.
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fair elections, cannot by any
stretch of the imagination be
termed as a “communist wave”.
It is a democratic wave giving expression to the innate desire of the
human spirit to be free and treated
fairly and with justice.

A record of Aliran's stand on current affairs.

Rahim
Noor
should crawl back
into the woodwork

Calling upon the Malays to unite
against this “human rights wave”
is acting foolishly and ignoring
today’s political reality. The vast
majority of thinking Malaysians
are not narrow-minded bigots
and will not fall for this call to respond along ethnic lines.

A man who infamously trampled
upon the rights of others has no
right to speak on human rights.
He is the least qualified to speak
on this subject.
Yet, the former Inspector–General
of Police, Abdul Rahim Mohd
Noor, emerging as it were from the
dead, expressed some startling
views on human rights.
He is quoted as having said that
the coming of a “human rights
wave” would threaten the principles on which this country was
founded.
In what way would the “human
rights wave” threaten the principles on which this country was
founded? The principles on
which this country was founded
is embodied in the Federal Constitution, which was agreed upon
mutually by all the communities
that aspired for a free and independent Malaya.

The present wave – demanding
accountability, transparency,
good governance, rule of law, the
right to information, the right to
assemble peacefully, the right to
publish and disseminate views –
represents the universal rights
that are upheld by the United
Nations, As Malaysia is a member of the UN Human Rights
Council, we are duty-bound to respect and protect these universal
values.

Rahim Noor

The Federal Constitution specifically guarantees the human rights
of all the citizens. Indeed, it protects the rights of all Malaysians.
If these rights were not guaranteed
and protected, there would be no
Federal Constitution to begin
with and we wouldn’t have attained our independence on 31
August 1957.
The human rights wave, reflected
in the Bersih 2.0 ‘Walk for Democracy’ that demanded clean and
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This was clearly established
when the “Himpunan Sejuta”
was organised to inflame the sentiments of the Malays against the
Christians. The fact that only
about 5000 turned up – which
prompted Ibrahim Ali to confess
that he was embarrassed by the
turnout – is proof enough that racial politics will be spurned by
citizens of goodwill who only
wish to live together in peace and
harmony for the betterment of the
nation.
Though it was touted as having
the backing of 3000 Malay NGOs,
the fact was they failed even to
send two representatives each,
which would have boosted the at-

tendance to 6000. The number that
turned up was a far cry from the
one million that was expected.
The ultras and the extremists can
claim anything but gutter politics
will not hoodwink the majority of
peace-loving Malaysians.
Rahim Noor should crawl back
into the woodwork and remain
there for a long time to come.
P Ramakrishnan
Presiden
1 November 2011

Withdraw
draconian
Assembly

the
Peaceful
Bill!

Given the more restrictive features
of the newly proposed Peaceful
Assembly Bill 2011, Aliran calls
on the government to withdraw
the undemocratic bill unconditionally from the current Parliamentary session.
Not only is the Bill an affront to
the supposedly reformist political
agenda of the Najib administration, it also violates the very fundamental human right of citizens
to assemble peacefully in the public domain.
For one thing, to require the
organiser to inform the police at
least 30 days prior to the planned
event is a tall order as it automatically invalidates the spontaneity
of street protests. Surely calling for
a rally cannot be equated with a
plan to, say, organise or attend a
rock concert.
Equally appalling is the immense
powers given to the police to impose restrictions and conditions
such as the date, time, duration,
venue, manner and conduct of

participants during an assembly.
It begs the question as to why the
government wants to insists on
having such tight controls over an
assembly that is supposed to be
peaceful.
Yet another instance of a downright illiberal approach to freedom
of assembly is the prohibition of
assemblies at or within 50m of
places such as water and power
utility plants, petrol stations,
places of worship, kindergartens
and schools. Would it then be
possible to demonstrate in front
of, say, the controversial Lynas
facility or another Bakun Dam?
Will there ever be a demonstration
at a mosque or Masjid Negara after Friday prayers?
These are some of the more restrictive features of the new Bill, which
ironically was supposed to liberate our society and enshrine civil
liberties.
Aliran calls on the government to
withdraw this Bill and respect the
fundamental rights of the people.
Aliran Executive Committee
24 November 2011.

undemocratic features of the ISA
will now come under a new name,
gravely disappointing the rakyat.
We were promised easier democratic freedom of assembly without the need for police permit. The
rakyat applauded this sensible
approach, which seemed to guarantee the right of assembly as enshrined in the Federal Constitution. With the presentation of the
Peaceful Assembly Bill, now they
realise that they have been deluded once again.
The Barisan Nasional is not capable of respecting the peoples’
human rights or honouring its
solemn word. The BN is only used
to restricting our rights, denying
our freedom, controlling our
space, destroying our faith in the
electoral process, trampling upon
our judiciary and completely ignoring what is fair and just.
Old habits die hard and that is the
reason it is unwilling to surrender those rights that are justly due
to the rakyat. It may proclaim that
it is prepared to revoke restrictive
laws but in reality it is incapable

Najib has taken the
rakyat for a ride!
The much-heralded reforms promised by Najib to bring us into a
new era of liberalism has exploded in the face of the rakyat as
a sham, a shameful promise.
We were promised that the ISA
would be revoked – and the rakyat
rejoiced prematurely. The joy was
short-lived when it was revealed
that two other laws would replace
the ISA, retaining the obnoxious
detention without trial. The same
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Najib

of returning these rights to the
people. It can only rule forcefully;
it cannot govern according to the
rule of law.
We cannot and should not expect
the BN to return our rights. It is
not a realistic expectation. We
have to take possession of our
rights. We have to claim our democratic space; we have to defend
our freedom.
It is in this spirit that the lawyers
have decided to march on Tuesday, 29 November 2011 from the
Lake Gardens to the Parliament
in protest against the sham Peaceful Assembly Bill, which has
made a mockery of our right to
assemble peacefully and spontaneously.
This Bill imposes many unjust restrictions and conditions and subjects organisers and all participants to heavy penalties. It is
clearly meant to discourage and
stop peaceful protests from ever
taking place. We cannot tolerate
this. We cannot condone this undemocratic Bill.
Aliran urges every freedom-loving
Malaysian to be part of the Bar
Council march to Parliament – the
March for Freedom! Let us gather
peacefully and march orderly to
parliament to convey how upset
and disappointed we are with
this Bill that was promulgated
without consultation with the
public.
This is not a Peaceful Assembly
Bill – it is a Bill against the Freedom of Assembly. It completely
ignores Article 20 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights
which states: “Everyone has the
right to freedom of assembly and

association.”
Aliran executive committee
28 November 2011

Its People’s right
to
Disagree
The Minister in the Prime
Minister’s department, Datuk Seri
Nazri Aziz, doesn’t seem to understand basic things concerning
democracy. His notion of democracy is woefully dismal and disappointing. His ignorance on issues of democracy is alarming!
While castigating the current Bar
Council president, Lim Chee Wee,
and the former Bar Council president, Datuk Ambiga Sreenevasan,
for organising the Walk for Freedom peaceful demonstration, he
suggested that the Bar Council be
registered as a political party and
that they should stand for elections.
His stand seems to suggest that
only political parties and politicians have the right to disagree
and speak up and if you are not
in either of these categories, you
don’t have the right to criticise or
disagree.

This is utter nonsense. This right
to disagree or criticise is not the
monopoly of a political party or
politician. This God-given right is
the birth-right of every individual,
and it is enshrined in the Constitution.
The right to freedom of assembly,
the right to speech of expression
and the right to freedom of association are the inalienable rights
of every citizen. There are no caveats placed on these rights.
Nazri, therefore, has no right to
insist that one must belong to a
political party to disagree with the
Barisan Nasional’s policies.
The Constitution has no such
provisions barring citizens from
speaking up or championing a
cause.
In a democracy, citizens have a
role to play and participate in every aspect of governance without
belonging to a political party and
without being a politician.
Nazri must be reminded that, according to A.d. Benoist, “The highest measure of democracy is neither
the ‘extent of freedom’ nor the ‘extent
of equality’, but rather the highest
measure of participation.”
P Ramakrishnan
Executive Committee Member
30 November 2011

Is the Deputy IGP
whitewashing
a
misappropriation?

Nazri Aziz
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Thinking Malaysians are perturbed by the unbecoming conduct of the Deputy Inspector-General of Police, Khalid Abu Bakar.
He was clearly trying to cover up
for the Umno Wanita leader

any element of corruption in the
RM250m NFC” debacle is farfetched, absolutely without merit
and cannot be believed.
It has been alleged in no uncertain terms with regard to the abuse
of the funds:

Khalid Abu Bakar

Shahrizat Jalil during the Umno
General Assembly.
Shahrizat is under intense scrutiny over the scandalous beefbreeding project, which was undertaken by her husband through
their company, National Feedlot
Corporation (NFC), with a softloan of RM250m from the government.
Following the Auditor-General’s
damning disclosure that this
project is in a “mess”, many startling and disturbing ‘fishy’ details have been unearthed by the
Opposition. All these allegations
of impropriety involve funds
meant for a national livestock
project to provide a cheap supply
of beef to Malaysians.
From the allegations, it would
appear that there has been blatant
abuse and mismanagement of
public funds suggesting corruption. This overwhelming and glaring evidence cannot be simply
overlooked or covered-up or
pushed under the carpet.
Khalid’s contention that “investigations have so far not revealed

1 . That Shahrizat’s family
bought two super luxury condos in Bangsar for RM6.9m
each;
2. That RM3m discount was
given to a family-owned company;
3 . That RM3.3m was used to buy
a Mercedes CLS350 and residential land in Putrajaya;
4. That half a million was channelled to a family firm in
Singapore;
5 . That huge sums of money were
paid to a tour agency for family “holidays”;
6. That the loan was released
even before the agreement was
signed.
The above stark allegations
clearly establish that the money
was not used for the purpose the
loan was granted. That being the
case, evidently the money was
mismanaged and misappropriated, suggesting wrong-doing.
Is it possible that this aspect of the
abuse of the loan could have gone
unnoticed and without being investigated? Didn’t alarm bells ring
while the investigation was ongoing?
Didn’t it strike the investigators
that something was gravely
wrong for the loan to have been
released before the agreement was
even signed? Who authorised this
huge loan of RM250m to be released without the agreement
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duly signed and stamped? Was
this line of investigation undertaken?
When money meant for a specific
project was channelled into a family firm that has nothing to do
with the project, doesn’t it constitute embezzlement? Isn’t embezzlement akin to corruption?
Under whose name(s) are the
luxury condos, the land in
Putrajaya and the car registered?
Who went on the family holidays
and who authorised the use of the
loan, meant for a livestock project,
for this private purpose?
The timing and the attempt to
clear Shahrizat in this debacle is
suspect and cannot be explained
away as coincidence. Why did the
Deputy IGP choose to reveal this
during the Umno General Assembly when the investigation is ongoing? It was clearly meant to
‘save’ Shahrizat from prying
questions. Some would even argue that it was meant to pull wool
over the Umno delegates’ eyes.
When an official from the highest
echelon of the police force is perceived to be a functionary of a political party then what credibility
is there for the police?
The person in the street is thoroughly disappointed and disillusioned because the police are unable to discharge their duty and
responsibility in an impartial and
professional manner that would
have brought respect and credit
to the police force.
P Ramakrishnan
Executive committee member
6 December 2011
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PAGES FROM THE PAST - GOVERNMENT

The
Monarchy:
What Is Mahathir Up To?
by YTM Tunku Abdul Rahman
must express my deep disappointment that the Prime
Minister, Dr Mahathir
Mohamad did not attend
the Conference of Rulers held on 28
February 1990. He was out of the
country at that time. The Deputy
Prime Minister was also out of the
country. And so the Yang Di Pertuan
Agong had to be accompanied to the
meeting by the Minister of Defence,
Tengku Ahmad Rithaudeen.

I

This creates a very bad impression
among the public. It conveys the feeling that the government and the
monarchy are not working together.
Indeed, people may even conclude
that the government of Dr Mahathir
is trying to boycott the Conference
of Rulers.
According to Article 38 (3) of the Federal Constitution, it is very clear that
whenever the Conference of Rulers
deliberates on national matters,
theYang Di Pertuan Agong shall be
accompanied by the Prime Minister
and the Rulers and the Governors
shall be accompanied by their
Menteris Besar and Chief Ministers
respectively. This is an important aspect of protocal, an important procedure in the governance of Malaysia, which should be upheld.
When I was Prime Minister for 13
years frm 1957 to 1970, there was
never an occasion that the Conference of Rulers met to discuss national
matters, without the Prime Minister
being around. If I could not be
around, there was no Conference of
Rulers.

Dr Mahathir in rapt attention beside the Yang Di Pertuan Agong, July 1989.
The PM transgresses established protocol by his absence at the February
1990 Conference of Rulers. Is there a rift in the relationship between the
monarchy and the government?

If the Prime Minister has to attend to
some urgent matter abroad, then at
least the Acting Prime Minister
should accompany the Yang Di
Pertuan Agong to the Conference.
But the Deputy Prime Minister was
away. There was no Acting Prime
Minister. Why did they have a Conference of Rulers when both men
were out of the country? Isn’t this
disrespectful to the Rulers?
There is another episode which
shows disrespect for the Rulers. On
19 March 1990, the Yang Di Pertuan
Agong paid an official visit to the
Prime Minister’s office. The Prime
Minister was not there to receive
him. It is the practice for the head of
a particular Ministry to receive the
Yang Di Pertuan Agong with full
honours and accord a warm welcome to him.
On 17 April 1990, the Yang Di Pertuan
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Agong visited the Ministry of Home
Affairs. Again, Dr Mahathir who is
Minister of Home Affairs, absented
himself. He did not receive the Yang
Di Pertuan Agong. Instead, the Deputy
Miniser of Home Affairs was there.
All these episodes have created confusion in the minds of the people as
to Dr Mahathir’s motives. What is
he up to? Why is he avoiding the
Yang Di Pertuan Agong and the Rulers? Why is he transgressing established protocol and procedures in the
relationship between our constitutional Monarchy and the government?
It would be nice if Dr Mahathir
could give an explanation to the
people so that we will know what
is really happening between the
Yang Di Pertuan Agong and the
Rulers, on the one hand, and Dr
Mahathir, on the other. q

ALIRAN AGM

Francis Loh takes over
as Aliran president
as Rama steps down
D

r Francis Loh has taken over as Aliran
president after P Ramakrishnan decided
to step down at the 35th annual general
meeting of the society today.

Aliran members present unanimously elected
scholar-activist Loh, the outgoing honorary secretary, to lead the organisation.
Dr Mustafa K Anuar, the outgoing assistant secretary, was elected honorary secretary replacing Loh,
while Leena Mohan takes over as assistant secretary. Anil Netto was returned as honorary treasurer.
Ramakrishnan will remain in the Aliran leadership
as he was elected to the executive committee. Also
elected were Dr Prema Devaraj, Andrew Wong, Dr
Soon Chuan Yean, Dr Andrew Aeria, Sarajun Hoda
bin Abdul Hassan, Angeline Loh, Dr Subramaniam
Pillay, Dr Lye Tuck-Po, Ch’ng Teng Liang and Henry
Loh.

Francis Loh

Jaya Mohan a/l Kathamuthu was elected the honorary auditor.
In his keynote address, outgoing president
Ramakrishnan told members, “Based on the Auditor-General’s Report, the BN has forfeited its right
to stay on in power. Political change is inevitable; it
will come. Let’s go for it.”
The AGM paid tribute to Ramakrishnan’s 18-year
stewardship of the organisation. As president,
Ramakrishnan was known for issuing forthright
statements against injustice, undemocratic practices,
unethical politics and human rights violations.
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P Ramakrishnan

“Rama provided steady and courageous leadership over the years,
and I have personally been inspired and have learned much
from his leadership,” incoming
president Loh told the meeting.
Ramakrishnan, who joined the
organisation immediately after it
was formed in 1977, was first
elected president in 1993, at a time
when Aliran was faced with a
leadership vacuum. As Aliran
Monthly editor since 1984, he
transformed the organisation’s
journal into one of the most respected periodicals in the country, a voice of conscience in Malaysian society.
In a parting note as president,
Ramakrishnan reflected, “It’s
been 18 years of fulfilling, enriching and rewarding experience.”
Leena Mohan
Assistant Secretary
20 November 2011
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INTERNATIONAL

Short

cuts

In Uganda, the opposition announced that it would resort to a
novel form of protest: its members would walk to work
by Mahmood Mamdani

Walking to work

he events identified with
Tahrir Square have resonated in sub-Saharan
Africa, and suggested a
new way of doing politics: politics without recourse to arms. This
has bewildered officialdom and
sometimes sent a chill running
down its spine. Uganda is a good
example: Tahrir Square has enabled us to understand a new form
of protest we call ‘walk to work’.
The immediate background to the
walk to work campaign was the
government’s refusal to allow any
form of peaceful assembly in protest at any aspect of its policies.

T

Recently, the Pan African Move-

ment, set up under the auspices
of President Museveni of Uganda
and Colonel Gaddafi a couple of
decades ago, has been the only
organisation to receive a permit:
it wanted to march in solidarity
with Gaddafi and the Libyan
people in opposition to the Nato
bombardment. The march was to
end with a rally, addressed by a
senior Ugandan military figure,
but the government changed its
mind, as the crowds were mustering. It seems to have realised at
the last minute that the event
could be hijacked by opposition
supporters, or for that matter anyone disgruntled with government
policy, and so decided to tear gas
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its own demonstration.
Soon after that, the opposition
announced that it would resort to
a new form of protest: its members
would walk to work in response
to rising fuel and commodity
prices. Walking to work, the opposition said, was not an assembly and so required no police permit. The result was an extraordinary piece of theatre as police arrested opposition politicians
walking to work and then looked
for reasons to justify the arrests.
Let me give you a few instances,
from press accounts, of the events
that followed. Salaamu Musumba,

a prominent opposition figure,
was walking with one other person, when he was stopped by a
policeman. “Have you no car?”
the policeman asked.

some of them, “when engaged by
the police, decided to run into
schools and health centres to use
children and patients as human
shields”.

“Yes, I have,” Musumba answered.

The police force’s Chief Political
Commissar insisted that walking
to work was bound to turn into a
procession, and that the campaign
organisers were therefore obliged
by law to notify the authorities. “I
have no quarrel with anybody
who wants to walk but it must be
in accordance with the law, by
notifying the police and agreeing
on the routes and maintenance of
order.” In short, citizens must obtain a permit specifying when and
where they intend to walk. Struck
by the absurdity of his position,
he added hastily: “Many people
walk, but this has turned into a
political matter.”

“Then why are you walking?”
Musumba was arrested.
Asked what was wrong with
people walking, the information
minister suggested that the opposition must have a ‘hidden
agenda’: it should “come up with
proposals on how to handle the
challenges … instead of going to
the streets”.
The Minister of Internal Affairs
believed the problem was more
sinister still. The motive behind
the walk to work campaign was
really ‘political’; otherwise the
organisers would have followed
official guidelines, which they
had failed to do. “The police were
not notified, the organisers did not
identify themselves, the routes
were not agreed upon,” the minister said.
Asked why the police had
sprayed schools and health centres with tear gas, he said the fault
lay with those who were walking:

The Inspector General of Police, a
senior military man, did his best
to alert Ugandans to the distinction between ordinary walking
and political walking. Take the
leading opposition figure, Kizza
Besigye of the Forum for Democratic Change, arrested four times
and shot in the hand during the
walk to work campaign. “Besigye
can walk,” the Inspector General
announced. ‘There is no problem
and he does not have to notify the

Police attack walk to
work protestors.

President Museveni

police. However, when he wants
to use walking or running as a
demonstration, then he has to notify us.”
Pressed to explain what was
wrong with political walking, the
Inspector General said the
opposition’s intention was to create a Ugandan version of Egypt’s
Tahrir Square.
In the early stages of the Egyptian
uprising, the media dismissed the
possibility of something similar
happening in East Africa. In the
media’s view, societies in countries such as Kenya and Uganda
were too ethnically divided to rise
up as one.
But events have shown that unity
does not precede political
mobilisations of this kind; it is
produced by them. This is why the
memory of Tahrir Square feeds
opposition hopes and fuels government fears in many African
polities. A spectre is haunting Africa and its rulers – the spectre of
Tahrir Square. q
Source: London Review of Books, Vol.
33 No. 12 · 16 June 2011
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ENERGY

Stop

nuclear

power

plan

Human beings must abandon nuclear power plants. We
must not allow a single nuclear power plant to be built
anymore.
ivil society organisations
from Japan, South Korea,
Australia and Malaysia
have called on the government of Malaysia to stop its
nuclear power development plan.

C

The groups said they are convinced beyond doubt that
nuclear power has no place in
Malaysia’s quest to chart a sustainable energy future.
Following a two-day public forum
(8-9 October 2011), which provided an insight into the potential of energy efficiency and renewable energy to achieve a
healthy energy mix in the near
future for Malaysia, they urged
the government to increase its
support for these sectors instead
of spending taxpayers’ money on
nuclear technology which has
proven time and again to be economically, environmentally and
socially harmful.
The forum also heard first-hand
of the sufferings of the people of
Fukushima from the 11 March
2011 tsunami-triggered crisis that
saw the meltdown of the three
reactors in the Fukushima
Daiichi nuclear power plant.
Eri Watanabe, nuclear and energy
Campaigner, Friends of the Earth
Japan, said:

“The accident in Fukushima once
again reminded us that once a severe accident happens, environmental and social impacts are irreversible.
“So far, the Japanese government cannot sufficiently protect
their people from radiation.
However, the government still
continues its policy to promote
exports of nuclear power technology. This is morally wrong
because its own people are still
suffering so much from the acci-

dent.
“I strongly recommend that the
Malaysian government and
people rethink the introduction of
nuclear energy for your prosperity and for the next generation.”
Hideyuki Ban of Citizens Nuclear
Information Centre (CNIC) said:
“The Japanese government and
electricity utilities insisted that
Japanese nuclear power technology is superior. However,
Fukushima showed us that they

“In Fukushima, more than 100000 families have been separated because of the
nuclear accident. And even now, one million people still live in contaminated areas
with deep sufferings and anxiety.”
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were so wrong.

“The accident
in Fukushima
once again
reminded us
that once a
severe accident
happens,
environmental
and social
impacts are
irreversible...”

“...I want
the Malaysian
Government
and its people
to recognise
that the
Fukushima
tragedy could
happen to any
country that
embraces
nuclear
power.”

“The fallout from the nuclear
reactors contaminated a vast land
area, the air and the sea. I want
the Malaysian Government and
its people to recognise that the
Fukushima tragedy could happen
to any country that embraces
nuclear power.”
Representative of the Fukushima
Network for Protecting Children
from Radiation, Seiichi Nakate,
said:
“I would not want the Malaysian
people to experience the tragedy
that people in Fukushima are now
facing. I came here only because I
wanted to tell you this. In
Fukushima, more than 100000
families have been separated because of the nuclear accident. And
even now, one million people still
live in contaminated areas with
deep sufferings and anxiety.
“Human beings must abandon
nuclear power plants. We must
not allow a single nuclear power
plant to be built anymore.”
Kim Hye Jeong, Executive Coordinator of KFEM said: “Korea’s
nuclear technologies are questionable as shown by its track
record of 646 minor and major
accidents in a period of 32 years
since the installation of its first
nuclear power plant in 1978.”
“We are appalled that the
APR1400 nuclear reactor that has
yet to be commercially tested in
South Korea might just be the type
of reactor that the Malaysian government is considering buying
from us.
“We condemn the South Korean
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Government’s plan to export such
sub-standard technology to a developing country like Malaysia
under the pretext of international technical cooperation,”
she added.
Dr Jim Green, national nuclear
campaigner of FoE-Australia,
said: “Australian uranium was
used in the Fukushima reactors
that were destroyed in March. We
Australians do not want to be responsible for similar disasters in
Malaysia.”
He also said over a 50-year lifespan,
a single nuclear reactor is responsible for 1500 tonnes of high-level
nuclear waste and a staggering
35mil tonnes of low level radioactive tailings waste. The Malaysian government should not bequeath this toxic legacy to future
generations.
He further reminded that nuclear
power is the only energy source
with the capacity to produce
weapons of mass destruction.
“It is far better to choose energy efficiency and renewables,” he
added. Following the forum, several Malaysian civil society groups
present pledged to work together
in a concerted campaign against
the proposed nuclear power
plants.
Friends of the Earth Japan (FOE-Japan), Citizen Nuclear Information
Centre, Fukushima Network for Protecting Children from Radiation,
Korea Federation for Environmental
Movement (KFEM/FOE-South Korea), Friends of the Earth Australia
(FOE-Australia), Friends of the Earth
Malaysia (Sahabat Alam Malaysia),
Consumers Association of Penang and
Third World Network. q

HISTORY

Continuity and discontinuity:
Prof Zainal Kling and
Malaysian history
It is up to the people of Malaysia to determine the accuracy of
contested versions of history. There is no other way, no basis
other than their common and ever renewed consent
by Clive Kessler

I

t is not my objective to
argue the historical facts
of this issue, to take
sides.

On the facts, Farish Noor and Art
Harun are clearly right and Prof
Zainal Kling, however ingenious
the hair-splitting technicalities
that he invokes, is wrong.
But that is not the end, or even the
heart, of the matter.
We must ask, what is the purpose,
and what are the practical effects,
of Prof Zainal now making his
seemingly fanciful argument?
Art Harun

Prof Zainal’s argument is simply
wrong, marvellously eccentric
and absurdly counter-factual historically. But it is wonderfully
clever, cunning and “very strategic” politically.
By denying that Malaya, meaning
the Malay states, was ever
colonised by the British, Prof
Zainal opens yet another front for
struggle over the now increasingly
contested question of Malaysian
national sovereignty.
There is no doubt that, as one of
the world’s nations, Malaysia exists. So it has sovereignty. But the

grounding of its modern national
sovereignty is a contested, and
now ever increasingly inflamed,
question.
Where does Malaysia’s national
sovereignty lie, on what foundation is the sovereignty of the modern nation-state grounded?
In the people themselves, who are
the nation, and upon whom, under the doctrine of popular sovereignty, all modern democratic nations are founded?
Or in the Federal Constitution,
which is the self-declared basis of

Prof Dr Zainal Kling

Farish Noor
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the nation’s common character,
legal order and political life?

sovereignty began to be developed
and promoted.

Or in the Sultans and Malay Rulers? And if so, by virtue of their
recognised standing in the Federal
and state constitutions?

Ketuanan Melayu, some now ventured to suggest, was not the crude
“ethnosupremacist” idea (that, to
some, the NEP seemed to suggest
and underwrite) of the categorical superiority, or greater national
entitlement, of Malays over nonMalays among the state’s citizens.

Or on some other grounds?

National
sovereignty
question
With Prof Zainal’s recent comment, we are drawn back to this
aspect, understanding, or (as
some would have it) attempted
revisionist redefinition of the national sovereignty question.
From 1986 and throughout the
1990s until 2008, the notion of
Ketuanan Melayu, the idea or assertion that Malay political ascendancy had somehow been written
into the constitutional foundations of the nation as part of an
originating “social contract”, took
shape and grew in strength.
The results of the 2008 elections
came as a surprise, even shock, to
many. To those determined to uphold the notion of Malay ascendancy, they were a threat and a
challenge.
Was the primacy, as they saw it,
of the Malay stake in the nation
now, and henceforth, at risk?
From that time, and with the
growth of new Malay political
pressure groups such as Perkasa,
a new determination to assert
Malay primacy and national political ascendancy was voiced.
As part of that response, some new
understandings of the ideas of
Ketuanan Melayu and national

It had to do with the historical
foundations and “public personality” of the national political order, of the nation.
It had to do with the origins of the
independent federation of Malaya
and later Malaysia as the direct
lineal descendant, by a clear line
of succession, from the various
Malay states of the pre-British
phase of the peninsula’s and
region’s history.

The

Malay

Rulers

This line of argument was further
developed by, or at least on behalf
of, the Malay Rulers and royal
houses themselves by YM the Raja
Muda of Perak, Raja Nazrin, in a
pre-Merdeka Day address at the
Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka in
2009.
On that occasion Raja Nazrin recalled the Wasiat Raja-Raja Melayu
of 5 August 1957. Through that
solemn declaration the nine
Malay Rulers signified their assent to the constitutional arrangements of the new nation that was
about to be born.
Their Wasiat, as they understood
it, was not just a legal will or testament — the last political testament of the old political order, the
ancien régime on the Malay pen-
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insula.
It had, for them, an older historical meaning and also looked forward to newer times.
For them the term was not just a
technical legal or constitutional
instrument; it also had powerful
connotations suggesting a sacred
heirloom or legacy.
By their Wasiat, their Rulers affirmed their consent to Merdeka
and gave it their blessing. The new
nation born of the “Merdeka moment” was in that way stamped
with their great prestige.
Yet their action, in their royal eyes,
implied something more than simply a stamp of kingly approval.
The daulat that the Rulers embodied, they implied, was not merely
sacred royal prestige. Their royal
consent and blessing suggested —
or has subsequently been read to
suggest — that the daulat of the
Rulers was in fact sovereignty, in
the technical jurisprudential
sense.
This view, whether held at the time
or retrospectively asserted, holds,
or again further implies, that from
pre-colonial times and throughout the years of British control, the
sovereignty of the Malay Rulers,
or “Malay sovereignty”, had continued: uninterrupted and unbroken, unimpaired and undiminished.
Those who wish to maintain this
position can, it seems, do so in either of two ways. They may argue
that there was never any diminution of effective Malay royal sovereignty, understood as ultimately authenticating power and

“reality-creating” authority, under British rule. That is a difficult
position to sustain.
Or they may argue that, while the
Malay Rulers and their quasi-sacred political position had in fact
been eclipsed under the British,
that diminution was entirely without force or meaning, since British rule was itself fundamentally
illegitimate. Hence its effects and
implications for Malay royal sovereignty can be ignored, or set
aside as if they had never been.
In either case, throughout the
years of British administration
and control, Malay royal sovereignty, some suggest, had continued: either in full force but hidden or else dormant and, so to
speak, “underground”, only to
awake and surface again at the
moment of national independence.

Artful

combination

However bizarre and counter-factual they may seem to some, Prof
Zainal’s recent comments on Malayan history do not come from
nowhere. They are not simply an
individual eccentricity or folly.
Prof Zainal, with his recent intervention, is simply the latest Malay
political commentator, activist
and practical ideologist who has
sought to affirm this notion of the
continuity of Malay sovereignty.
His position seems to be an artful
combination of the two possibilities noted above. He seems to hold
that British colonial rule was illegitimate and therefore not entitled
to be of any ultimate consequence;
and that pre-colonial Malay sovereignty therefore persisted — was
never interrupted, severed or bro-

ken — throughout the illegitimate
British interlude.
Prof Zainal’s position, and that of
those who are of the same mind
in these matters, is that not merely
Malay sacred royal daulat but
“sovereignty” in the modern technical jurisprudential sense had
survived in the hands of the Malay
Rulers, unimpaired and undiminished, throughout the “British
years” from 1874 to 1957.
More than that, having remained
with them, in their traditional custodianship, this sovereignty
could be, and in historical fact
was, passed on by the Malay Rulers (as they asserted in their Wasiat
of 5 August 1957) to the new independent nation.
In that way, a new nation was
born, but born as the vehicle and
instrument of a continuing sovereignty that was far older. It embodied a moral authority and sovereignty of far greater political and
cultural authenticity than anything that the departing British
might have managed through its
Colonial Office to fabricate.
This view, which seems to be that
of Prof Zainal’s, or to underlie it,
has profound implications for the
continuing nature, now and well
into the future, of the Malaysian
nation, for its political character
and the underlying foundations
of its sovereignty.
The idea that the British never
ruled, or governed, in Malaya
may seem absurd.
But it is a very inventive and resourceful way, in the political context suddenly created by the national elections of March 2008, to
argue — whatever those results
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may have been, and whatever outcome future elections may yet disclose — that the nation’s sovereignty, both in its historical origins and its contemporary character, is a distinctively Malay sovereignty.
The argument is one that seeks to
assert, and place beyond any partisan dispute or political challenge, the notion that Malaysia is
still Tanah Melayu, a nation embodying Malay sovereignty, and
a nation inscribed in whose innermost nature is the principle of
Malay primacy.
This, like it or not, is the new postNEP and post-2008 notion of
Ketuanan Melayu.
That, at all events, seems to be, either explicitly or by implication,
the position of Prof Zainal and
those who are of the same mind.
As for the controversy that his
views have prompted, the central
question is not whether they are
historically correct (which is contestable) but whether they can be
made to prevail politically.
That too is perhaps contestable.
That is a matter for all the people
of Malaysia to determine. There is
no other way, no basis other than
common and ever renewed consent, to found and sustain a nation. q
Clive Kessler is Emeritus
Professor of Sociology
and Anthropology at The
University of New South
Wales, Sydney Australia.
Source:
themalaysianinsider.com

POLITICS

BN following the dinosaurs
If the BN is judged obsolete and irrelevant to present-day
Malaysia, it will not be the fault of the Opposition or the
rakyat, writes Rakyat Jelata
ince 2007, the manner in
which the BN administration has been going,
has in some instances
been an imitation of the autocratic
military junta in Burma.

S

Now that the military junta appears to be taking steps to improve
its international image, by appeasing the critics in the international
community, the ruling party in
Malaysia seems to have decided
to follow the former path of the
Burmese junta.
The Umno-led Barisan Nasional
feels that cutting the rights and
freedoms of Malaysians and ignoring the country’s Federal Constitution is the thing to do to keep
itself from becoming irrelevant
and obsolete.
Burma seems to be attempting to
emerge from its isolation within a
time warp that thrusts a majority
of its population into abject poverty, living in conditions hundreds of years old, under a tyranny of similar age. Despite the
exhibition of the junta’s efforts to
bring the country into the 21st century, opening some avenues for
apparent democratic governance,
vestiges of tyranny and repression
still haunt the process.
Malaysia, in contrast, started off
as an apparently democratic state,
but has over the years since 1969,
failed to maintain its democratic

political structure. Democracy in
Malaysia has deteriorated, with
the BN regime slowly mutating to
resemble the Burmese junta,
whether or not the PM denies it.
Whilst grandly announcing to the
world the government’s intentions to repeal draconian laws like
the draconian Internal Security
Act and the Emergency Ordinance, and amending the process
of licensing of publications under
the equally abusive Printing
Presses and Publications Act, it
has figuratively cut off one hand
with the chopper in the other. For
one thing, these grand pledges to
honour the basic human and constitutional rights of citizens have
not yet been fulfilled and remain
up in the clouds.
The BN has come out with extra
laws to reduce the personal rights
and freedoms of citizens and
place increased powers in the
hands of the police. Explicit expression of its obsession with alleged threats to national security
characterise its latest brainchild
– The Peaceful Assembly Act
2011.
The effect of this law is to encourage “dumb” assemblies, not
democratic assemblies. In the light
of these repressive laws, the Federal Constitution might as well be
mothballed, as it is often ignored
and is of no use in safeguarding
the fundamental rights of the
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rakyat.
As the BN continues on its way to
the dinosaur era, the rakyat continue to realise that they need to
move forward towards democracy. The rakyat are aware that a
just and equitable multiracial
Malaysian society on par with the
rest of the democratic world is increasingly important for our
progress and development. The
obsession with power and entrenchment of a one-party dictatorship is passé and obsolete.
Will Umno and the rest of the BN
herd ever realise how passé (outdated) it is to behave like the emperors and absolute monarchs of
old? When will they realise they
have to give way to the inevitable
and fast-approaching tide of
change and increased awareness
of human rights leading to a
higher level of democracy? Democracy and justice don’t dwell
in form but in fact.
If the BN is judged obsolete and
irrelevant to present-day Malaysia, it will not be the fault of the
Opposition or the rakyat, but its
own fault for deciding to follow
the dinosaurs! q

Rakyat Jelata is the
pseudonym of a concerned
Malaysian.

ARTS & CULTURE

The relevance
today

of

Tagore

A future of rich cultural diversity, acceptance of each other’s
culture, can be greatly helped by going back to the genius
and creativity of Rabindranath Tagore
by Lawrence Surendra
oday 5 May 2011 is the
150th birth anniversary
of Rabindranath Tagore.
He is perhaps amongst
one of our greatest philosophers
and whom we can look to as
someone who is very relevant
even today in the times we live in.
We can look to Tagore for intellectual, philosophical and spiritual
nourishment, and reading him,
we perhaps need no guru in this
age of modern day jet setting gurus.

T

Hope

from

the

past

In remembering Tagore, we also
remember and celebrate the past
of the Indian Renaissance. The
Indian Renaissance that Raja
Ram Mohan Roy and Tagore’s
father, Debendranath Tagore, heralded and worked for, a period of
intellectual and cultural creativity when India was under colonial rule and her genius was being suppressed. When you think
of the leaders of the stature of that
period, truly a period of Indian
Renaissance, it also gives us hope
especially in the times we live in
…..Remembering and going back

to the contributions of great persons
of
our
past
like
Rabindranath Tagore should motivate us in the tasks of nation
building and above all to have
hope and sustain hope especially
in the young with regard to the
future of this country and the varied civilisational strands it represents.
It is not the general state of politics, the corruption, the cynicism
with which politicians misuse
institutions of governance that we
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see everyday that creates fertile
conditions for breeding of cynicism but the fact that at the heart
of all this is the great inequality
that characterises Indian society
today. Well-off people like us can
carry on with this cynicism and
even see it as kind of snob value
in social conversations and pride
ourselves with our attitude of being “above it all”. The poor and
the dispossessed perhaps we feel
have a right to hopelessness, as
we have a right to cynicism. But
we all know that for the poor and

dispossessed there is little choice.

No to cultural
chauvinism
Worse than the cynicism, is how
immune people have become to
violence, cruelty and total lack of
civility to others even young children. It is not as if becoming immune is some form of self-defence
or protective attitude but actually
an extreme form of selfishness and
a deep failure of humanity and
compassion in society as a whole.
It is extreme forms of cultural
chauvinism especially arising out
of a lack of confidence in our own
individual cultures…that is at the
root of the attempts to create hatred and division in our society.
Tagore anticipated this chauvinist core of culture especially when
placed in the context of nation,
identity and inter-community relations. He boldly criticised this
chauvinism. His prodigious intellectual output tried to defeat this
exclusivity at different levels. He
worked on a philosophical basis
of Creative Unity, the latter being
one of his very important contributions to understanding and resolving the human predicament.
Tagore anticipated this in his critique of religion and the militancy
of identity that parts of the Freedom Movement exhibited.

No

misused politics for narrow ends
of religious and cultural identity.
Rabindranath Tagore was clear
that he himself would not steer
away from politics. When his
good friend Rothenstein advised
him to keep away from politics, in
a letter to Rothenstein, Tagore
wrote,
I have nothing to do directly with
politics. I am not a Nationalist, moderate or immoderate in my political
aspirations. But politics is not a mere
abstraction. It has its personality and
it does intrude into my life when I am
human. It kills and maims individuals, it tells lies, it uses its sacred sword
of justice for the purpose of massacre,
it spreads misery broadcast over centuries of exploitation and I cannot say
to myself, ‘Poet, you have nothing to
do with these facts for they belong to
politics’. This politics assumes its
fullest diabolical aspect when I find
all its hideous acts of injustice find
moral support from a whole nation
only because it wants to enjoy in comfort and safety the golden fruits
reaped from abject degradation of
human races.
These words of Tagore should

running from
politics

Tagore was always a philosopher,
poet, artist and a creative individual who was prodigious in his
creative output as a writer and
later in his older years when he
started painting. But he did not
keep himself aloof from politics;
he was a stern critic of those who
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also dispel the mystic image of
Tagore so assiduously cultivated
and perpetrated so widely especially to younger generations. The
image that he was a poet, some
kind of mystic philosopher who
had no relevance to the issues we
are grappling with. As a matter of
fact he should be celebrated as
India’s great philosopher for the
youth who can be an inexhaustible intellectual resource in constantly nourishing our youth with
hope in this country and its future.

Co-existence:
a folk-religious
worldview
The Tagore scholar, Sisir Kumar
Das, writes in his Introduction to
the Sahitya Academy’s Collection
of Tagore’s English writings, “it
is necessary to remember that the
prophet image which fitted
Tagore so nicely was essentially
a western construction – Tagore’s
own contribution to it notwithstanding – which did not care in
the least to differentiate him from
stereotypes. The most important
thing that went totally unnoticed
was Tagore’s foregrounding of

folk religion. His translations of
Kabir and Jnanadas Bagheli had
deeper connections with his understanding of religion, which received no less support from the
Bauls, the subalterns of Indian
religious history, as it did from the
sophisticated Upanisadic texts,
which sustained the Brahmo ideology.
Tagore was the first English-educated Indian to appropriate the
Baul texts into his worldview. He
did not consider the Baul thought
either as contradictory to the
Upanisadic doctrines or as a selfsufficient alternative to them. But
he valourised its heretic character, its rejection of all institutional
religions. This recognition of a folk
world-view resistant to canonical
texts and institutions provided a
fuller picture of religious plurality, the coexistence of religious
sects, distinctive by social stratification - brahmanical and nonbrahmanical, elite and folk – as
well”.

To d a y ’ s
of the

culture
inhuman

Today when religion has become
the major cause and active proponent of violence on human beings,
Tagore’s view on religion gains
tremendous relevance in helping
people get away from the shackles of religion and the ‘culture of
the inhuman’ it propagates. Referring to the Baul singers and
their deep spirituality, he wrote,
…from
wandering
village
singers…who have no images,
temples, scriptures or ceremonials,
who declare in their songs the divinity of man, and express for him an
intense feeling of love. Coming from
men who are unsophisticated, living

a simple life in obscurity, it gives us
a clue to the inner meaning of all religions. For it suggests these religions
are never about a God of Cosmic force
but rather about the God of a human
personality.
The Inhuman today, as it expresses itself in the most horrible
forms of terror and indiscriminate
killings of innocents, women and
children where no rules of combat nor rules of warfare apply, is
a result of a form of resurgence of
primitive tribalism as a response
to the modern world and modernity. It is also a symptom of the
kind of globalised world we live
in, where compassion and empathy are outlawed and empire, hegemony and domination becomes
the rule of the day. Progress in the
way it presents itself threatens
those who feel that their identity
and memory is being taken away.
They respond with a ‘culture of
the inhuman’ and barbarity bordering on the pre-human.
It is extremely interesting and we
cannot but refer to the philosophi-
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cal genius of Tagore, when in the
context of the anti-colonial
struggle, he anticipated this kind
of antagonism developing between West and East, between the
past and the future, the here and
now and the future, between what
he saw as ‘The Home and the
World’, ‘the nation’ and ‘others’.
These fights, debates and
struggles can be seen between the
three of his protagonists,
Nikhilesh, Bimala and Sandip in
Ghare Baire in ‘The Home and The
World’, as his great novel is known
in English. This is a novel that
those who have not read would
be thrilled to read even today and
which I urge you to do.

Misuses
and

of religion
culture

In Ghare Baire, Tagore placed in
great sharp focus the issues of
nationalism, patriotism, communalism and the misuses of religion
and culture. Above all, through
Nikhilesh he puts forward the
view that we are all part of a great
humanity bound by the bond of

love. A sentiment that he put forth
in his Nobel Prize acceptance
speech,
I do not think that it is the spirit of
India to reject anything, reject any
race, reject any culture. The spirit of
India has always proclaimed the ideal
of unity…. Now, when in the present
time of political unrest the children
of the same great India cry for rejection of the West I feel hurt…. We must
discover the most profound unity, the
spiritual unity between the different
races. We must go deeper down to the
spirit of man and find out the great
bond of unity, which is to be found in
all human races…. Man is not to fight
with other human races, other human
individuals, but his work is to bring
about reconciliation and Peace and restore the bonds of friendship and love.
There is of course the wonderful
movie of Ghare Baire made by
Satyajit Ray which also merits
viewing. Bertolt Brecht referred to
his novel Ghare Baire
as ‘strong and gentle’
and is relevant, read
even today. Matter of
fact read today we will
see how many of the
lines there have such
a contemporary ring
to it. In the face of the
disgusting greed and
the love for money
and riches that we see
especially among our
politicians and those
who govern us today,
read these lines of
Amulya, in the novel,
“the greatest weapon in
the hands of the rulers of
this world is the lure of
lucre. If they welcome
poverty, it won’t be just
sacrifice, it’ll be suicidal.”

Culture
and
the search for unity
Tagore’s entire life - his prolific
writings in English and Bengali;
one can say he was particular
about being bilingual - was in his
search for Unity, what he referred
to as Creative Unity. The seminal
contribution of Tagore in dealing
with Culture, not as dissonance
and violence but as Unity is the
innate connection he sees to Nature. Tagore’s genius was in not
only keeping all these associations but also searching for the
Unity in these associations. That
is why though in my opinion he
never directly wrote about Culture, he linked it so much to Nature and invoked what he called
‘ The Religion of the Forests’
wherein he writes:
This ideal of perfection preached
by the forest-dwellers of ancient
India runs through the heart of our

classical literature and still dominates our mind. The legends related in our epics cluster under the
forest shade bearing all through
their narrative the message of the
forest-dwellers. Our two greatest
classical dramas find their background in scenes of the forest hermitage, which are permeated by
the association of these sages.
The history of the Northmen of
Europe is resonant with the music of the sea. That sea is not merely
topographical in its significance,
but represents certain ideals of life
which still guide the history and
inspire the creations of that race.
In the sea, nature presented herself to those men in her aspect of a
danger, a barrier which seemed to
be at constant war with the land
and its children. The sea was the
challenge of untamed nature to
the indomitable human soul. And
man did not flinch; he fought and
won, and the spirit of fight continued in him. This
fight he still maintains;
it is the fight against
disease and poverty,
tyranny of matter and
of man.
This refers to a people
who live by the sea,
and ride on it as on a
wild, champing horse,
catching it by its mane
and making it render
service from shore to
shore. They find delight in turning by
force the antagonism
of circumstances into
obedience. Truth appears to them in her
aspect of dualism, the
perpetual conflict of
good and evil, which
has no reconciliation,
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which can only end in victory or
defeat.
But in the level tracts of Northern
India men found no barrier between their lives and the grand life
that permeates the universe. The
forest entered into a close living
relationship with their work and
leisure, with their daily necessities and contemplations. They
could not think of other surroundings as separate or inimical. So the
view of the truth, which these men
found, did not make manifest the
difference, but rather the unity of
all things. They uttered their faith
in these words: All that is vibrates
with life, having come out from life.
When we know this world as alien
to us, then its mechanical aspect
takes prominence in our mind;
and then we set up our machines
and our methods to deal with it
and make as much profit as our
knowledge of its mechanism allows us to do. This view of things
does not play us false, for the machine has its place in this world.
And not only this material universe, but human beings also,
may be used as machines and
made to yield powerful results.
This aspect of truth cannot be ignored; it has to be known and
mastered. Europe has done so
and has reaped a rich harvest.
The view of this world which India has taken is summed up in
one compound Sanskrit word,
Sachid[=a]nanda. The meaning is
that Reality, which is essentially
one, has three phases. The first is
Sat; it is the simple fact that things
are, the fact which relates us to all
things through the relationship of
common existence. The second is
Chit; it is the fact that we know,
which relates us to all things

through the relationship of knowledge. The third is Ananda: it is the
fact that we enjoy, which unites
us with all things through the relationship of love.

Philosopher

for

all

These insights of Rabindranath
Tagore are very profound, unique
in giving us an understanding of
who we are, what is the road to
our future that we can take if we
wish to take that road. I recommend you read carefully Tagore’s
Religion of the Forests. Man,
whether it be western man or nonwestern man, has grappled with
Man’s alienation from Nature.
Western and Christian origin
myths dealt with it in the banishing of man from Paradise.
In general, organised religion resolved this alienation of man from
nature by setting up a God who
represented man and nature and
which was a central part of
Tagore’s criticism of organised
religion. Tagore showed the way
forward and out of organised religion, through his writings where
he showed how to reconnect to
our innate humanity and as part
of nature. It is in that sense Tagore
is a philosopher for all humanity,
for all times and for all cultures.
Remembering Tagore and his contributions and going back to
Tagore’s writings should help us
root ourselves in nature and not
in culture alone and understanding that, in a way, culture comes
from our natural contexts and
roots. In the diversity of nature is
the diversity of our cultures be it
food, dress or language as an embodiment of knowledge.
It

is

that

diversity

that
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Rabindranath Tagore in his other
classic novel, I would say a great
Brahmo novel, Gora, so powerfully
deals with - diversity of religion,
practices, customs but in the end
a celebration of humanity. What
works against nature, against
human beings, is possessive individualism, a non-acceptance of
the other and the insecurity with
diversity instead of a celebration
of it.
In the introduction to her translation of Gora, the Tagore scholar
and pre-eminent translator of
Tagore, Radha Chakravarty says:
“In the novel’s quest for a non-sectarian, tolerant humanism lies a clue to
its relevance in our present day
world.” …. A future that our children, their children and grandchildren can inherit, a future of
peace and inter-communal living,
a future of co-existence with nature and other human beings, a
future of rich cultural diversity,
acceptance of each other’s culture
can be greatly helped by going
back to the genius and creativity
of Rabindranath Tagore…. q

Lawrence Surendra is a
chemical engineer and environmental
economist
based in Chennai. He tries
in his scholarly work and
his social engagements to
revive Tagore’s vision of
Asia. An Asia that can live
in harmony with Nature
and with one another in
human solidarity.
This piece was first presented over All-India Radio
on 7 May 2011, the 150th
anniversary of Tagore’s
birth.
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Kobkua Suwannathat-Pian, Palace,
Political Party and Power: A Story of the
Socio-Political Development of Malay
Kingship.
Singapore: NUS Press, 2011. Pp. xxiv, 472;
map, tables, figures, photographs, list of
abbreviations and acronyms, glossary,
notes, bibliography, index.
Reviewed by Greg Lopez
n 6 February 2009, approximately
3000
Malays protested in the
royal town of Kuala
Kangsar, demanding that the
Perak ruler, Sultan Azlan Shah,
dismiss the state’s legislative assembly to pave the way for new
state elections. Earlier, Malaysia’s
then Deputy Prime Minister Najib
Razak’s BN coalition had extraconstitutionally toppled the popularly elected Pakatan Rakyat state
government with the complicity of
Perak’s royals. Never in Malaysian history had there been such
a popular uprising against Malay
royals as the ensuing protests. A
video
on
Youtube
www.youtube.com/
watch?v=QJf9ZBpBe1U provides
a hint of the likelihood that in a

O

new Malaysia the most significant threat to the Malay rulers’
fetish for power will come not from
the United Malays National
Organisation (Umno) but from
ordinary Malays.
Kobkua
Suwannathat-Pian
serves as professor of history and
senior fellow in the Faculty of Social Sciences and Humanities of
the Universiti Pendidikan Sultan
Idris. She ranks among the most
renowned and respected historians of modern Thailand. The latest of her many books, Palace, Political Party and Power: A story of
the Socio-Political Development of
Malay Kingship, sees her turn her
attention to the history of modern
Malaysia to provide a cogent
analysis of the relationship beAliran Monthly : Vol.31(11) Page 35

tween Umno and the Malay rulers in their common quest for
power. The book’s timing is opportune, as it comes at a moment
at which each of these institutions, Umno and Malay kingship,
confronts a decline in its legitimacy within a seriously divided
Malay community.
Palace, Political Party and Power
represents a valuable addition to
the literature not only on the relationship between the Malay rulers and Umno, but also on that between the Malay rulers and
UMNO on the one hand and their
“subjects” – the Malays of Peninsular Malaysia – on the other.
Even more significantly, it treats
an important and neglected dimension of Malaysian politics –

the impact of the Malay rulers on
the country’s affairs.

The
Japanese
Occupation
Palace, Political Party and Power
traces the socio-political development of the institution of Malay
rulership, from the beginning of
colonial times, when the Malay
rulers lost power but not prestige;
through the Japanese Occupation,
when they lost both; to the restoration of the rulers’ prestige –
thanks to the new Malay elites –
at independence; and in the ebbs
and flows since.
In narrating this story, the book
achieves three principal ends.
First, it reaffirms conventional
analysis holding that the British
residential system in colonial
Malaya had great significance in
modernising the institution of
Malay rulership towards the constitutional monarchy of today’s
Malaysia.
Second, it argues persuasively that
it was the Japanese Occupation of
Malaya that provided the platform
for new Malay elites – whose
members would become the leading lights of Umno – to take the
leadership of the Malay masses
away from the Malay rulers but
in the process also to restore the
prestige of those rulers.
Third, and most important, almost
seventy per cent of Palace, Political
Party and Power focuses on the
complex relationship – one of
competition for and cooperation
in power – between the country’s
two leading Malay institutions,
Umno and the rulers.
Kobkua Suwannathat-Pian’s cen-

tral argument is that the Japanese
Occupation of Malaya and Japanese policies towards the Malay
rulers, the new Malay elites, and
the Malay community had, more
than any other factor, the effect of
stripping the Malay royal institution of its “aura”, “mystique”,
“grandeur” and “authority.” In
consequence, Malay rulership no
longer commanded the fear or undisputed reverence of members of
the post-1945 Malay elite.
Malaya’s Japanese occupiers,
through their treatment of the
Malay rulers, revealed those rulers’ impotence, their inability to
defend themselves, and also their
lack of the capacity to defend the
interests of their subjects – the
rakyat. This reality made clear to
the burgeoning new Malay elite,
which the Japanese also developed, that the existence of Malay
royal institutions depended very
much on the goodwill of those in
power. It provided that new elite
with a valuable lesson for dealing with difficult members of the
royalty during the post-1945 period.
Furthermore, Palace, Political
Party and Power argues, Japan’s
policy of inculcating Malay society with a certain variant of Japanese values through education
had the unintended effect of
strengthening the Malays as one
community, sharing one language and one religion. Many
Malay youths were sent to
schools – ordinary schools,
teacher training schools, and
leadership schools (kurenjo). In
the leadership schools, Malay
students were taught by means
of an exhausting daily routine to
appreciate and to live by Nippon
seishin, or the Japanese spirit.
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This exposure to Japanese values
had the profound effect of changing some Malays’ outlook on life,
and above all of exorcising the
narrow socio-political parochialism that had previously divided
the Malays into subjects of different rulers owing allegiance to different sultanates. The Japanese
Occupation of Malaya also toughened members of the new Malay
elite, as both the British and the
Malay rulers would learn so dramatically after Imperial Japan’s
defeat.

Historical

context

Palace, Political Party and Power
develops its arguments over nine
chapters, in essence covering two
periods: that before the establishment of Umno in 1946 and that
after the party’s establishment.
The first chapter provides a brief
introduction to the concept of
monarchy and locates the Malay
rulers within the history and
among the fortunes of monarchs
in post-colonial developing nations. While many monarchs lost
their titles, the monarchs of the
newly minted Federated States of
Malaya gained a new title in 1957.
With the addition of the elected
Supreme Head of State or Yang
DiPertuan Agung to the nine existing rulers of Malay states, Malaya
became the country with the greatest number of constitutional rulers in the world, ten in all.
The second and the third chapters of Kobkua SuwannathatPian’s book discuss the abject
state of the Malay rulers as of the
middle of the last century. They
narrate the story of the social-political decline that the rulers suffered first under British colonial

rule and then under the Japanese
Occupation.

faster than that of the Malay rulers.

Chapters Four through Eight discuss the tug of war between the
Malay rulers and Umno to define
the de facto and de jure roles of constitutional monarchs in independent Malaya/Malaysia, and
Chapter Nine concludes the book.

We may divide the contest between Umno and the Malay rulers up to now into four clear chronological rounds. Round One,
circa 1946, centred on the issue of
Malayan Union. It was a draw, as
the Malay rulers, Umno and
Malay subjects rallied together in
the common cause of protecting
the rights of the rulers.

In its research, Palace, Political
Party and Power is all that one
would expect from Kobkua
Suwannathat-Pian. She has
scoured archives and other holdings at the Public Records Office
and the library of the School of
Oriental and African Studies in
London, the Rhodes House library
at Oxford, and the National Library of Singapore and the library
of the Institute of Southeast Asian
Studies (ISEAS), as well as archival holdings in Malaysia itself.

‘ B ox i n g m a t c h ’
of four rounds
She demonstrates real courage in
writing about Malay monarchy
and Umno in a true academic
fashion; she proves herself objective in the context of a public university in Malaysia. Unlike the
general brood of academicians
that fill Malaysia’s public university
system,
Kobkua
Suwannathat-Pian is no Umno or
royalist sycophant.
Palace, Political Party and Power
suggests that, if the contest between Umno and the Malay rulers were a boxing match, then
Umno would be leading after four
rounds but facing uncertainty in
the remaining rounds and the serious possibility of losing the bout.
For Umno’s legitimacy as the protector of the Malays is declining

Round Two, roughly 1948–1951,
was focused on the powers of the
new Malay elite, represented by
Umno. Throttling the ascendancy
of Umno, the monarchs clearly
won that round.
Round Three was the 1951–1955
Merdeka negotiations, and it went
to Umno.
And Round Four brought Umno
victory in 1983/84 and 1993/94.
It left Umno the supreme power
in the land. This bout’s fifth round
is currently being fought. There is
no clear winner yet, but the Malay

Tunku
Abdul Rahman
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rulers have come back very strong.

Constitutional
relationship
In discussing the factors that explain the success of the constitutional relationship between the
Malay rulers and the executive
leadership of the country, Palace,
Political Party and Power suggests
three: the strong political power
of the chief executive, the personal
prestige of the chief executive visà-vis the rulers, and personal attributes of the men who have occupied these positions. Adding to
these three factors was of course
the legitimacy of the Malay rulers
and Umno’s leaders, respectively,
in the eyes of the rakyat.
At a theoretical level, this book
frames the analyses of the relationship between the Malay rulers
and Umno as a contest between
two ideas of constitutional monarchy. These two ideas are best
captured in quotations from
Tunku Abdul Rahman and Sultan Azlan Shah that appear in

Sultan
Azlan
Shah

mit excess…
Tunku Abdul Rahman, page
330
A King is a King, whether he is
an absolute or constitutional
monarch. The only difference
between the two is that
whereas one has unlimited
powers, the other’s powers are
defined by the Constitution.
But it is a mistake to think that
the role of the King, like that of
a President, is confined to what
is laid down by the Constitution. His role far exceeds those
constitutional provisions.
Sultan Azlan Shah, page 330

Palace, Political Party and Power:
The Constitution implies without room for contradiction that
though the Sultans are sovereign heads of states, they have
no power to rule. The power
lies in the hands of the people
who through their representatives run the government of the
nation and the states…
Tunku Abdul Rahman, page
408
What the Agung can do and
what he cannot do is clearly
defined by the Constitution.
One fact is certain, the royal
prerogative is exercised by the
Prime Minister and the Cabinet, as representing the electorate, hence the people have a lot
to say…It can be assumed that
while the Rulers enjoy their
rights and privileges, they
must live within these
rights…The Menteri Besar and
the State Executive Councillors are supposed to be the
‘watchdogs’…Their duties are
to see the Rulers do not com-

Southeast
Asian
model
Another example of the way in
which Kobkua SuwannathatPian frames her analysis is the
comparison of Westminster-style
constitutional monarchy, which
emphasises the non-political nature of the monarchy, with the
“Southeast Asian” model of constitutional monarchy, best represented by the current Thai king.
The Southeast Asian model follows in form the Westminster-type
model, whereby the monarch delegates all powers to the people’s
representatives. However, in practise, the modern Southeast Asian
monarch reserves the ultimate extra-constitutional power to interpret, intervene, reject or direct a
course of action in affairs of state.
This line of analysis is, however,
very narrow in its usefulness. It
misses the central feature of
Malaysia’s system of government.
Malaysia is a constitutional monarchy only in name. The wording
of the country’s constitution has
been amended more than 650
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times; 42 amendment bills have
been passed. In fact, Malaysia is a
dysfunctional democracy, in
which the ruling Umno enjoys
disproportionate power relative
to all other institutions.
In the political science literature,
Malaysia is conceptualised not as
a democracy but as a semi-democracy, neither democratic nor authoritarian, a syncretistic, repressive-responsive and electoral oneparty state. In this context, the relationship between Umno and the
Malay rulers takes on a different
meaning. It is not a contest over
interpretation of the constitution
so much as one over Umno’s ability to hold hegemonic power.
Furthermore, a Westminster
model works best in a non-feudal
society, whereas Malaysian society remains feudal. These realities
notwithstanding, it would nevertheless be interesting to know if
Malay rulers like Sultan Azlan
Shah indeed see themselves operating according to Kobkua
Suwannathat-Pian’s Southeast
Asian model of kingship.
To frame the relationship between
Umno and the rulers in terms of a
quest for power turns the focus to
legitimacy: first, the legitimacy of
the actions of Umno and the
Malay rulers in the eyes of the
rakyat and, second, Umno’s legitimation of its actions through the
use and abuse of the Malay rulers
as the party made itself Malaysia’s
most powerful institution.

Overlooked
In this context, Palace, Political
Party and Power overlooks an important event in Malaysian history, one that solidified Umno’s

Perakians protest the toppling of the popularly elected Perak state government

position as the pinnacle
organisation in Malaysian society. This event was the 1988 sacking of Malaysia’s Lord President,
Tun Salleh Abbas; the subsequent
emasculation of the country’s judiciary; and the complicity in
these events of the then Agung,
Sultan Mahmud Iskandar Shah of
Johor.
A more recent example of the
power of Umno, one not treated
in detail in the book but described
in the opening paragraph of this
review, was its toppling of a popularly elected state government
with the support of the Malay
ruler. The book also neglects numerous cases of Umno’s use of the
Malay rulers to curtail the civil liberties of Malaysians.
An analytical framework centred
on Umno’s quest for ultimate
power makes possible also a coherent explanation for the increasingly common appeal of various
political organisations and civil
society movements to the Malay
rulers – namely the Yang

DiPertuan Agung – in such
causes as free and fair elections,
protection of the rights of Indian
Malaysian or of Malay language
rights, and others.
These appeals have come despite
the Malaysian monarchy’s limited de jure and de facto powers and
its blemished track record. The
reason for them is that, when virtually all other institutions in
Malaysia are either weak or Umno
proxies or both, only the Malay
rulers, with their interest in protecting and furthering their own
interests, offer a glimmer of hope
against the excess of Malaysia’s
true ‘monarchs’ – the Umnoputras.
Palace, Political Party and Power
notes that, by the end of 2008, the
Malay rulers’ stature was definitely on the rise. That would seem
to remain the case as long as
Umno’s political leadership continued to be ineffective.
The events of 6 February 2009
showed, however, just how vulAliran Monthly : Vol.31(11) Page 39

nerable the Malay rulers are. Sultan Azlan Shah and the Perak regent Raja Nazrin, heralded in this
book as examples of a new breed
of monarchs who are competent
and have the interest of the rakyat
at heart, are now treated as outcasts by a significant number of
people in their own state of Perak
and by Malaysians in general.
The Malay rulers’ long-term challenge is not besting Umno but
rather winning the hearts of
Malays, Malays who are increasingly shedding their feudalistic
mindset. q

Greg Lopez is New
Mandala’s Malaysia editor, and a PhD scholar at
the Crawford School of
Economics and Government of the Australian
National University.
Source: New Mandala
asiapacific.anu.edu.au

FREEDOM OF ASSEMBLY

Do we need a law for
peaceful
assembly?
The Bill aimed at allowing peaceful assembly ends up
restricting further whatever public space that is left for public
dissent and assembly, observes Christopher Chong
he government is in the
midst of tabling the
Peaceful Assembly bill in
Parliament which is being promoted as part of the slew
of reforms which the Prime Minister has promised to Malaysians.
At first glance, it would seem that
the government is finally bowing
to public pressure to allow for
space for public dissent and assembly.

T

On closer scrutiny, however, the
bill does not fulfil the
government’s pledge of allowing
ordinary Malaysians to voice their
dissent publicly through peaceful
assembly. Among the provisions
in the bill which are cause for concern are:
• 30 days’ advance notice for
assemblies except for those
done in designated areas as defined by the home minister;
• after notification, the assemblies can proceed unless there
are objections by the police;
• no street protests are allowed;
• a police officer is allowed ‘to
take such measures he/she
deems necessary’ to ensure
compliance;
• the police are allowed to fine
organisers up to RM10000 if no

advance notice of a planned
assembly is given to the police;
• the police are allowed to fine
those arrested up to RM20000.
In short, if ordinary Malaysians
want to organise a peaceful assembly, they must still get permission from the authorities with the
caveat that the latter can refuse
such a request. And if the former
still persist in assembling peacefully in a public space, the police
have the right to take whatever
steps deemed necessary to stop
such an “illegal” public assembly.
The irony here is that the proposed law which is aimed at allowing peaceful assembly – a right
that is guaranteed by the Constitution – ends up restricting furAliran Monthly : Vol.31(11) Page 40

ther whatever public space that is
left for public dissent and assembly. This does not bode well for
promoting democracy in our nation.
Malaysians need to look carefully
at the provisions in this bill and
ask ourselves, do we really need
such a law that seeks to regulate
the very right enshrined in the
Constitution? More importantly,
we must demand that government
retract this bill in its current form
and revise it based on the feedback
from the public. q
Dr Christopher Chong, an
Aliran member, is a regular
contributor to TA Online.

