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ompared to the rest of
Southeast Asia,
Malaysia’s politics is
more institutionalised

than in the neighbouring coun-
tries. We have operated under a
single Constitution for more than
50 years (although it has been

amended more than 60 times).
Elections have been held continu-
ously as scheduled (although lo-
cal level elections have been sus-
pended, and then abolished in
1976). The major ethnic-based
parties have been in existence
since Independence in 1957. In-

deed, the same coalition has ruled
multi-ethnic Malaysia since 1957.
Hence much discussion of Malay-
sian politics has centered on elec-
tions, the ebb and flow of the eth-
nic-based political parties, and on
the ethnic factor that undergirds
these parties and politics in Ma-
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Democracy cannot be restricted to participation in
elections every four or five years to to a group of
‘professional politicians’ acquiring power. Rather,
it should be about the conscientisation and empow-
erment of the rakyat, says Francis Loh in our cover
story. .

Still, the way elections are carried out is also impor-
tant. We carry more submissions to the Parliamen-
tary Select Committee on Electoral Reforms. This time
P Ramakrishnan calls for fixed dates for elections,
anti-hopping rules, and automatic voter registration.

The press too needs more freedom to operate. But for
this to happen, more support is needed not just from
press freedom activists but from a broader spectrum
of society, says Ross Rapsell. Soon Chuan Yean
showcases Penang Forum 4, a continuing initiative
to broaden public participation in local democracy,
good governance and decision-making in develop-
ment.

Tengku Razaleigh Hamzah looks back on the evo-
lution of the Malaysian economy. Malaysians, he
says, need to examine our political economy to find
out if there has been a fusion of money politics and
the neo-liberal policies – the worst of both worlds.

We also need to break barriers and become a more
inclusive society. With this in mind, Mustafa K
Anuar takes to task those intent on dividing society
and promoting exclusivism while stressing the uni-
versality of Islam.

On a related note, Wong Chin Huat reviews ‘Build-
ing bridges, crossing boundaries’, a book edited by
Francis Loh that looks at everyday forms of inter-
ethnic peace building in Malaysia.
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laysia generally.

Perhaps influenced by these insti-
tutional continuities, amidst po-
litical turbulence in neighbouring
countries – Red shirts vs Yellow
shirts and a potential coup d’etat
in Bangkok, apart from the con-
tinuing violence in southern Thai-
land; reformasi in Jakarta and
other major cities in Indonesia but
ethno-religious violence in many
outer islands; martial law, then
People Power, then a sequence of
presidents including one who was
impeached and a former presi-
dent currently accused of corrup-
tion - there has been a touch of
Malaysia Boleh, and perhaps too
much feel-good about our demo-
cratic credentials.

For former prime minister Dr
Mahathir Mohamad, Malaysia is
a democracy plain and simple
because we hold regular elections.
For him, all those criticisms from
within and abroad are irrelevant
because  there is no need to imi-
tate ‘western-style democracy’. On
1 October 2011 (The Star), A
Rashid Rahman, the former Elec-
tion Commission chairman, also
insisted that Malaysia is a democ-
racy because our leaders are
elected and our elections ‘free and
fair’.

However, Bersih 2.0, a coalition
of 62 NGOs, finds Malaysia’s
practice of electoral democracy
wanting. So they submitted their
‘Eight demands for electoral re-
form’. And when the Malaysian
government refused to listen to
them, they called for a Walk for
Democracy on 9 July 2011. The
way the Malaysian government

dealt with this call - by resorting
to arrests of supporters, banning
the wearing of yellow T-shirts, de-
claring Bersih 2.0 and their pro-
posed Walk illegal, banning some
98 Malaysians from entering
Kuala Lumpur on that eventful
day, and then arresting Bersih
leaders and other Malaysians
who took part in the Walk - high-
lights that Malaysia’s ‘democ-
racy’ is flawed.

Indeed, civil society organisations
(CSOs) in Malaysia time and time
again have highlighted not only
the shortcomings of the electoral
system, but the coercive legisla-
tions – the ISA, the Societies Act,
the Trade Unions Act, the Police
Act, the Printing Presses and Pub-
lications Act, the UUCA, etc - that
essentially stymie any form of ef-
fective opposition. Here, their fo-
cus is on the denial of fundamen-
tal liberties – the right to assemble,
to associate and to express one’s
self – to ordinary citizens in be-
tween elections. Accordingly, the
State overwhelms civil society,
while within the State, the Execu-
tive dominates over the other
branches of government, namely
the Judiciary and the Legislature.
Nor is the press and mass media
a check on the Executive; the lat-
ter via the major political parties
own and control the mass media,
hence the appellation, ‘the main-
stream media’.

For Parti Sosialis Malaysia (PSM),
six of whose leaders were arrested
and detained under the Emer-
gency Ordinance in June 2011,
their dissatisfaction goes beyond
calling for electoral reform. Their
overall goal is to usher in a more
egalitarian society wherein the
lower classes are awarded decent
living wages and better working

conditions by employers, while the
State looks after their other basic
needs like housing, education for
their children and health services.
As well, they strongly oppose the
neo-liberal economic policies that
the BN government has adopted
which has led, among others, to
privatisation of public amenities
and social services. For the PSM
and its supporters, indeed for
many in Malaysia, economic de-
mocracy at the workplace is vital
too.

Hence over-confidence in our
democratic credentials is mis-
guided; for we should subscribe
to a wider notion of democracy.
Although our procedural demo-
cratic institutions – especially the
regular holding of elections – are
in place, we might in fact lag be-
hind some of our neighbours in
terms of economic democracy and
a more participatory democracy in
between elections. Put another
way, the be-all-and-end-all of de-
mocracy is not elections. Accord-
ingly, Dr Mahathir’s notion of de-
mocracy is found wanting.

To understand the relationship
between elections and democracy
better, let us look at the book Elec-
tions and Democracy in Malaysia,
edited by Mavis Puthucheary and
Norani Othman, (Bangi: Penerbit
Uniersiti Kebangsaan Malaysia,
2005), for me, the most compre-
hensive volume currently avail-
able on studying elections and the
electoral system in Malaysia

This volume is divided into four
parts. Part I investigates the na-
ture and scope of competitive elec-
toral politics in the Peninsula,

Looking beyond
e l e c t i o n s

Competing definitions
of democracy
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Sabah and Sarawak, and at the
local government level (before lo-
cal authority elections were abol-
ished). Part II looks beyond formal
electoral politics to discuss how
human rights, environmental and
other civil society organisations
engage with the electoral process.
Other chapters then discuss the
relationships between the
women’s movement, the Chinese
education movement, and the Is-
lamic NGOs with electoral poli-
tics.

Part III then studies the constitu-
tional provisions and other legal
arrangements which circumscribe
the electoral process in Malaysia.
Specific chapters investigate the
role of the Election Commission,
the electoral delimitation exer-
cises, and the extent to which the
electoral rolls may be considered
clean and up to date. Part IV con-
siders how elections are con-
ducted elsewhere and proposes
‘an agenda for reform’ so as to
enhance prospects for
democratisation.

The structure and organization of
the chapters in the volume, as well
as the substantive contributions
themselves, stress two related
points. Here, I paraphrase from
Professor Mavis Puthucheary’s
excellent Introduction.

First, elections should not be re-
garded as separate discrete events
but as components of a political
system that is dynamic and
changing. And second, while elec-
tions have to be seen within their
legal framework, those electoral
laws themselves need to be seen
within their broader political con-
text. Election studies that neglect
this wider socio-historical context
tend to assume that, provided  elec-

toral laws are strictly followed
and there is a competent and hon-
est Elections Commission to man-
age the elections, democratic elec-
tions and democratic governance
will follow as a consequence.

By contrast, successful elections
cannot be separated from the ba-
sic principles and wider issues of
good governance, accountability
or transparency, and human
rights (p. xix).

Significantly, the contributors to
the book avoid a formalistic and
legalistic approach to the analy-
sis of the electoral system. Instead,
attention is also given to the
struggle between the incumbent to
use the electoral institutions to
their advantages, but also resis-
tances to that from the opposition
and other social groups outside
the system.

This is a good reminder that elec-
tions are not the be-all-and-end-
all of democratic governance. Al-
though a crucial aspect of promot-
ing democracy, we need a wider
perspective of what democracy
entails. Indeed, in a comparative
study of elections in Southeast
Asia, the influential political sci-
entist Benedict Anderson has
highlighted how elections are Ja-
nus-faced, meaning two-sided.
When preceded by democratic fer-
ment, there develops much expect-
ancy and the people believe that
they can influence the political
situation for the better. By partici-
pating in elections and sending
their representatives to parlia-
ment, they hope to influence
policy-making in their favour.

This is the bright side of the coin.

The shadowy side, however, is
that elections can be used not only
to legitimise those in power, but
they can be used to domesticate,
to institutionalise and to routinise
demands for democratic politics.
Put another way, elections can be
used to deny us democracy!

Moreover, elections also reduce us
down to the level of individual
voters, negating the collective
power of the social movement. In
this regard, recall how Dr
Mahathir, during the height of
Reformasi, associated the social
movement with chaos and insta-
bility, and challenged those in-
volved in Reformasi to form a po-
litical party and to contest against
Umno-BN in the polls. This dis-
tinction between engaging in the
polls as individual voters and via
political parties versus engaging
in the struggle spontaneously as
part of a protest movement is beau-
tifully captured in the title to
Hishamuddin Rais’s collection of
essays in a volume entitled

Elections can
domesticate and deny

d e m o c r a c y
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Pilihan Raya atau Pilihan Jalan
Raya.

The insights mentioned above are
reminders on how elections, like
parties, are located in between the
State and Society. It is the Umno-
BN State’s desire to
institutionalise participation into
‘sites’ and procedures that are
constrained and well-defined,
which the State can also control
and dominate via laws and regu-
lations. Electoral laws and proce-
dures, the electoral contest be-
tween the different parties, and
the ballot box, therefore, circum-
scribe the scope of our engage-
ment and participation in politics.

At this point, it is evident that the
State, rather than Civil Society, has
the upper hand. Due to several
Constitutional Amendments
since 1957, the Election Commis-
sion has lost its autonomy and
consults the prime minister before
it conducts electoral delineation
exercises. Nowadays, it is Parlia-
ment that amends that part of the
Constitution to increase the over-
all number of seats for each state
which the Election Commission
then re-delineates by shifting the
boundaries. The numerous
amendments to the five election-
related laws have resulted in an
electoral process that is biasedly
pro-incumbent, namely Umno-
BN.

No doubt thanks to the Walk for
Democracy and bad publicity
world-wide, the Umno-BN gov-
ernment was forced to set up the
parliamentary select committee on
electoral reform, which held  pub-

lic hearings in different parts of
the country during 2011. As a con-
sequence of these hearings, the
Select Committee has recom-
mended several changes for
Parliament’s consideration, in-
cluding use of the indelible ink,
earlier postal voting for the Army
and Police, and a longer campaign
period. These proposed changes
– a result of pressure applied by
Bersih 2.0 and other civil society
groups – might facilitate the res-
toration of the autonomy of that
‘site’ between State and Civil So-
ciety where formal elections are
held.

That said, the deepening of democ-
racy in Malaysia requires that the
NGOs and other civil society
organisations continue to engage
in more people-oriented partici-
patory politics, also referred to as
non-formal everyday politics.
This refers to the important ‘small
p’ politics that must be consoli-
dated in between elections. It is a
continuation of the ‘big-P’ Politics
of Power centered around formal
elections held every four to five
years to determine which Politi-
cal Party comes to Power at the
centre. Taken together – ‘small p’
politics and ‘big-P’ politics - we
have a more comprehensive defi-
nition of politics, and of democ-
racy.

It is fortuitous that the ‘Occupy
Wall Street’ (OWS)  movement
picked up steam in several cities
in the US, and in other cities be-
yond the US during the latter half
of 2011. It needs reminding that
the OWS movement emerged dur-
ing Barrack Obama’s presidency.
Just three years after coming to
power, many young Americans
who had rallied to his call ‘Time
for a Change’ came to the conclu-

sion that Wall Street continues to
dominate over policy-making in
Washington. For the OWS dem-
onstrators, the emergence of the
so-called ‘NYC general assem-
bly’, was a means to move beyond
the elections in order to bring back
democracy to the US. The ‘Occupy
Wall Street’ movement was ‘small
p’ politics complementing ‘big-P’
politics’ in order to consolidate
democracy.

And of course, there is the ‘Arab
Spring’ to remind us of how the
electoral process in the Middle-
East was a sham. So the people
had to resort to street demonstra-
tions like in Tahrir Square in Cairo
to get rid of the Hosni Mubarak
regime and to bring about demo-
cratic reform in Egypt.

Perhaps the last words on ‘elec-
tions and democracy’ should be
given to the Koreans who have
struggled long years against a
military regime before instituting
a system of electoral democracy in
the 1980s. Under this electoral
system, the former Nobel Prize lau-
reate for Peace, Kim Dae Jung, who
had been imprisoned by the mili-
tary authorities was subsequently
elected to office as president of
South Korea.

The subsequent displacement of
the democratic forces by more con-
servative parties previously asso-
ciated with the military regime
and with big business has forced
Korean academics to think vigor-
ously of what democracy and elec-
tions mean to them. One of the
most succinct and common-
sensical definitions I have come
across is the following: for Sonn

Five dimensions of
d e m o c r a c y

Bersih 2.0,
Occupy Wall Street,

Arab Spring
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Hochul, a Professor of Political
Science in Sogang University,
Seoul, there exist five dimensions
of democracy.

First, there is ‘political democracy’First, there is ‘political democracy’First, there is ‘political democracy’First, there is ‘political democracy’First, there is ‘political democracy’
as usually advocated by liberals.
Here, we refer to civil liberties and
political rights including the fran-
chise for all adults, the regular
holding of competitive multi-party
elections, and checks and bal-
ances between the three branches
of government.

No doubt, free and fair elections
are important. For this reason,
we should ensure that the elec-
toral rolls are clean, up-to-date
and free of ‘phantoms’.  The
postal voting system should
also be made available to all, not
simply those serving in the uni-
formed units, and their spouses.
There should also be adequate
time allocated for campaigning,
equal access to the usual and
new media, and to electoral
funds too. Of course, the inde-
pendence of the Elections Com-
mission should be restored and
it should not be resorting to
mal-apportionment and gerry-
mandering in the delineation of
electoral boundaries.

Rotation of power between two
major coalitions would help to
deepen our political democracy.
The party out of power can pre-
pare better policies while the party
in power will be encouraged to
move towards good governance
characterised by competence, ac-
countability and transparency;
and regular consultation. A word
of warning, however, as
Schumpeter once indicated: for
even when the best procedures are
put into place to ensure ‘free and
fair elections’, it is most likely that
we end up with a set of elites in
power.

It is useful to cite Benedict Ander-
son, mentioned earlier, again; he
refers to these people as ‘profes-
sional politicians’. Perhaps the
most representative of this breed
of people are the American politi-
cians. They are well-educated,
well-dressed, slick talkers and
even well-informed of policy mat-
ters. They are good in fund-rais-
ing to ensure their re-election, and
know the ins and outs of cam-
paigning. Often they cater to the
needs of their financial backers by
lobbying for particular interests.
But they also know how to ad-
dress the interests of the ordinary

voters to ensure their re-election.
However, they have little time for
reform, let alone enhancing de-
mocracy. Put another way, would
there be much difference if the
Opposition comes to power? In
America? In the UK? In Malaysia?

Second, there is ‘economic and so-Second, there is ‘economic and so-Second, there is ‘economic and so-Second, there is ‘economic and so-Second, there is ‘economic and so-
cial democracy’cial democracy’cial democracy’cial democracy’cial democracy’, a basic aspect of
social democracy.  In comparison
to civil liberties, this refers to rights
such as freedom from poverty, that
guarantee minimum economic
and social standards of living en-
abling a person to live in dignity.
More than that, as various social
groups compete with one another
in a political democracy by
mobilising the power resources
that they have access to, political
democracy can be reduced to a
non-democracy when wealth is
distributed too unevenly. Eco-
nomic and social democracy,
therefore, should always accom-
pany political democracy if we de-
sire meaningful democracy. (The
Nobel Prize Laureate for Econom-
ics, Prof Amartya Sen has argued
that political democracy, rather
than undemocratic regimes, will
also enhance economic and social
development better)

Third, is ‘worker’s democracy’ orThird, is ‘worker’s democracy’ orThird, is ‘worker’s democracy’ orThird, is ‘worker’s democracy’ orThird, is ‘worker’s democracy’ or
‘workplace democracy’‘workplace democracy’‘workplace democracy’‘workplace democracy’‘workplace democracy’ that radi-
cals struggle for. This form of de-
mocracy is often ignored in capi-
talist society. Hence we have a
situation where all democratic
principles and citizenship rights
stop at the gate of a factory or firm
on the grounds of private prop-
erty. Consequently, the workers
are denied any form of self-man-
agement. Alienation sets in. The
workers only feel liberated when
they leave the workplace to go
home, or when they are on holi-
day, if ever. From this perspective,

People power at Gwangju, KoreaPeople power at Gwangju, KoreaPeople power at Gwangju, KoreaPeople power at Gwangju, KoreaPeople power at Gwangju, Korea
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a capitalist society which privi-
leges private property and profit
making is basically non-demo-
cratic.  Realising workers democ-
racy is particularly problematic
because the top-down authoritar-
ian social relations in the factory
or firm are not even recognised to
be within the ambit of democratic
reform in most societies, as in
America or Japan.

Fourth, there is the democracy ofFourth, there is the democracy ofFourth, there is the democracy ofFourth, there is the democracy ofFourth, there is the democracy of
everyday life.everyday life.everyday life.everyday life.everyday life. The question of de-
mocracy is not confined to ‘Big P’
power relations involving those in
authority in the State or in corpo-
rations. It also involves everyday
forms of social relations involving
ordinary people, wherein for ex-
ample, women, minorities, people
with physical or mental disabili-
ties, or with different sexual pref-
erences, are discriminated. Per-
haps this dimension of democ-
racy might be called ‘cultural de-
mocracy’. Our democracy will be
deepened and enhanced when we
begin to accord ‘others’ the same
dignity and respect that we grant
ourselves.  Also, there is a need to
persuade ordinary people to en-
gage in politics on a regular ba-
sis.

An autonomous public sphere
can facilitate a more participatory
democracy and combat the preju-
dices that are disseminated by our
schools, religious bodies, cultural
organisations and mass media.
Changing attitudes will take a
long time, no doubt. Perhaps these
initiatives towards cultural de-
mocracy can be linked up to local
authorities, the lowest tier of 'Big
P' politics?

Finally, there is a realm of inter-Finally, there is a realm of inter-Finally, there is a realm of inter-Finally, there is a realm of inter-Finally, there is a realm of inter-
national democracynational democracynational democracynational democracynational democracy.  Clearly, we
shall only begin to enjoy greater

Dr Francis Loh is presi-Dr Francis Loh is presi-Dr Francis Loh is presi-Dr Francis Loh is presi-Dr Francis Loh is presi-
dent of Aliran. He is alsodent of Aliran. He is alsodent of Aliran. He is alsodent of Aliran. He is alsodent of Aliran. He is also
a Professor of Politics ina Professor of Politics ina Professor of Politics ina Professor of Politics ina Professor of Politics in
a local university.a local university.a local university.a local university.a local university.

democracy when the global order
is no longer dominated by the
Western powers, particularly the
USA, who with their TNCs con-
trol the global economy and inter-
national affairs generally. They
establish exclusive bodies like the
OECD and Nato which set the glo-
bal agenda. As well, the US and
its Western allies dominate the
multilateral economic agencies
like the WB, IMF, WTO, and even
the UN.

As we approach GE-13, special
attention must be given to politi-
cal democracy. It is important to
ensure that GE-13 is conducted
‘free, fair and clean’ as Bersih 2.0
and the civil society organisations
have advocated. For this reason,
Aliran has been part of Bersih
2.0’s steering committee. Aliran
has also prepared a comprehen-
sive submission to the Parliamen-
tary Select Committee on electoral
reform (which has been repro-
duced in this ansd previous is-
sues of Aliran Monthly). As well,
we support the consolidation of a
two-party system wherein a rota-
tion of power between the Pakatan
Rakyat and the Barisan Nasional
occurs regularly.

But we must go beyond elections.
To deepen our democracy, socio-
economic justice must also pre-
vail. There is no point in rotating
power between two coalitions if
the socio-economic plight of the
majority is not addressed. By this
we do not mean giving out pre-
election handouts of RM100 or
RM500! We mean restoring the
dignity of the rakyat by providing
them with regular jobs with de-
cent salaries, affordable housing
and health care, access to the ba-

sic amenities, educational oppor-
tunities to the highest levels, reli-
able and cheap public transpor-
tation, and greener and cleaner
living environments, not urban
ghettoes or rural slums. There is
little gained by giving the rakyat
the vote if a small percentage of
the population dominates the
country’s wealth and financial re-
sources.

A ‘cultural revolution’ must also
take place among the rakyat so that
we are respectful of our diversity
– ethno-religious, gender, re-
gional, etc – and give special at-
tention to the marginalised indig-
enous peoples, the disabled, the
elderly, etc. We must learn to be
inclusive, not exclusive.

The other aspect of this cultural
revolution is to engage in ‘small
p’ politics on a regular basis in
between elections. Democracy
cannot be restricted to participa-
tion in ‘Big P’ elections once ev-
ery four to five years; even less
overly concerned with acquiring
Power by a group of ‘professional
politicians’. Rather, it should be
about conscientisation and em-
powerment of the rakyat.

Finally, we must also be vigilant
of how the global system is struc-
tured and push for global reform
too, lest the global system and the
international bodies continue to
be dominated by a small group of
nations led by the US, the EU and
Japan, and their MNCs.

C o n c l u s i o n

q
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fixed election dates have the ad-
vantage of fairness and predict-
ability”. Though the BN may not
be in favour of this (as under the
present practice, it can surprise the
Opposition by calling for a snap
election when the circumstances
are favourable to it, the BN must
be realistic and see the advantage
in this when it becomes the Op-
position after the 13th GE!

Too much time and money is
wasted in trying to create a
favourable situation to call for
an election. The recent budget is
a good example of how voters
are being bribed for the BN’s
benefit.  Households earning
less than RM3000 were in no
better position in 2009, 2010 and
2011 but this is being attended
to only in 2012 just before the
13th GE! The RM500 may assist
them in January but does their
hardship disappear after that?
What about the next 11 months?
If this was a long-term solution
for the whole of this year and the
years after that, then there is no
ground to accuse the BN of brib-
ing the voters!

We recommend fixed dates for
elections.

lections should not be a
cat and mouse game. It
should never be a guess-
ing game either. There

should be a definite predeter-
mined date that is publicly dis-
closed so that everyone knows the
date of the next general elections

This is practised by a number of
countries which have a fixed date
for the election. Among them are
Norway and Switzerland with
fixed dates. Canada and its prov-
inces (Alberta, British Columbia,
Manitoba, Saskatchewan, New
Brunswick, Ontario, Prince Ed-
ward Island, Newfoundland and
Labrador, and Northwest Territo-

ries) have implemented fixed-term
elections too. In the United King-
dom the Fixed-term Parliaments
Act 2011 fixes the General Elec-
tion on the first Thursday in May
every five years. Elections to the
European Parliament occur every
five years in June. Presidential elec-
tions in the United States occur
every four years on the first Tues-
day after the first Monday of No-
vember. Germany, New South
Wales and the Australian Capi-
tal Territory (ACT) have semi-
fixed terms in that dissolution at
any time in mid-term is allowed
only to resolve serious deadlock.

It is noted that “predetermined or

Fixed dates for elections
Too much time and money is wasted in trying to create a
favourable situation to call for an election

by P Ramakrishnan

EEEEE

R e c o m m e n d a t i o n
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We do not have an anti-party hop-
ping law. Such a law is necessary
so that the voters’ mandate is not
frustrated and violated.

A successful independent candi-
date has no obligation to any party
and subsequently she can join
any party of her choice.

But it is different when it comes to
a candidate nominated by a party.
He is elected based on the party’s
stature and manifesto. A candi-
date after having been elected on
a particular party ticket has no
right to switch party. It is clearly a
blatant betrayal of the voters’
mandate. When this takes place,
the seat should automatically fall
vacant forcing a by-election.

It cannot be argued that a party
candidate has the right of asso-
ciation when he switches party
after being elected. The argument
that it infringes on the right of as-
sociation does not hold water. An
elected member can switch his
party affiliation any time he wants
- that right is not challenged. But
when he betrays the voters and
makes a mockery of the demo-

No party hopping;No party hopping;No party hopping;No party hopping;No party hopping;
automatic voter registration;automatic voter registration;automatic voter registration;automatic voter registration;automatic voter registration;
compulsory votingcompulsory votingcompulsory votingcompulsory votingcompulsory voting
by P Ramakrishnan

No party hopping

ELECTORAL REFORMS: ALIRAN'S SUBMISSION TO PSC



Aliran Monthly : Vol.32(2) Page 11

cratic process there must be a con-
sequence. He can become a mem-
ber of any political party he
chooses to be but he has no right
to cling on to his elected position
because he was elected on a dif-
ferent party platform.

An elected representative who
switches party should be allowed
to contest in the by-election when
his seat falls vacant. And if he gets
elected once again, then his posi-
tion is legitimised and he can stay
on as an elected representative
honourably.

An anti-party hopping law must
be enacted to protect the peoples’
mandate and sanctify the demo-
cratic electoral process.

Registration of voters should be
automatic.  All we need is the po-
litical will to make this possible.
The Election Commission’s (EC)
computer system should be linked
to the National Registration De-
partment (NRD).

All Malaysians are required to re-
new their ICs on reaching the age
of 21. It is at this stage that there
should be a link with the NRD so
that all Malaysians reaching the
age of 21 are automatically regis-
tered.

The address on the new IC will
determine their constituency for
voting purposes. The current
practice of submitting forms to the
EC to seek registration as a voter
is slow, cumbersome and prone
to mistakes. Those who don’t sub-
mit such forms are left out from

the electoral roll, thereby forfeit-
ing their right to vote.

All eligible voters will be on the
electoral roll when registration is
automatic and there will be hardly
any mistake with regard to their
particulars. By linking the EC’s
computer system with the NRD,
it is possible to be up to date espe-
cially when deaths are reported
to the NRD. The names of the de-
ceased can be correctly and auto-
matically removed in this way.

The EC’s computer system must
be linked to the NRD so that all
eligible voters are registered.

We do not have compulsory vot-
ing in Malaysia. Our close
neighbour Singapore has made
voting compulsory.

Non-notification of change of ad-
dress can be solved through this

system. People seeking jobs or set-
tling elsewhere after their auto-
matic registration must notify
their change of address. When
voting is made compulsory, those
concerned will be forced to be re-
sponsible and provide their new
address, failing which they will
have to travel to their previous
address to cast their vote.

The advantages of compulsory
registration is that there will be
greater participation by Malay-
sians to make the democratic
process meaningful.  Greater
participation of the majority of
the population enhances our
democratic process and compels
the candidates to address the
needs of all rather than confine
themselves to certain groups
who form the majority in that
constituency.

Relevant laws must be amended
or introduced to make voting com-
pulsory.

Recommendat i onRecommendat i onRecommendat i onRecommendat i onRecommendat i on

Compulsory voting

Recommendat i onRecommendat i onRecommendat i onRecommendat i onRecommendat i on

A u t o m a t i c
r e g i s t r a t i o n

Recommendat i onRecommendat i onRecommendat i onRecommendat i onRecommendat i on
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any analysts predict that
as long as the internet
exists free from laws and
censorship, democratic

change and greater press freedom
will inevitably be the result. In Ma-
laysia, there was also a certain
amount of optimism amongst
press freedom activists and some
journalists during the reformasi
period in 1998.

In the aftermath of Anwar’s sack-
ing, analysts were concluding
that the internet as a political me-
dium and the medium of reformasi
became virtually synonymous. In-
deed, the Malaysian government
found it difficult to censor the criti-
cism from the Internet sent by pro-
reformasi movement websites.
Sites carrying anti-Mahathir sto-
ries mushroomed. At least 30 ap-
peared within three months of
Anwar Ibrahim’s arrest, includ-
ing Laman Reformasi, Anwar
Online, Jiwa Merdeka, Freemalaysia,
and Reformasi Dot Com.

The alternative print press also
increased its readership during
this time. The circulation of Pas’
Harakah grew from 80000 prior to
Anwar’s arrest in September 1998
to as much as 366000 by the end
of 1999. Other newly established
Malay-language magazines criti-

cal of the government were
Tamadun, Detik, Wasilah and
Eksklusif. And of course, Aliran
Monthly’s circulation figures also
rose from mid-1998 to mid-1999.

Sites which advocated ‘indepen-
dent news’ gained in popularity.
M G G Pillai (formerly of Far East-
ern Economic Review and Reuters)
was one of the first Malaysian jour-
nalists to see the potential of the
internet when he formed an
online mailing list Sang Kancil and
later his website mggpillai.com,
which featured commentaries and
reporting about the political tur-
moil in Malaysia at that time. Kean
Wong and Sharaad Kuttan,
amongst others, started a project
to fill the demand for critical
analysis of the political issues of
the time. They created the online
news portals Saksi (Witness) and
RadiQRadio.

But the most significant and long-
lasting of these independent news
websites was Malaysiakini, which
was the creation of Steven Gan
and Premesh Chandran in 1999.
Malaysiakini became so popular
during this period that Gan and
Chandran were ranked 18th in
Asiaweek’s 2001 annual ranking of
the ‘50 most powerful people in
the region’.

Press freedom lobby groups and
NGOs sprouted. Out of these ven-
tures came the Centre for Indepen-
dent Journalism, the Malay lan-
guage group ‘Kumpulan Aktivis
Media Independen (Kami)’, the
Writers Action for Media
Indpendence (Wami) and Inisiatif
Wartawan (an initiative by con-
cerned journalists from the tradi-
tional and new media), which all
pushed for an end to the restric-
tive licensing law (PPPA) and for
an independent media council to
be created. Charter 2000, created
through Aliran, was also an im-
portant initiative in calling for
freedom of expression to be re-
spected and higher standards of
professionalism in media report-
ing.

For a variety of reasons, many of
which are contested by those who
were involved in it, the movement
for greater press freedom in Ma-
laysia ultimately failed. The main-
stream media industry largely
didn’t support it with any great
vigour, and the BN was adept at
suppressing any attempts at re-
form inside the industry. Despite
various attempts to push the gov-
ernment to do so, the PPPA was
not abolished. Press freedom
organisations, publications and
movements petered out, or have

PRESS FREEDOM

What are the prospects for
greater press freedom?
There is much hope for the new media’s ability to create reforms, but
have we seen it all before, asks Ross Tapsell

MMMMM
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decreased in importance.

Fast-forward to 2008, and we see
a similar feeling of optimism. Ana-
lysts argued that BN failed to
achieve the crucial two-thirds
majority because of young voters
who had access to many websites
that offered alternative news and
commentary. The Bersih 2.0 move-
ment used social media intelli-
gently and effectively to push for
change, and has stated the need
for a free and fair press as one of
their key reforms. Raja Petra
Kamarudin’s blog Malaysia Toda
reportedly gained a larger reader-
ship than the New Straits Times.
The popular blog, Uppercaise, cre-
ated by a former mainstream me-
dia editor, also gained in popu-
larity.

The internet as a medium for free
expression, which emerged dur-
ing reformasi, was finally produc-
ing a platform for significant
change in the form of social me-
dia, blogs, and crucially, more in-
dependent news. The persistence
of independent news site
Malaysiakini, and now the rise of
the Malaysian Insider, and others
such as the Nutgraph and Off the
Edge magazine represented what
activists were saying was the
‘next stage’ of the press freedom
movement.

As mainstream newspaper circu-
lation decreased, the hope is that
these sites will force the main-
stream media to implement seri-
ous reforms and allow its journal-
ists to write more freely. This is
Malaysian Press Freedom 2.0 in
full flight.

But what will be the fate of press

freedom 2.0? If it is not pushed
strongly enough through the
mainstream media, and if the
Malaysian government imple-
ments repressive strategies, will
the movement be circumvented
once again?

The early signs do not look good.
The government is now fully well
are of the existence and usefulness
of the alternative and social me-
dia. The government now em-
ploys ‘cybertroopers’ who slander
the opposition on blogs and news
sites, while various attempts to
discredit the opposition, such as
the videos (which many dismiss
as fake) of Anwar Ibrahim having
sex with a prostitute are distrib-
uted via the web.

The Malaysian government has
attempted to crack down on key
journalists and bloggers, includ-
ing Raja Petra, since 2008. A num-
ber of reformers in the media in-
dustry have been kicked out in the
past year and dismissed from
their positions. Hata Wahari,
who had spoken out for press free-
dom reforms within the National
Union of Journalists in 2010, was
fired from his newspaper job at
Utusan Melayu in April 2011 for
“tarnishing the image of his em-
ployer”.

Journalism sites that were estab-
lished with great excitement have
not been financially sustainable.
Off the Edge continued for six
years but made losses and was
closed down in 2010. The
Nutgraph shut the office and re-
trenched everyone in August
2010, although the site is still
maintained.

Malaysia illustrates that the exist-
ence of new media does not nec-

essarily mean the defeat of an au-
thoritarian government’s
stranglehold on power, nor does
it correlate that reforms for greater
freedom of the press are an inevi-
table consequence of the increas-
ing use of social media. Significant
reforms, including greater press
freedom, are difficult to implement
if there is a hostile ruling power
intent on subverting independent
journalism and a mainstream
press continually unable, or un-
willing, to oppose it.

Few journalists within the indus-
try believe that even if Najib’s does
fulfil his promise and repeal the
PPPA, it will not have much effect
on press freedom. Even if licences
do not need to be renewed yearly,
the Malaysian Home Minister can
still remove it, and his decision
cannot be challenged in court.

The press freedom activists who
have worked so hard over the past
13 years to implement reforms all
believe that wider change needs
to occur in Malaysian society. If
greater reforms for press freedom
are going to happen in Malaysia,
it needs more support from the
mainstream media, NGOs and
politicians, both in the opposition
and perhaps even reformers
within the government. As
Malaysiakini founder Steven Gan
said:  “We can do our bit here at
Malaysiakini, but we need a con-
tribution from a lot of different
actors.”

S t r a n g l e h o l d
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The recently revealed (and
stalled) new remuneration
scheme for the public service
(SBPA) is, to say the least, appall-
ing and vulgar: it reportedly feeds
top government officials more
than they can chew while leaving
those in the lower rungs with pal-
try sums.

If the main objective of the new pay
scheme is to solve the problems of
lower-rung civil servants who are
struggling to make ends meet in
the face of the rising cost of living,
then what has been put on the
table isn’t really a smart and just
solution. If anything, it smacks of
insensitivity towards the con-
cerns of these lower-rung civil ser-
vants.

Those involved in drawing up the
new scheme seem to be the elite in
the public service. The way the
scheme is designed suggests that
the rationale wasn’t to improve
the lot of of those who are strug-
gling in the bottom rungs. Instead,
the scheme appears to award the

elite as much as possible, without
any qualms, at the expense of the
poor.

The glaring difference between the
proposed increments for higher-
level officials and those for the
lower-rung categories is simply
outrageous. To offer, say, certain
drivers a meagre increment of
RM1.70 (as reported) is indeed
humiliating for them especially
when contrasted with the incre-
ments of those in the upper ech-
elon, who are said to potentially
gain at least a few thousand
ringgit.

Apart from this, the withdrawal
of the tier system within the vari-
ous income brackets results in the
jumbling of seniors and juniors.
This could cause dissatisfaction
and may be perceived as an injus-
tice by those who have served
longer and accumulated much
experience.

Aliran calls upon those respon-
sible for formulating and review-
ing the new pay scheme to look
into its social, financial and po-
litical implications. As it is, our

society has seen persistent grow-
ing income disparities, and this
scheme, if not conscientiously re-
vised, would only aggravate the
situation.

Dr Mustafa K Anuar
Honorary Secretary

19 January 2012

Aliran condemns Kedah Mentri
Besar Azizan Razak’s stand in
lending support to the unjustified
suspension of five college stu-
dents under the questionable Uni-
versities and University Colleges
Act (UUCA).

The five from Kolej Universiti
Insaniah (Kuin) were suspended
because they were involved in a
demonstration against the use of
a religious teaching block to
house a smart school. Their pro-
test was within their democratic
right to publicly express opinions
about issues of the day.
 
Azizan’s action not only blatantly
violates the notion of academic
freedom and freedom of expres-
sion, but also flies in the face of
Pakatan Rakyat’s consensus in
opposing the oppressive UUCA.
 
Condoning the use of an oppres-
sive law to punish students for
their legitimate stand on an issue
raises the question of Pakatan’s
sincerity and honesty in wanting
to abolish the UUCA, which it has
consistently opposed and con-
demned. The deed doesn’t seem
to match the pledge.
 
The Menteri Besar clearly is out of
sync with the rest of the country,
where, with the exception of the

A record of A record of A record of A record of A record of Aliran'sAliran'sAliran'sAliran'sAliran's stand on current affairs. stand on current affairs. stand on current affairs. stand on current affairs. stand on current affairs.
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BN, the rakyat especially the
younger generation are
clamouring for greater academic
freedom and democratic rights. In
clamouring for that freedom, they
want the obnoxious UUCA to be
done away with.
 
We call upon Azizan to recon-
sider his official stand on this
matter so that common sense and
justice will prevail eventually and
lend credence to Pakatan Rakyat’s
stated position that the UUCA
will be abolished when it comes
to power.

Dr Mustafa K Anuar
Honorary Secretary

24 January 2012

Aliran is horrified and outraged
by the recent incident when a mob
provocatively gate-crashed a
peaceful forum organised by Any-
thing But Umno (Abu)-Hindraf in
Klang.

A mob disrupts the Abu-Hindraf
forum in Jalan Kebun, Klang. This
incident should be condemned by
all right-thinking members of our
society.
 
The youthful-looking group’s vio-
lent and rowdy disruption of the
peaceful forum is disturbing and
alarming, all the more so when
their blatant hooliganism did not
receive a prompt response from
the police force. In fact, Selangor
police chief Tun Hisan Tun
Hamzah even reportedly denied
there had been any violent inci-
dents that night.
 
It is feared that the apparent lack
of prompt and appropriate action

by the police in this matter may
send a wrong signal to this dis-
ruptive group and others similarly
inclined: that it is okay for them to
disrupt peaceful gatherings of
people exercising their democratic
right to discuss ideas and opin-
ions in a peaceful and civilised
manner. It might also be miscon-
strued that that the mob had been
sanctioned by the authorities to
behave so atrociously.
 
To dispel any such notion, the
powers-that-be must in no un-
certain terms denounce this un-
ruly and aggressive behaviour
immediately. The longer the de-
lay in coming up with such a
response, the more difficult it
would be for the police to con-
vince the public that they mean
business in dealing with unruly
groups that take the law into
their own hands.
 
Such violent and extreme
behaviour has no place in a demo-
cratic society and cannot be toler-
ated – especially when the Prime
Minister in a recent international
conference reminded people of the
virtue of moderation in our every-
day lives. It is important to make
it explicitly clear that we practise
what we preach; otherwise we
will come across as a hypocritical
society in the eyes of the interna-
tional community.

Besides, it is incumbent upon the
Prime Minister and the police to
promote the idea that, if you dis-
agree with someone over a certain
issue, the only course of action in
a democratic and moderate soci-
ety is to engage in civilised debate
and hold a discussion with those
with whom you disagree.

Aliran is encouraged that the po-
lice now seem to be taking action

to apprehend those who dis-
played such shameful conduct,
which could threaten our peace
and harmony. We are happy that
the thug who played such a
prominent and aggressive role in
this disruption and who has been
positively identified has been de-
tained by the police.
 
They should be charged under the
harshest law as an example to
others that hooligans cannot be
allowed to roam freely, taking the
law into their hands without suf-
fering the consequence of their
rowdyism.

Aliran calls upon the authorities
to bring the culprits to justice and
send a clear message to them and
others so inclined that such vio-
lent reactions to the issues of the
day can never be tolerated in a
country that upholds the rule of
law.

Aliran Executive Committee
25 January 2012

Aliran views with deep concern
the mischievous and dastardly
deed of throwing pig heads at
mosques, the latest incident being
at Masjid Al-Hidayah in Sentul,
Kuala Lumpur.

This is the third incident this year
following similar heinous crimi-
nal acts perpetrated in Johor and
Rawang. These incidents give the
impression that they are deliber-
ately organised and co-ordinated.
Such atrocious acts can be consid-
ered as sacrilegious as the des-
ecration of a church. The intention
is as clear as daylight – to stoke
the flames of racial or religious
tension.

Mob disruption of
Abu-Hindraf forum

c o n d e m n e d

Mischief rearing its
pig head at mosques
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The perpetrators appear intent on
creating unnecessary anxiety,
suspicion and tension between
Muslims and those of other faiths.
They aim to create strife among the
faithful of the various religious
communities. A minority group of
extremists are apparently behind
this to promote hatred and anger
among Malaysians with the in-
tention of creating chaos and un-
rest.

But their attempts will surely fail
simply because the vast majority
of Malaysians of every faith have
condemned these senseless acts
and refuse to be sucked into this
diabolical web of hate. Such com-
mendable restraint is a tribute to
the maturity and solidarity of
peace-loving Malaysians.

Most Malaysians are guided by
the teachings of their respective
religions that abhor these acts of
cowardice and hate crimes. Their
tolerance and accommodation is
something that will sustain us as
a nation, and we will prevail in
spite of the ill-will generated by
these vicious villains.

Right-thinking Malaysians will
not fall for what seems to be po-
litically-motivated bait that sug-
gests political desperation of sorts
on the part of the wrongdoers. Ma-
laysians from all walks of life have
exercised calm when faced with
such ugly incidents. If anything,
many have joined hands to con-
demn these hideous stunts.

We must declare in no uncertain
terms to these ‘pig-headed’ cul-
prits that concerned Malaysians
are not easily swayed and taken
in by such provocative gimmicks.
Let’s all stand shoulder to shoul-
der in strength and solidarity to
oppose these vicious elements

and weed them out.

Dr Mustafa K Anuar
Honorary Secretary

2 February 2012

Aliran joins hands with fellow
Malaysians in their collective con-
cern with regard to the proposed
’1Care’ scheme to restructure
Malaysia’s health care system – a
move that would definitely exact
a heavy toll on their physical as
well as financial health.

Supposedly based on the UK Na-
tional Health Service (NHS), the
1Care scheme is said to be aimed
at financing the supposedly in-
creasing costs of public health care
while making it still affordable to
the lower-income group.
 
But we fear that, like most other
“restructuring” schemes in the
past, 1Care will deliberately result
in the escalation of costs to ordi-
nary Malaysians and the
outsourcing of contracts to corpo-
rate interests – financed by public
funds. The direct beneficiaries –
private hospitals, health manage-
ment organisations, pharmaceu-
tical firms and those administer-
ing the national health financing
fund – are likely to profit hand-
somely from this scheme at the
expense of the public. We recall
how the costs of pharmaceuticals
soared after the Government
Medical Store was privatised in
1994. A similar rise was seen in
the costs of general hospital sup-
port services after they were
privatised.
 
The mantra of so-called cost-effec-
tiveness that is often promised

with such restructuring or de
facto privatisation schemes is
highly questionable. Critics of the
1Care scheme justifiably claim
that the quality of health care treat-
ment will plunge. The new health
care financing authority may im-
pose limits on the number of hos-
pital visits by a patient or intro-
duce financial incentives for GPs
to limit their number of referrals
to specialists in the effort to trim
costs and improve profit margins.
The welfare of the weak and the
poor will be sacrificed without
any qualms on the altar of greed
and profit.

In effect, 1Care will provide mas-
sive public subsidies for private
hospitals. Payments out of the
national health care authority’s
funds (raised from the public via
taxes and monthly public contri-
butions) will serve as large subsi-
dies to boost admissions, the oc-
cupancy and the bottom line of
private hospitals and GLC-owned
‘private’ hospitals. (With such a
scheme in place, even government
hospitals could end up behaving
like private hospitals.) An anal-
ogy would be the use of public
funds given out as PTPTN study
loans, which effectively acts as a
huge government subsidy to pri-
vate colleges, which have mush-
roomed. The cost is borne by in-
debted ordinary students, who
have to make long-term study loan
repayments.

Malaysians will probably have to
pay 6-10 per cent of their monthly
income in contributions to the
1Care fund. A significant chunk
of this money will go towards the
administration costs of the fund.
The pockets of ordinary Malay-
sians could be hit even further if
they opt for a GP of their choice.
What about those who are unem-

1Care: What ails
Malays ia ’s  hea l th

care system?
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ployed or unable to afford health
insurance contributions? How
will they be able to get medical
treatment under this new scheme?

There is basically not much that
is wrong with the existing public
health care system that cannot be
fixed with a greater allocation of
government funding and more ef-
fective management of personnel
and resources. At present, the gov-
ernment spends around 2 per cent
of GDP on public health care – a
pathetic amount well short of the
internationally recommended 5-6
per cent. Why not allocate more
funds to our general hospitals,
which already provide universal
coverage to anyone who needs
treatment, instead of squandering
public funds on useless projects
or allowing massive corruption to
persist?

We call upon the government to
reconsider its plan to implement
this massive scheme. Spare the
ordinary rakyat – already suffer-
ing from the effects of inflation –
this additional heavy financial
burden. Just allocate more fund-
ing to our general hospitals and
ensure that it leads to a distinct
improvement in the quality and
efficiency of our general hospitals.

A government of the people has
the responsibility and moral obli-
gation to protect the interests of
the rakyat – and this includes
their health care. Tak nak 1Care!

Dr Mustafa K Anuar
Honorary Secretary

3 February 2012

Aliran strongly condemns the re-

cent deportation of Saudi journal-
ist Hamza Kashgari as a serious
and inexcusable violation of hu-
man rights.

In allowing the deportation of the
23-year-old writer to the custody
of Saudi Arabian authorities, de-
spite his claims that he feared
threats to his life and intended to
seek asylum in New Zealand, the
Malaysian government has indi-
cated that it will ignore any hu-
man rights or humanitarian con-
siderations relating to asylum
seekers in favour of any formal or
informal agreement to extradite
any foreign national on a govern-
ment black list.

This action, in compliance with
an apparently unofficial and du-
bious agreement (AFP, 12 Febru-
ary 2012) with the Saudi govern-
ment, reveals a disgraceful, sub-
servient willingness of the Malay-
sian government to do the bidding
of a foreign government without
question, to keep in that
government’s favour.

Such actions not only reflect badly
on Malaysia as a member of the
UN Human Rights Council but
serves to bring down the prestige
of our country in the eyes of the
international community. This
also justifies the fears of human
rights and refugee advocates that
Malaysia has no intention to ob-
serve, promote or protect the dig-
nity and rights of any asylum
seeker or refugee, notwithstand-
ing all the impressive pledges the
government has made publicly,
nationally and internationally.

The crime of which Hamza
Kashgari (Mohamad Najeeb A
Kashgari) is charged is one rather
incomprehensible to those out-
side the borders of Saudi Arabia

and something many Muslims
and non-Muslims in Malaysia,
see as forgivable and probably for-
gettable.

Hamza Kashgari allegedly of-
fended Saudi clerics and Muslim
society by openly expressing his
spiritual emotions in a one-to-one
conversation with Prophet
Mohammad s.a.w. on the anniver-
sary of his birth that he posted on
Twitter. In this imaginary conver-
sation, he is alleged to have told
the Prophet there were things he
liked about him and things he did
not (theSun, 13 February 2012). But
these were not the only words in
the young writer’s posting that
appeared to attract the alleged
fury of 30000 readers in less than
24 hours. Kashgari, however, sub-
sequently deleted this seemingly
inflammatory posting and
apologised for the tweets saying
he repented for the faux pas.

Whilst Aliran recognises the
Saudi Arabian government’s right
to put Hamza Kashgari on trial,
we urge the government to ensure
the fairness of this trial for justice
to be done. We also hope that there
will be recognition and accep-
tance of this young writer’s apol-
ogy and that forgiveness and
mercy be shown to one so young
and talented, who still has much
to offer to his country and the
world at large. We urge the Saudi
Arabian government to act in the
true spirit of Islam that witnesses
to the justice and mercy of God
and His Prophet.

However, Aliran condemns the
complicity of the Malaysian gov-
ernment in violating Kashgari’s
human right to seek asylum un-
der Article 14 of the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights
(UDHR). The authorities kept him

Hamza  Kashgar i ’ s
deportation a serious

rights violation
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incommunicado, denied access to
the UN Refugee Agency
(UNHCR) to assess his asylum
claim, deceived his lawyers and
attempted to deliberately hide his
deportation by apparently omit-
ting to record it (Human Rights
Watch, 13 February 2012).

Aliran also regards the Malaysian
government’s complicity in re-
pressing Hamza Kashgari’s hu-
man right to freedom of expres-
sion under Article 19 UDHR as
reprehensible and against the just
principles of Islam and interna-
tional human rights law (Islamic
Renaissance Front, Malaysiakini,
13 February 2012).

We call on the Malaysian govern-
ment to vacate its seat on the UN
Human Rights Council for allow-
ing human rights violations in
this country to continue unabated
and for justifying these violations
on obviously unsubstantiated
and spurious grounds.

Aliran supports and reiterates the
calls by national and international
human rights organisations for the
immediate release of Hamza
Kashgari to freely exercise his right
to make a claim for political asy-
lum in a country of his choice, ac-
cording to customary international
law i.e. the Universal Declaration
of Human Rights, which is obliga-
tory for all members of the United
Nations, including Malaysia.

Aliran Executive Committee
15 February 2012

MCA president Chua Soi Lek
should stop ethnicising issues
and patronising the rakyat with

S a y  ‘ N o ’  t o
Ibrahim Ali-style

politics, Chua

simplistic arguments.

Since he is MCA chief, it is ex-
pected that Datuk Seri Dr Chua
Soi Lek would criticise and ex-
change barbs with his political op-
ponents in the DAP and the other
Pakatan Rakyat parties. Nothing
wrong with that, even welcomed.
But he should not patronise us the
rakyat with the usual simplistic
and ethnicised arguments, like
Ibrahim Ali is prone to do.

For instance, it was reported (The
Star, 3 February 2012) that he had
resorted to that age-old boring re-
frain: that the DAP has been mis-
leading the Chinese into believing
that a vote for the party would
help realise their hopes of getting
fair treatment and a top Chinese
leader. In fact, for Chua, “Chinese
voters did not understand that a
vote for the DAP would only help
Pas realise its objective of forming
an Islamic state and implement-
ing its brand of hudud”.

Chua made these remarks even
when the Pas leadership had just
sacked the extremist Dr Hasan Ali
from the party and got him re-
moved from the Selangor State
Exco for expressing views and
acting in opposition to PR poli-
cies and positions that had been
agreed upon and adopted.

Earlier, Chua had criticised the PR
government in Selangor for not
delivering on its electoral prom-
ises: “95% of pledges not
honoured in Selangor” (The Star,
16 January 2012).

I am not bothered about his criti-
cism of the PR government; nor
about how he calculated that it
was 95 per cent and not say 85
per cent or 25 per cent of pledges
that had not been honoured.

Rather, I am concerned about how
Chua tried to ethnicise the issue
by focusing attention on how the
Selangor PR government had yet
to build a single Chinese school
in the state whereas his MCA had
succeeded in persuading the fed-
eral government to make available
land and funds to build several
Chinese schools, fought for schol-
arships for Chinese students, and
won them entrance into particu-
lar courses in the universities.
Kudos to the MCA for achieving
these things.

But is the PR government in
Selangor all about Chinese
schools?

More recently (The Star, 6 Febru-
ary 2012), Chua called upon
Penang CM Lim Guan Eng to re-
frain from being a political ‘street
fighter’ and instead focus his at-
tention on resolving woes faced
by Penangites like a true states-
man.

On closer scrutiny, it is Chua him-
self who appears to be the street
fighter. Do criticise the PR govern-
ments for their weaknesses and
failures. But don’t patronise the
rakyat with silly arguments!

As well, stop spinning the age-old
record of old-fashioned ethnic
politics. For we are now in a glo-
bal digital era of building a new
politics wherein the rakyat , espe-
cially the young, are more con-
cerned about issues of deepening
democracy, reforming the
economy, and joining hands with
people of other races to build a
new Malaysia. Say No to the
Ibrahim Ali-style of politics!

Dr Francis Loh
President

9 February 2012
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ince the first Penang Forum in 2008, we
have seen a widening of democratic space
and people’s participation in governance.

First Penang Forum focused on resolutions and pro-
posals to the newly elected State government on vari-
ous issues concerning Penangites. The Second Fo-
rum discussed the performance of the new state and
local government after two years of their governance.
The Third Forum organised a mock election (to se-
lect civil society nominees to become municipal coun-
cillors) in conjunction with concerned citizens’ call
for local elections.

Penang Forum 4, which was held on 18 December
2011 at the Caring Society Complex, showcased
another instance of this broadening democratic
space in the post -2008 general election era.

From my observation, Penang Forum has become a
widely accepted forum that people use to put across
their desperation and highlight issues they are con-
cerned about; it also provides space for them to ar-
ticulate their visions of Penang as a liveable place.
Not only that, Penang Forum has become a people’s
forum to engage with the state government and to
communicate with the state within the democratic
space that the Penangites are enjoying today.

Penang Forum has matured into a forum that in-
cludes Penangites in the process of decision mak-
ing, dialogue and evaluation. It aims to be inclusive
in addressing issues or themes that are timely and
relevant to Penangites in particular and Malaysians
in general.

The latest forum is another such manifestation of
democracy to address the people’s vision and pro-
vide for people’s participation in the process of gov-

PENANG FORUM 4

A showcase for democratic
space, post GE 2008
by Soon Chuan Yean

SSSSS

Dr Soon Chuan Yean is an Aliran executiveDr Soon Chuan Yean is an Aliran executiveDr Soon Chuan Yean is an Aliran executiveDr Soon Chuan Yean is an Aliran executiveDr Soon Chuan Yean is an Aliran executive
committee member.committee member.committee member.committee member.committee member.

ernance. The event provides space for people to prac-
tise their fundamental right to freedom of speech.

In the various presentations made by various civil
society representatives and ordinary individuals,
the participants were informed of various develop-
ment issues relating to the Local Plan and the Struc-
ture Plan as well as local issues arising from devel-
opment projects including the people’s heritage at
Kampung Tanjong Tokong.

They were also briefed about the larger context of all
these developments: the neo-liberal economic poli-
cies and the highly centralised federal system in Ma-
laysia and the corresponding limitations on state
autonomy.

The accompanying photos depict scenes of people’s
participation and democratic space that we are en-
joying today. The free space provided by Penang
Forum needs to be cultivated further and sustained
to ensure people’s participation and good gover-
nance.

Participants listening attentively to one of the panelParticipants listening attentively to one of the panelParticipants listening attentively to one of the panelParticipants listening attentively to one of the panelParticipants listening attentively to one of the panel
presentations.presentations.presentations.presentations.presentations.
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Presentation by variousPresentation by variousPresentation by variousPresentation by variousPresentation by various
groups of Residentsgroups of Residentsgroups of Residentsgroups of Residentsgroups of Residents
Associations on problemsAssociations on problemsAssociations on problemsAssociations on problemsAssociations on problems
they faced as a result ofthey faced as a result ofthey faced as a result ofthey faced as a result ofthey faced as a result of
overdevelopment.overdevelopment.overdevelopment.overdevelopment.overdevelopment.
Chaired by Dr. Cecilia NgChaired by Dr. Cecilia NgChaired by Dr. Cecilia NgChaired by Dr. Cecilia NgChaired by Dr. Cecilia Ng
on the far right.on the far right.on the far right.on the far right.on the far right.

Some of the presenters:Some of the presenters:Some of the presenters:Some of the presenters:Some of the presenters:
(left to right)(left to right)(left to right)(left to right)(left to right)
Francis Loh on Malaysia’sFrancis Loh on Malaysia’sFrancis Loh on Malaysia’sFrancis Loh on Malaysia’sFrancis Loh on Malaysia’s
centralised federalism,centralised federalism,centralised federalism,centralised federalism,centralised federalism,
MPPP local councilor LimMPPP local councilor LimMPPP local councilor LimMPPP local councilor LimMPPP local councilor Lim
Mah Hui on the neo-liberalMah Hui on the neo-liberalMah Hui on the neo-liberalMah Hui on the neo-liberalMah Hui on the neo-liberal
economy, and formereconomy, and formereconomy, and formereconomy, and formereconomy, and former
MPPP local councillor LimMPPP local councillor LimMPPP local councillor LimMPPP local councillor LimMPPP local councillor Lim
Kah Cheng on politicsKah Cheng on politicsKah Cheng on politicsKah Cheng on politicsKah Cheng on politics
versus good governance.versus good governance.versus good governance.versus good governance.versus good governance.
Chaired by Dr PremaChaired by Dr PremaChaired by Dr PremaChaired by Dr PremaChaired by Dr Prema
Devaraj.Devaraj.Devaraj.Devaraj.Devaraj.

Panel on Analysis andPanel on Analysis andPanel on Analysis andPanel on Analysis andPanel on Analysis and
Solutions (left to right)Solutions (left to right)Solutions (left to right)Solutions (left to right)Solutions (left to right)
chaired by Dr Khim Pa.chaired by Dr Khim Pa.chaired by Dr Khim Pa.chaired by Dr Khim Pa.chaired by Dr Khim Pa.
Lim Mah Hui presented onLim Mah Hui presented onLim Mah Hui presented onLim Mah Hui presented onLim Mah Hui presented on
fiscal policy andfiscal policy andfiscal policy andfiscal policy andfiscal policy and
development, Dr Leongdevelopment, Dr Leongdevelopment, Dr Leongdevelopment, Dr Leongdevelopment, Dr Leong
Yueh Kwong onYueh Kwong onYueh Kwong onYueh Kwong onYueh Kwong on
reclamation and Laurencereclamation and Laurencereclamation and Laurencereclamation and Laurencereclamation and Laurence
Loh on the planningLoh on the planningLoh on the planningLoh on the planningLoh on the planning
process in Penang.process in Penang.process in Penang.process in Penang.process in Penang.

PENANG FORUM 4
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A panel focuses on localA panel focuses on localA panel focuses on localA panel focuses on localA panel focuses on local
planning and developmentplanning and developmentplanning and developmentplanning and developmentplanning and development
in Seberang Prai presentedin Seberang Prai presentedin Seberang Prai presentedin Seberang Prai presentedin Seberang Prai presented
(left to right) by MPSP local(left to right) by MPSP local(left to right) by MPSP local(left to right) by MPSP local(left to right) by MPSP local
councillors, chaired bycouncillors, chaired bycouncillors, chaired bycouncillors, chaired bycouncillors, chaired by
Ahmad Chik.Ahmad Chik.Ahmad Chik.Ahmad Chik.Ahmad Chik.

Facilitator Low Swee HeongFacilitator Low Swee HeongFacilitator Low Swee HeongFacilitator Low Swee HeongFacilitator Low Swee Heong
records on the board therecords on the board therecords on the board therecords on the board therecords on the board the
points raised by participantspoints raised by participantspoints raised by participantspoints raised by participantspoints raised by participants
on how to improve Penangon how to improve Penangon how to improve Penangon how to improve Penangon how to improve Penang
public transport in one of thepublic transport in one of thepublic transport in one of thepublic transport in one of thepublic transport in one of the
break-out groups.break-out groups.break-out groups.break-out groups.break-out groups.

Laurence Loh listensLaurence Loh listensLaurence Loh listensLaurence Loh listensLaurence Loh listens
attentively whileattentively whileattentively whileattentively whileattentively while
participants discuss issues onparticipants discuss issues onparticipants discuss issues onparticipants discuss issues onparticipants discuss issues on
the “Planning process –the “Planning process –the “Planning process –the “Planning process –the “Planning process –
Structure Plan/Local Plan”.Structure Plan/Local Plan”.Structure Plan/Local Plan”.Structure Plan/Local Plan”.Structure Plan/Local Plan”.
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An animated discussion onAn animated discussion onAn animated discussion onAn animated discussion onAn animated discussion on
“Housing, parks and“Housing, parks and“Housing, parks and“Housing, parks and“Housing, parks and
public amenities”public amenities”public amenities”public amenities”public amenities”
facilitated by Anil Nettofacilitated by Anil Nettofacilitated by Anil Nettofacilitated by Anil Nettofacilitated by Anil Netto
(in blue-collared shirt)(in blue-collared shirt)(in blue-collared shirt)(in blue-collared shirt)(in blue-collared shirt)

Discussion about theDiscussion about theDiscussion about theDiscussion about theDiscussion about the
“Environment”“Environment”“Environment”“Environment”“Environment”
facilitated by Dr.facilitated by Dr.facilitated by Dr.facilitated by Dr.facilitated by Dr.
Leong Yueh KwongLeong Yueh KwongLeong Yueh KwongLeong Yueh KwongLeong Yueh Kwong
(third from left).(third from left).(third from left).(third from left).(third from left).

Among the organisersAmong the organisersAmong the organisersAmong the organisersAmong the organisers
(from left) Dr Prema(from left) Dr Prema(from left) Dr Prema(from left) Dr Prema(from left) Dr Prema
Devaraj, Loh Cheng Kooi,Devaraj, Loh Cheng Kooi,Devaraj, Loh Cheng Kooi,Devaraj, Loh Cheng Kooi,Devaraj, Loh Cheng Kooi,
and Agatha Foo.and Agatha Foo.and Agatha Foo.and Agatha Foo.and Agatha Foo.
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ecognising that the cur-
rent Penang state govern-
ment, the MPPP and the
MPSP have increased

their efficiency and effectiveness
and introduced some praisewor-
thy measures such as the open-
tender system, the No-Plastic
Bags and Styrofoam policy, the
Car-Free Days, the Penang Speak-
ers’ Square;

Appreciating that there is now
more space for civil society groups
and arts and culture to flourish;

Mindful of the present lopsided-
ness in federal-state powers and
the limited financial resources of
the state and local government;

However, alarmed by the increas-
ing susceptibility of the govern-
ment to the neo-liberal global and
local forces pushing a certain top-
down, mega projects-driven ap-
proach to development that often
pays scant regard to sustainable
development principles; and

Conscious of the need for a more
people-centred, sustainable and
greener approach to development
based on the real needs of the
people;

We, the participants of Penang
Forum 4, call upon the Penang
state government and municipal

councils to
1 . implement a planned and

more systematic, holistic and
sustainable development pro-
cess;

2. institute a more participatory
planning process, including
organizing a series of work-
shops to educate and engage
the public on draft Local Plans
prior to their approval;

3 . impose a moratorium on high
rise and high density build-
ings until such time that the Lo-
cal Plans have been approved
by the Penang people;

4. address and resolve the prob-
lems of the various residents
associations especially by
implementing independent
social, environmental and traf-
fic impact assessments for new
projects;

5 . formulate land-use and land
reclamation policies that
would ensure that the state
maintains effective control
over land-use planning and
protects its long-term financial
interests to serve the best inter-
ests of ordinary Penangites, in
particular marginalised and
vulnerable groups, including
the provision of sufficient af-
fordable housing, public parks,
and social amenities;

6. formulate innovative yet pru-
dent independent fiscal poli-
cies that would allow the

state/local government to gen-
erate and conserve financial
resources for projects that
would bring about the maxi-
mum long-term benefit to local
communities;

7. address the poor integration of
transport within the town
planning and land-use plan-
ning policies; and

8. ensure the prompt enforcement
of legislation for the violation
of any laws or by-laws.

Caring Society Complex, Penang
18 December 2011

R e s o l u t i o n s
Adopted by participants of Penang Forum 4: Development
and Good Governance

RRRRR

A rapporteur presenting some of theA rapporteur presenting some of theA rapporteur presenting some of theA rapporteur presenting some of theA rapporteur presenting some of the
recommendations and suggestions,recommendations and suggestions,recommendations and suggestions,recommendations and suggestions,recommendations and suggestions,
which will later  be compiled andwhich will later  be compiled andwhich will later  be compiled andwhich will later  be compiled andwhich will later  be compiled and
presented to the Chief Minister.presented to the Chief Minister.presented to the Chief Minister.presented to the Chief Minister.presented to the Chief Minister.

PENANG FORUM 4
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he relationship between
Malaysia's political
economy and the inter-
national economic crises

is not an easy subject but a vast
and complex subject which can
touch on very sensitive issues.
But the urgency of the subject is
such that we must think and
speak about it. Be that as it may, I
have to state what I think is the
heart of  the problem of our politi-
cal economy in view of the experi-
ence of the West which is unfold-
ing at the moment.

The full impact of what is hap-
pening in the West is yet to be re-
vealed and it is possible that it will
be a continuing process of  revela-
tion.  It has been suggested by
some political and economic ob-
servers that the crisis is likely to
be the worst economic crisis since
the 1930s, and that it is bound to
affect the entire world.

But there are some who believe
that the effect on Asia will not be
the same as in the West.  That may
or may not be true, but in this age,
no country is an economic island
or indeed a political island.  To
emphasise the point, 30 per cent

of China's economy  is  dependent
on the well-being of the European
economy. Any shrinkage in the
West is bound to affect China.
This can be said of many Asian
countries.

In trying to understand what is
likely to happen to the Malay-
sian economy and its political
consequences, it is impor-
tant for us to understand
the character of our own
economy,  and  the  simi-
larities and dissimilari-
ties with American and
European capitalism.
Western capitalism
that  is now accepted
as a failure is a capi-
talism that has
had a

long history, with very strong po-
litical and cultural underpin-
nings, particularly in the Rule of
Law. It is for this reason alone that
Western capitalism, for all its
faults, has lasted so long.

ECONOMY

Malaysia's political economy andMalaysia's political economy andMalaysia's political economy andMalaysia's political economy andMalaysia's political economy and
the international economic crisisthe international economic crisisthe international economic crisisthe international economic crisisthe international economic crisis
Has there been a fusion of money politics and the neo-liberal
ideology – the worst of both worlds – in Malaysia?

by Tengku Razaleigh Hamzah
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There are many lessons we can
learn from Western capitalism –
successes and  failures. While
there are similarities, the Malay-
sian version of capitalism unfor-
tunately does not have the long
history of political and cultural
foundation. The significance of
this cannot be underestimated.
Malaysia's economy was a colo-
nial economy.  Soon after indepen-
dence, there was no real change
of the colonial political economy.
In 1970 we made the first real at-
tempt to change the political
economy to address same urgent
imbalances.

I would like to open the discus-
sion today by suggesting to you
that the capitalism in Malaysia
took a decisive change in the
1980s. It is that change that we
have to understand and deal with
if we are to avert the same crisis
as the West is going through.

It is my contention that the
changes that took place in the
1980s were profound, pervasive,
and  influenced  the value systems
in public life.  It has also brought
about structural changes in our
society.  These structural changes
–  I  don't  mean  formal constitu-
tional changes only  –  relate  to
the way that constitutional issues
are being interpreted  today.  They
relate to the way in which politi-
cal parties have been transformed
and the manner in which politics
is being conducted today,  both
within and outside the political
parties themselves.  It has also
brought about changes to the ad-
ministration of the state appara-
tus – both unto itself and in its re-
lations with the public.

Equally important is what I call
public values; in other words, val-
ues associated with the public re-
sponsibility that goes along with
the position that one assumes.
The sum total of the transforma-
tion and its influence will have
serious consequence on the future
of our country, as those changes
are still with us in public life, par-
ticularly the politics of the day.

Before I explain the nature of the
changes and its consequence, I
would like to state briefly  the
political culture, understanding,
and values that prevailed prior to
the transformation, just in order
to emphasise the contrast.

At the time of Independence, the
problems of the country were
those that we inherited from our
colonial past. The most striking
aspect of it was the fragmented
nature of our society in almost
every aspect of public life, particu-
larly in politics and the economy.
Race dominated  the general  view
of both politics and the economy.
There was also extensive poverty,
both in the rural and urban areas.
But the rural and the urban dis-
tinction had another aspect to it,
and the rural economy was at
subsistence  level unlike  the ur-
ban areas.  It had also a racial dis-
tinction. But the distinctions of
poverty levels carried also a racial
distinction. In the urban areas, the
middle class also had racial char-
acteristics. Capitalism as prac-
tised  in  the colonial period was
clearly unsustainable to maintain
a cohesive and united community
within Malaysia.

Many of us who decided to be in-

volved in politics soon after Inde-
pendence were inspired by the
challenges that the new nation
faced in solving those problems.
The ideals were those that were
prevalent at that time in Asia and
inspired by thinkers of that time.
The ideals were for change in so-
ciety to be more balanced and one
where racial divisions would not
be identified with politics or
economy, and poverty, both in the
rural and urban areas, would
eventually disappear without the
racial divide. The objective was
always the common good and to
create a nation that was cohesive
and modern. This was to be
achieved by economic changes in
the nation's economy and the lives
of its people.

The best way in which I can illus-
trate the point is by drawing your
attention to the ideals as ex-
pressed in the 1971 Second Malay-
sia Plan. It is a quote that is worth
repeating and remembering:

“National unity is the overriding
objective of the country. A stage has
been reached in the nation’s economic
and social development where greater
emphasis must be placed on social
integration and more equitable dis-
tribution of income and opportuni-
ties for national unity.”

It went on to state:

“The quest for national identity and
unity is common to many countries,
especially new and developing coun-
tries. This search for national iden-
tity and unity involves the whole
range of economic, social and politi-
cal activities, the formation of educa-
tional policies designed to encourage
common values and loyalties among
all communities and regions; the cul-
tivation of a sense of dedication to the
nation through services of all kinds,

Changes in the
value system

Previous political
c u l t u r e
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the careful development of a national
language and literature, of arts and
music, the emergence of truly national
symbols and institutions based on
culture and tradition of society.”

The basic point is emphasised in
the Rukun Negara:

“… from these diverse elements of our
population, we are dedicated to the
achievement of a united nation in
which loyalty and dedication to the
nation shall override all other loyal-
ties.”

What happened in the 1980s was
a deviation from these ideals. It
had nothing whatsoever to do
with the New Economic Policy.  It
was something very, very differ-
ent.  An economic policy of the
kind  that the Second Malaysia Plan
envisaged would require a gesta-
tion period of more than a decade,
optimistically.  It  was intended
as a social engineering policy.  It
is in the nature of economic poli-
cies that results are not immedi-
ately evident and can only be
achieved in the fullness of time.
The New Economic Policy unfor-
tunately did not survive the lead-
ership prior to 1980 and faded
before the full impact of that policy
could be seen.

What happened from 1980 on-
wards was an intervention of a
new form of capitalism that was
not obvious but reflected in the
way the leadership that came af-
ter the mid-1980s conducted itself
in the implementation of economic
policies and the exercise of politi-
cal power.  The dominant eco-
nomic thinking during the 80s
involved economic policies which

came under  the  category  of  neo-
liberalism.  Neo-liberalism was an
ideology and a political philoso-
phy with  its own values of public
responsibility.  It had a very pre-
cise view of what the economic
system should be and what  kind
of supporting financial system
should underpin it.

The distinguishing feature of this
policy is privatisation of public
ownership of utilities essential for
public good, such as water, power,
public transport, health and other
services irrespective of whether
they were efficient and must nec-
essarily be owned by the State.  In
order  to assist  the neo-liberal eco-
nomic policy,  it also encouraged
low  taxation, mobility of labour
to keep wages low, unrestrained
mobility of finance, and the rise of
the stock market as a means of
financialisation of profit and capi-
tal to facilitate its mobility and ac-
cumulation.

It was within that new dominant
ideology of neo-liberalism that the
incumbent power realised that
this new approach to economy
opened up opportunities for those
who had power and those whom
they wanted to favour.  There was

an understanding that in order to
benefit from that new economic
system, political power needed
selective businessmen who
would work together for their
mutual benefit.

The benefit to the nation was
merely incidental and necessary
to continue the new status quo
that they were building.  Eventu-
ally, by this relationship, political
power became a means to busi-
ness and accumulation of wealth
as a practice of those in politics
and  business; in other words,
those in politics sought out busi-
ness and businessmen sought out
politicians who would work with
them.

This new feature came into exist-
ence gradually and had its peak
in about the 1990s.  The character
of capitalism changed and the
values of some Malaysians also
changed. By privatising the pub-
lic  ownership of what  is economi-
cally called the “public good”,  the
values that went with public good
changed to private profit accumu-
lation of wealth and greed.  The

Neo-liberalism -
deviation from ideals

Privatisation and
wealth accumulation
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nature of public responsibility
also changed.

This new feature in Malaysian
political life eventually became a
powerful mode of thinking that
permeated political parties and
the institutions of the State. Party
politics, particularly, took a
change in order to consolidate the
status quo of power.  Changes in
the constitution of political par-
ties ensured continuation of  lead-
ership and political power.  But
the leadership within the party
and the political system became
acceptable only because the ben-
efits of business were also shared
by those who supported  the  lead-
ership. A hierarchy of  financial
interests coinciding with the
power structure was built within
and outside the party.

These changes also created a cor-
rupt form of public values which
has very serious consequences
and with which society is now
burdened.  The system became
self-serving for entrenched politi-
cal and business interests.  All
those in the hierarchy of the sys-
tem also benefited and, in order to
maintain  that system, they sup-
ported  the centralisation of power
within the party leadership and
the government.

With  the changes in the political
party system, particularly a politi-
cal hierarchy supported  by  busi-
ness, the centralised political
power had to feed this combina-
tion of business and political  hi-
erarchy with business opportuni-
ties. The centralised power en-
abled discretionary use of politi-
cal power to make decisions on
public expenditure and
privatisation. The public expen-
diture that I am  referring to is

(what is incurred from) the public
procurement contracts. The
money generated by  the distribu-
tion of public procurements, con-
tracts and the privatisation
programme became a self-serving
economic system to maintain
power and accumulate wealth.

The volume of money generated
in terms of public expenditure and
private gain arising from this
policy has never been properly
audited or revealed to the public.
In order to avoid public contro-
versy of the public procurement
contracts and privatisation, the
Official Secrets Act was  expanded
to include contracts involving
public procurements and
privatisation.

As a result, business and power
became more and more en-
trenched and powerful. The fear
of losing power also equally be-
came a matter to be avoided at all
costs.  In these circumstances,
money became a dominant politi-
cal weapon in political parties
and the entire electoral process.
This new culture of politics re-
leased forces within the political
parties and the public arena un-
seen before.

This new focus of the political
economy became less and less
sensitive to the real socio-eco-
nomic problems of  the people, and
essential changes that were nec-
essary were ignored or miscon-
ceived.

It is now generally accepted by
those who understand economics
that statistical evidence and eco-
nomic reality are not the same.

Nevertheless,  the reliance on sta-
tistical evidence can lead us to
make believe that all is well when
it is not.  I say this because the
empirical evidence that is evident
seems to suggest that over time the
focus of growth was on accumu-
lation of wealth rather than the
realities of the socio-economic
problems that the people face. One
example of this are the changes
in the character of labour in Ma-
laysia.

The demand for labour has been
seen as an opportunity to create a
rentier political class from those
who are part of the political ap-
paratus. It has reached such pro-
portions that there is alarm that
employment opportunities have
all been taken up by foreign
labour.  The effect of the policies
of making labour a commodity
available to employers has many
consequences, one of which  is to
squeeze out our citizens from gain-
ful employment at the lower end
of the economy, such as hawking
as a means of living.

Be that as it may, this can be a turn-
ing point for our nation in a posi-
tive sense if we recognise the na-
ture of our problems. One of the
major problems that would be in
the way of meeting the conse-
quence of the crisis will be the
education and standards of skill
of our people.  As a means of an
economic recovery, we will re-
quire a fundamental change in the
education system we provide for
our citizens.  We need an educa-
tion system that produces quality
and skills.  I would say that un-
der   the present system, it will be
difficult for us to achieve that.  We
need the moral courage to reform
the entire education system that
we have today.

Education system
needs drastic change
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I would also add, we need a mas-
sive adult education programme
to ensure that the present  genera-
tion is not left behind. The objec-
tive of  the adult education should
be to provide the necessary lan-
guage and technical skills and to
involve as large a section of the
population in non-formal educa-
tional programmes, which will
bring national cohesion and at the
same time  rejuvenate dormant
areas of our economy such as  the
agricultural sector.  We have
enough land.   What we need is
for those who are prepared  to go
into these areas of our economy to
be equipped with the technical
knowledge that is necessary to
bring about a green revolution in
our country.

What is illustrative of the conse-
quence of the economic policies of
the 1980s and 1990s is the house-
hold debt of average Malaysians,
which is about 75 per cent, and
40 per cent of  the household  debts
is beyond 100 per cent of their
earnings. As a result of this, the
average Malaysian generally  lives
under very high social and eco-
nomic tension within their fami-
lies and within society,  struggling
to make ends meet. The household
problem has many ramifications.
It has spawned widespread ille-
gal money-lending (the true “Ah
Longs”).  The consequences have
been devastating  for families and
individuals.

The financial system as it is now
does not seem to be geared to make
the lives of ordinary people com-
fortable or to minimise social ten-
sion.  Part of the cause of rising
debts among households is the

structure of the financial system
within which the ordinary citizen
has to live, such as the rampant
speculation in housing, inflation
in the goods of daily requirements,
and the mortgage system on
which the people depend for or-
dinary comfort.

As a consequence of economic
policies in the past, inequalities
have also widened.  Today, Ma-
laysians suffer from a very wide
inequality, and there is a sugges-
tion that the inequality is  higher
than in Thailand and Indonesia.
This inequality cuts across racial
boundaries. If  the economy de-
clines in the future, the problems
that I have highlighted in terms of
the household debt  and the wid-

ening inequality will go into a
deeper crisis of confidence among
the people, particularly the young
who feel alienated from the eco-
nomic system.

No democratic system, no institu-
tion as envisaged by our Consti-
tution, can survive a political
economy of  this nature.  There is
too much money in politics and it
has become inseparable from
power and the electoral process.
The corrupting influence of
money in public life is obvious
and doesn’t need any explana-
tion. While the economic and so-
cial problems accumulate, a di-
vide has been created by those who
benefit from the dysfunctional
system and those who suffer from

Rising debt, widening
i n e q u a l i t i e s

There is too much money in politics
and it has become inseparable from
power and the electoral process.
The corrupting influence of money
in public life is obvious and doesn’t
need any explanation. While the
economic and social problems
accumulate, a divide has been
created by those who benefit from
the dysfunctional system and those
who suffer from it.  It is no different
from the experience of many
counties in the Middle East.  Many
who had enjoyed the benefits of
incumbent power sustained the
system and were reluctant to give
up power or change.
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it.  It is no different from the expe-
rience of many counties in the
Middle East.  Many who had en-
joyed the benefits of incumbent
power sustained the system and
were reluctant to give up power
or change.

The lesson we have to learn from
the Arab Spring is that a dysfunc-
tional democracy, however well
dressed by public relations exer-
cises or subsequently by media,
cannot withstand the realities that
are the natural consequence of
abuse of power and wanton ac-
cumulation of wealth.  That is the
most  important message, I think,
that the Arab Spring has conveyed
and we must take cognisance of
it.

The danger we face is that the
conflation of business and poli-
tics has become so dominant that
it has  the same influence an ide-
ology would have.  If we are to re-
store democratic ideals in our po-
litical discussions and the elec-
toral  process,  have genuine po-
litical parties which can genu-
inely function in what they think
is the interest of the people, and
participate  in  the economy, then
there must be a separation of busi-
ness from politics.  Without this
precondition, Malaysia's
economy cannot avoid a crisis
worse than what we see in the
West.

For business to play a responsible
and major role in creating a viable
economy, it must be  freed  from
politics.  The economy of business
must be returned to the people in
order for them to develop.  It must
be given the freedom to function
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without having to depend on po-
litical patronage.   The right to do
business as part of the national
economy must be a fundamental
right, not subject to favours by
politicians or bureaucrats.

But that change will not come
about until the public earnestly
are allowed to discuss the dan-
gers of  conflating business and
politics.  That includes the dan-
ger of allowing political parties
that are in  power to take advan-
tage of their political power for fi-
nancial benefit.  Parties must be
strictly confined to democratic
activities and political policies
which they believe in, and busi-
ness must  function autonomously
from political parties. Unfortu-
nately  for us, this has not been
the debate in any of the elections
in the last three decades. We need
to think urgently of the dangers of
this unspoken reality of our poli-
tics.

If I am correct in my understand-
ing that the ideology of business
and politics had become fused
with the neo-liberal ideology and
as part of our political economy -
by that I mean the process of
thinking about economics, poli-
tics, policy, and leadership - then
we have a lesson from the crisis
in the West which is happening
now where neo-liberal policies
have failed not only as a financial
system but in all its economic and
political objectives.

It must send a signal for us to seri-
ously examine whether in fact
there is a fusion of money politics
and neo-liberal ideology, that is
the worst of both worlds.  And
what can happen to us, not now
but in the future is an urgent is-
sue we  have to deal with now,

not when it happens.  The gesta-
tion period of misconceived eco-
nomic  policy is as long as good
economic policies, but the longer
we wait the worse the conse-
quences and higher the price we
pay.

One of the weaknesses we have
as a nation is the absence of a criti-
cal mass of people who think in
economic terms and can take a
critical view of the realities of  the
economies that we face today as a
matter of national interest above
sectarian interest.  The absence of
this critical mass will make  it easy
for those who want to deviate
from the real issues that we face.

My intention, in all that I have
said, is for the purpose of reflec-
tion, and for us to grasp some re-
alities that are urgent, and to think
whether an economic system
where money played such a domi-
nant role in the functioning of the
state and the constitutional sys-
tem of democracy can survive.

The task of understanding the re-
ality and dangers of a dysfunc-
tional system based on money in
the political process is urgent.
There is a role for all of us because
the country belongs to us and we
have a duty to save Malaysia from
the trials,  tribulations and agony
that we  see happening as a  re-
sult of  the failure of Western capi-
talism.

A dysfunctional
s y s t e m

q
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he Human Rights Com-
mission of Malaysia
(Suhakam) is mulling
over the possibility of

carrying out a human rights im-
pact assessment of the free trade
agreements (FTA) that the govern-
ment is currently negotiating with
a number of countries, such as the
European Union-Malaysia FTA
and the Trans-Pacific Partnership
Agreement (TPPA). The latter in-
volves eight other nations.

This conclusion followed a meet-
ing held on 3 February with a
number of civil society
organisations, including the Ma-
laysian Trades Union Congress
(MTUC), that had voiced their
concerns over the trade talks and
their potential impacts on work-
ers’ rights and the right to health.

Speaking on behalf of Suhakam
were commissioners Khaw Lake
Tee and Muhammad Sha’ani
Abdullah, who said they were
aware of the concerns that had
been raised over the possible im-
pacts of the EU-Malaysia FTA and
the TPPA on human rights, par-
ticularly with regard to intellec-
tual property (IP) and the related

issues of patenting and access to
medicine.

“The investigating committee will
be deliberating on this, and we
will bring it up to the attention of
the (head) commissioner (Hasmy
Agam) to determine the scope of
investigations as well as the con-
tents of your memorandum,”
Sha’ani told a delegation of civil
society organisations led by the
MTUC president Khalid Atan
during the meeting at Suhakam
headquarters in Kuala Lumpur.

Echoing his remarks, Khaw
asked: “What are the human
rights impact and what funda-
mental rights will be affected by

both FTAs? This (proposal for an
assessment) is good if Suhakam
can collect all the information and
bring (them) to the government.”

The EU-Malaysia FTA is entering
its eighth round of negotiations.
Ambassador and Head of the Del-
egation of the EU to Malaysia,
Vincent Piket, had said in mid-
January that he believes the agree-
ment can be signed between the
EU and the Malaysian govern-
ment by the end of this year. Ac-
cording to the media, the nine
TPPA leaders – including Prime
Minister Najib Razak – who met
in November last year, had report-
edly agreed to work to complete
the main text of a pact by July

ECONOMIC JUSTICE

Suhakam urged to probe
rights impact of  FTAs
Urgent action is needed as the EU-Malaysia FTA and
the TPPA could be wrapped up by year-end

by Fauwaz Abdul Aziz
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During the meeting, Khalid said
that the ‘optimism’ expressed by
government leaders over the abil-
ity to settle the broad framework
of trade issues that will have mo-
mentous consequences for the or-
dinary citizens of Malaysia was
bewildering, given the total ab-
sence of consultation with sectors
of the population, particularly
workers, who will bear the brunt
of the costs of the FTAs.

“We [MTUC] have never been
consulted on what has been hap-
pening. This is one thing that
should not have happened. We
should know what is going on
and the implications on the
people, especially workers,” said
Khalid, whose organisation rep-
resents some 800,000 workers na-
tion-wide.

The concerns of Malaysian work-
ers are based on concrete ex-
amples and findings of adverse
circumstances facing workers
elsewhere in the world in coun-
tries whose governments signed
on to FTAs similar to the EU-Ma-
laysia FTA and with provisions
similar to those currently under
negotiation by TPPA leaders, said
Khalid.

Khalid also raised several other
substantive issues, in particular:

The reduction of import tariffs
raises the real spectre of US and
EU products flooding Malaysia
and out-competing local products
and services. Tariffs are an impor-
tant tool for developing countries

such as Malaysia still seeking to
develop their small- and medium-
sized enterprises and industries.
If tariffs are brought down to zero
per cent, which the US and EU
would like to see for 100 percent
and 80-90 per cent of their prod-
ucts, respectively, this will have
an adverse impact on local indus-
tries and, ultimately, workers em-
ployed in them.

In the agricultural and husbandry
sectors, local players will be
threatened by the influx of US ag-
ricultural products which are
heavily subsidised by the US gov-
ernment. Local rice farmers and
workers, for example will be af-
fected if US imports, which are
cheaper, make a greater presence.
Rice imports from the US are cur-
rently import-taxed up to 40 per
cent. If these taxes are done away
with, local rice producers have no

Worke r s ’  r i g h t s :
U n a d d r e s s e d

g r i e v a n c e s
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chance of surviving.

A similar scenario faces the local
chicken industry if the EU is al-
lowed to import their chicken
products sans tariffs. Khalid
raised the issue of Ghana, where
local breeders’ market share re-
duced from 95 per cent to 11 per
cent following the huge increase
of imported  chicken from the EU
when Ghana had to lower its
chicken tariffs.

The reduction of export taxes on
raw materials has implications for
local industries, given the high-
technology capacity and
production capacity of EU
countries in exporting, for
instance, furniture made
from Malaysian forest
products. In this way,
workers in the local furni-
ture industry will face a
bleak future if their compa-
nies face stiff competition
from EU companies able to
import raw materials
cheaply and re-export fin-
ished products such as fur-
niture to Malaysia. Malay-
sian furniture makers can
also lose market share in
the EU and third countries
if it has to remove export
taxes on raw materials like
wood.

In addition, Khalid asked, what
will prevent the influx of EU and
US service providers, which gen-
erally have greater capital and
technical advantages over provid-
ers in developing countries such
as Malaysia, from dominating the
banking, Internet, finance, utilities
and other sectors? The consolida-

tion and merger of local banks and
other domestic players in order to
compete with European and US
firms may lead to significant job
losses.

Speaking after Khalid, Edward
Low of the Positive Malaysian
Treatment Access & Advocacy
Group (MTAAG+) group raised
worries over intellectual property
(IP) provisions in FTAs such as
the EU-Malaysia FTA and TPPA.
Many quarters, he said, have

raised concerns about the way in-
tellectual property provisions
found in FTAs such as those
signed with the US make medi-
cines and medical treatment more
expensive, thus violating the right
to health.

The TRIPS+ provisions in US
FTAs, in particular, may harm
access to affordable medicines
since these tend to prolong the

patent period and limit the ability
to produce the medicines’ generic
counterparts. Workers again will
bear the brunt of the gradual re-
strictions and decreasing of space
in which pharmaceutical compa-
nies provide cheap medicines to
lower-income and vulnerable
groups.

People living with HIV/AIDS,
cancer, diabetes and other life-
threatening conditions face a
stark choice between life and
death in the event treatment and
medicines become prohibitively
more expensive due to the un-

availability of cheaper ge-
neric medicines, said Low.

Member of Parliament for
Klang and spokesperson of
a coalition of groups
against the US and EU
FTAs, Charles Santiago,
said FTAs with the EU and
US have in general con-
tained provisions that pro-
tect corporations and their
investments but no clauses
to effectively promote or
even protect the welfare and
interests of their employees.

There are real concerns that
such agreements also lock into
place legal mechanisms to prevent
the formulation and legislation of
policies that would protect work-
ers if these are seen as denting the
ability of foreign investors to
maximise profits.

Will there be laws against mini-
mum wage legislation? Will ben-
efits such as 90-days maternity
leave be seen as poor productiv-

Opening up the
services sector

Impact on access to
affordable medicines

Protection of
investors ’  r ights  at

all costs?

Charles SantiagoCharles SantiagoCharles SantiagoCharles SantiagoCharles Santiago
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ity? Will collective agreements be
framed in such a way as to limit
the ability of trade unions to pro-
mote the benefits and allowances
of workers?

The jury is still out on these ques-
tions, especially since there are no
clear assurances to prove other-
wise. Recounting the suit by to-
bacco company Philip Morris
against the government of Uru-
guay for its moves on cigarette
packet labelling, Santiago said
there is a very real possibility that
the Malaysian government’s con-
stitutional mandate to put in
place laws and policies to protect
the public will be curtailed by
fears that foreign corporate inves-
tors will sue for infringing on their
ability to determine their own ‘bot-
tom line’.

Sarajun Hoda of reform move-
ment Aliran, meanwhile, raised
concerns about workers in indus-
tries where legislation may
change on account of a trade
agreement such as the EU-Malay-
sia FTA and the TPPA. Malaysia,
for example, has cargo-sharing
agreements with several countries
whereby cargo containing Malay-
sian products will be transported
by ships from either country. If the
EU-Malaysia FTA, for example,
stipulates that no such arrange-
ments can stay in place once the
trade agreement is signed, then
local workers employed at ports
or by local shipping companies
will face the brunt of job cuts if EU
corporations insist on the right to
use the shipping companies from
their own countries.

Another spokesperson for the FTA

coalition, Sivarajan Arumugam,
summarised the requests of the
delegation to Suhakam, and urged
that the commission take imme-
diate action on the matter, since
statements have already been
made expressing hope that both
the EU-Malaysia FTA and the
TPPA could be wrapped up by
year-end.

He called on Sha’ani and Khaw
to take cognisance of the fact that
their counterparts in Thailand,
the National Human Rights Com-
mission of Thailand, had already
carried out a human rights impact
assessment of the (now aban-
doned) US-Thailand FTA and
found that the FTA would violate
the human rights of Thai people
and affect the country’s sover-
eignty.

According to the United Nations’
Special Rapporteur on the Right
to Health, access to medicines
forms an indispensable part of the
right to health and states have an
obligation under the right to
health to ensure that medicines
are available and financially af-
fordable. Developed states, mean-
while, have a responsibility to
take steps towards the full
realisation of the right to health
through international assistance
and cooperation.

Moreover, all UN state parties to
the International Covenant on
Economic, Social and Cultural
Rights have a legal obligation not
to interfere with the rights con-
ferred under the Universal Decla-
ration of Human Rights and the
Covenant, including the right to
health.

Many others have expressed their
concerns about the way the intel-

lectual property provisions found
in US FTAs make medicines more
expensive, including the World
Health Assembly, WHO’s Com-
mission on Intellectual Property
Rights, Innovation and Public
Health, Ministers of Health from
ten Latin American countries,  the
Ministers of Health  of the Afri-
can Union, the African Union’s
Ministers of Trade and the UK
government’s Commission on In-
tellectual Property Rights.

The Convention on the Rights of
the Child (CRC) Committee also
has already asked pointed ques-
tions as to how Malaysia will en-
sure that FTAs do not affect the
provision of generic medicines,
especially for HIV/AIDS.

Given such concerns, MTAAG+’s
Low appealed for Suhakam to
work towards safeguarding the
rights of Malaysians to life,
health, affordable medicines and
medical treatment, rights which
he said were at risk if the EU-Ma-
laysia FTA and TPPA were signed.

In addition to reiterating the need
for Suhakam to carry out a human
rights impact assessment of the
FTAs, including on the right to
health, Low called on Suhakam
to make representation with the
government to ensure that the lat-
ter does not include in any FTA
an intellectual property chapter or
any TRIPS+ or other provisions
that will harm the health of Ma-
laysians.

Both MTUC and MTAAG+ sub-
mitted their respective memo-
randa on the EU-Malaysia FTA
and TPPA to Sha’ani  and
Khaw.

Source: twnside.org

Potential human
rights violations q
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ow would a mother feel
if her eldest son who is
so bright and full of
promise is imprisoned

for no reason and without a trial?
How would she feel when that
imprisonment turned out to be so
endless and so cruel, lasting 32
long years?

Madam Yap Swee, aged 94, who
passed away on Monday, 26 De-
cember 2011 after prolonged ill-
ness, was that mother. In the last
few weeks of her life, she enjoyed
the comfort of being with her el-
dest son, Chia Thye Poh, who took
care of her day and night.

When Chia Thye Poh was ar-
rested at the young age of 25, he
was a legislative assemblyman.
Three months after his arrest, his
mother was taken seriously ill.
Thereafter, her health continued
to decline as she suffered many
strokes, which left her bedridden.
Till today, no one can forget the
hardship she and her family went
through. The family suffered in
silence for 32 years and more.

When Mrs Lee Kuan Yew suffered
a stroke and was physically inca-
pacitated, her husband and chil-
dren were by her side and she was

given the best medical care. It was
not the case with Madam Yap.
The then prime minister, Mr Lee
Kuan Yew ,and his cabinet min-
isters did not even consider releas-
ing her son on compassionate
grounds or putting him on trial.
He was literally left to rot in prison
and his family left to fend for them-
selves.

Freed at the age of 57, Chia Thye
Poh found it impossible to find
meaningful work in Singapore
even though he is effectively tri-
lingual in English, Chinese and
Malay and a Physics and Math-
ematics graduate of the now de-
funct Nanyang University. He
was compelled to leave his
mother when he accepted a schol-
arship to do his postgraduate
studies at the  Institute of Social
Studies in The Hague. He went on
to obtain a doctorate there. His
work abroad took him away from
his beloved mother and family.

Madam Yap is now relieved of her
lifelong suffering. May she rest in
peace. And may the PAP govern-
ment one day realise the sufferings
and hardship it has caused to
thousands of families and detain-
ees with its ruthless use of the In-
ternal Security Act. Finally, may

we all be vigilant and be prepared
to speak out against injustice.

Teo Soh Lung graduated from
the University of Singapore with
a Bachelor of Laws (LLB Hons)
in 1973 . In 1981, she set up her
own law firm and in 1985, she
co-founded the Law Society
Criminal Legal Aid Scheme
which offers free legal assis-
tance for criminal cases to the
poor and needy.

Teo also chaired a sub-committee
under the Law Society which re-
viewed the Legal Profession
Amendment Bill. One of the
amendments to the bill had sought
to take away the duty of the Law
Society to comment on legislation.
She called an EGM of the Society
which passed a motion calling on
the government to withdraw the
bill.  She was subsequently elected
as a member of the Council of the
Law Society.

In May 1987, she was arrested
and detained without trial under
the ISA together with the others
for purported involvement in a
conspiracy to overthrow the gov-
ernment by force. She was released
after four months but was impris-
oned again in 1988 for refuting the
government’s allegations against
her. She was finally released in
June 1990.

Soh Lung published her memoir
Beyond the Blue Gate: Recollections
of a Political Prisoner (2010) and
was one of the editors of Our
Thoughts Are Free: Poems and Prose
on Imprisonment and Exile  (2009).

Source: http://www.tremeritus.com
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n contrast to all its Asean
neighbours except for
Singapore and Brunei,
Malaysia is relatively

free from political violence. The
only two major episodes of politi-
cal violence in living memory of
most Malaysians are the commu-
nist insurgency in West Malaysia
(1948-1960) and Sarawak (1962-
1974) and the ‘May 13’ post-elec-
tion Sino-Malay ethnic riot in
1969. Notwithstanding class war
and communal conflict, the Ma-
layan/Malaysian state has suc-
cessfully preserved civilian rule
for most of the time after its inde-
pendence from Britain in 1957/
1963 .

The relative peace has allowed the
Alliance/Barisan Nasional gov-
ernment to claim credit in main-
taining peace despite the cultural
diversity of the population. How-
ever, while the salience of class
conflict faded after 1969, the pros-
pect of communal violence has
never gone away. With the excep-
tion of 2004, every post-1969 elec-

tion saw politicians of the ruling
coalition warning the citizens of
a replay of May 13 should the in-
cumbent be ousted.

A deeper understanding of peace
maintenance in Malaysia is there-
fore necessary to understand both
its logic and pattern and this book
serves this need well. Francis Loh
in his overview rightly starts with
Thomas Hobbes’ description of
anarchic life: “nasty, brutish and
short” as the challenge before Ma-
laysia is indeed one of whether
peace can be maintained without
creating too powerful a state,
which may turn around and harm
peace. A more often overlooked as-
pect is in fact state violence, in the
form of detentions without trial
under the Internal Security Act
(ISA), used in the past especially
against the leftists, as an extension
of the class war.

Loh offers a menu of new types of
conflict and violence: Indian-

Malay clashes (replacing the Sino-
Malay conflicts in the early years),
worsening federal-state relations
(however, focused exclusively on
Sabah in illustration), intra-
Malay conflicts arising from Po-
litical Islam, conflict between the
Common law and Syariah law ju-
risdictions, the Orang Asli’s con-
flict with developers and the state,
the Dayaks’ conflict with big busi-
nesses and the Sarawak state, the
urban settlers’ struggle against
forced eviction and the plantation
estate workers’ struggle against
retrenchment and eviction.

Some of these new forms of con-
flicts, between ethno-religious
communities; communities, busi-
nesses and government; and be-
tween governments, were ex-
plored further in the six chapters
of Part II.

Ahmad Fauzi Abdul Hamid offers
an interesting account of how the

BOOK REVIEW

Building Bridges,
Crossing Boundaries

Edited by Francis Loh Kok Wah, Jakarta
and Kajang: Ford Foundation and
PSSM, 2010, 296 pp.
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New types of conflict

Everyday forms of inter-ethnic
peace building in Malaysia
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official Islam controlled by the
dominating United Malays Na-
tional Organisation (Umno) is
challenged by the autonomous
Islam in the form of political op-
position (Pan-Malaysia Islamic
Party, Pas) and sect community
(Al-Arqam). While Pas dismissed
Prime Minister Abdullah Ahmad
Badawi’s Islam Hadhari
(Civilisational Islam) as a ‘hybrid
religion’, the regrouped Al-Arqam
followers in Rufaqa’ Corporation
have chosen to strike a peaceful
modus operandi by embracing Is-
lam Hadhari.

The conflicts between the indig-
enous people and business and
the state are captured by Andrew
Aeria in his Sarawak chapter.
While the state’s pro-business de-
velopment policy “has caused se-
vere stress, sowed conflict and
disrupted whole communities in
Sarawak”, efforts by communities
and individuals do successfully
reclaim peace and identity, with
the help of NGOs working on log-
ging, land and agricultural issues.
Studying various experiments of
alternative development, Aeria
argues that a new development
model which draws the internal
strengths of the local communi-
ties to promote peace and solidar-
ity between the communities and
the environment is possible, and
necessary, until a more humane
form of welfare capitalism
emerges.

The Sino-Malay relation is often
seen as the greatest threat to peace
in Malaysia, not least because of
the 1969 riot and the post-1969
tension and under-currents. One
of the most contentious issues in
Malaysia is the nativism or
Bumiputeraism which is largely
embodied in the New Economic
Policy, a 20-year programme

which officially ended in 1990 but
whose spirit has lived on in suc-
cessive policies. As a result of the
privileges given to the Bumi-
putera, many nominal partner-
ships between the Chinese entre-
preneurs and their Bumiputera
sleeping partners have mush-
roomed into cronyism and rent-
seeking in the name of inter-com-
munal redistribution, both alien-
ating the Chinese community and
frustrating the goal to lift the poor
natives. Chin Yee Whah, however,
argues that there are also Sino-
Bumiputera ‘smart partnerships’
which thrive on mutual benefits,
thus promoting inter-ethnic coop-
eration.

Cecilia Ng provides an interest-
ing account of how the progres-
sive women's movement builds
peace by challenging the socio-
political division along ethno-re-
ligious lines. From issues that af-
fect all communities like rape and
violence, the women movement
gradually moved into more con-
tentious territories like the issues
of Bumiputera special status,
Hudud and sexuality. As she
rightly points out, rights, democ-
racy and development are “criti-
cal preconditions towards the es-
tablishment of peace”. A partici-
pant herself, Ng offers a picture of
personal and collective growth of
women activists expressed in in-
terviews.

Yeoh Seng Guan and Mustafa K
Anuar offer two case studies of
communal relations at a local
level. For Yeoh, Kampung
Mariyamman, an urban poor
settlement in Petaling Jaya, is a
contrast of quotidian peace and
structural violence. While co-ex-

isting peacefully, the different eth-
nic communities lack cross-ethnic
solidarities due to economic pres-
sure to focus on earning, the natu-
ral segregation by dietary prac-
tices, the inadequate public spaces
for interaction and the presence
of communal political parties.
This makes neighbourhood con-
flict vulnerable to ethnicisation as
in the neighbouring Kampung
Medan, where a Malay-Indian
neighbourhood conflict claimed
several lives in 2001.

Yeoh, however, reminded us of
the potential offered by a commu-
nity experiment called “the
Petaling Jaya Project” initiated by
radical Christians in the early
1970s. The project successfully
built a cross-communal solidarity
in the working class neighbour-
hood of Mariyamman-Medan but
unfortunately declined soon after
thanks to accusation that it aimed
to proselytise the Malay-Muslims.

Mustafa’s story of Kampung
Kovil in Kepala Batas on main-
land Penang is more of a conflict
between the community, the busi-
ness sector and the state. The
threat of eviction managed to
forge some sense of inter-ethnic
solidarity between the residents
who were ethnically, predomi-
nantly Indians with tiny minori-
ties of Chinese (less than 10 per
cent) and Malays (about 1 per
cent). The bridge-building and
peace-making effort was however
informed by utilitarianism and
was soon to be co-opted by the
communal political parties in the
ruling coalition. Like in the
Mariyamman case, community-
building did not move far for the
odd-job workers, technicians, fac-
tory hands and teachers here, per-
haps thanks to the politics of de-
velopment and the economic pri-

C h a l l e n g i n g
b o u n d a r i e s
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orities of the individuals. While
peace is not threatened by the In-
dian-Chinese segregation, neither
has the capacity for peace-build-
ing been built for future.

Moving away from communities
and NGOs working on peace
building, Part III of the book in-
vestigates the roles of arts, litera-
ture and new media.

From the examples of the classi-
cal Bangsawan performers and
two contemporary musical
projects, the Rhythm in Bronze
Gamelan group and Young The-
atre Penang (YTP), artist-aca-
demic Tan Sooi Beng portrays the
multiethnic and multicultural
nature of Malaysian art, which
goes beyond the Furnivallian
imagination of segregated plural
society. The classical
Bangsawaan Theatre featured sto-
ries from the Malay-Indonesian
archipelago, China, India, Middle
East and even Europe while the
Rhythm in Bronze group too takes
pains to break the ethnic identity
of the Gamelan music. Besides
using musical instruments from
various cultures, the YTP even em-
bodies daily conversations in Ma-
laysian market place, eateries,
homes and schools with Hokkien,
Malay and English phrases. By
recreating their own post-colonial
identities and representation of
the Malaysia nation, the Malay-
sian artists help in mediating in-
ter-communal communication
and promoting social cohesion.

Similarly, Janet Pillai reflects on
her journey as a person and an
artist in search of her identity, be-
tween language (English),

ethnicity (Ceylonese) and nation-
ality (Malaysian). Using the ex-
ample of Anak-anak Kota (Chil-
dren of the City) project, in which
youngsters between 12 and 18 in
inner city of George Town explore
their history and community,
Pillai shows how ‘engaged art’ in-
volves the stakeholders, builds
alliance and maps culture, con-
necting everyday reality and
fictionalised reality.

Analysing a novel and two chil-
dren plays, Shakila Abdul Manan
demonstrates how creative arts
may help to dismantle ethnic and
gender stereotyping. In ‘Green is
the Colour’, novelist Lloyd
Fernando broke the standard ex-
pectation that forced cultural as-
similation would be supported by
a Malay and opposed by a Chi-
nese, hence allowing the readers
to reflect on intra-ethnic conflicts
and see ideological conflicts be-
yond the communal lenses.

Meanwhile, by throwing out the
question how to classify a
‘transgendered chicken’, the chil-
dren play ‘Hen or Rooster’, a joint
project of YTP involving Janet
Pillai, dismantles stereotypes for
the deconstruction of gender. The
other play ‘Ronggeng Girls’ –  in-
volving Pillai and Tan – explores
the tension between culture and
gender experienced by the Malay
dancers in the Merdeka Era. What
creative arts do in these three ex-
amples is that they dismantle the
fear, mistrust and hatred for the
Other, thus paving the way for real
peace.

The last chapter by Tan Lee Ooi
studies the new media that inci-
dentally emerged around the
same time Malaysia underwent
tremendous political transforma-

tion with the sacking and purg-
ing of Deputy Prime Minister
Anwar Ibrahim by his mentor Dr
Mahathir Muhamad. Alongside
the growth of netizens came the
mushrooming of pro-Reformasi
websites, which Tan charac-
terises as the “Civil Society in the
Net”. Studying three online me-
dia, Malaysiakini, Aliran and The
Free Media (Chinese), Tan shows
how new media have allowed
Malaysians to cross ethno-reli-
gious boundaries towards some
notion of trans-ethnic solidarity.

This book does not give you stan-
dard stories of peace-building in
war-torn countries because the
threat to peace in Malaysia is
much more subtle. As a matter of
fact, violence and conflict are of-
ten more imagined and feared
than actualised. Such threat or
fear nevertheless prevents the
emergence of real peace, which is
beyond just the absence of vio-
lence and imprisons hearts and
minds.

How can Malaysia move from
the superficial peaceful toler-
ance to real peace that empow-
ers her citizens? As told by its
title, this book offers vivid ac-
counts of efforts taken and ex-
periences lived by Malaysians
in various communities and sec-
tors in building bridges and
crossing boundaries.

This book review first appeared in
Kajian Malaysia Vol. No.  2011 and
is reproduced with permission.

Arts and the
new media
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Dear Mr Prime Minister, con-
gratulations on being awarded
“The Father of Moderation” title
for launching the Global Move-

WAGING A JIHAD FOR MALAY INTERESTS?  Continued from page 40

with their fellow citizens of other
faiths to fight for social justice and
against the corruption that has
entrenched itself into the fabric of
our beloved society.

Additionally, the Perak mufti and
his brethren may want to draw up
a comprehensive strategy, if they
haven’t yet, to help combat the
scourge of corruption in our midst
as it obviously affects the Ummah
in many ways. After all, isn’t cor-
ruption haram in Islam, just as
pork and poco poco are?

Another thing: in the context of
our multi-ethnic society, this so-

ment of Moderates.  I am sure there
has been a lot of talk on this sub-
ject of moderation and extremism
in our nation by you.  However,
talking the talk is not the same as
walking the talk.

For ther is a paper by Dr Ben-
jamin Bowling of King’s Col-
lege, London linking the Malay-
sian Government to NGOs such
as Perkasa and Perkida.  The
paper refers to Perkasa as an
“Ngo which promotes the
Malays supremacy agenda and
has the explicit support of
Umno.  Perkasa works inti-
mately with a military group
known as Perkida and an un-
derworld para-military group
known as 3 Line.  Together they
perpetuate racial hatred and
cause fear among non-Malays”
(quoting K T Maran in the Sun,
26 Jan 2012).

But we have been watching and
waiting all this while for you to

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

Mr PM, please
walk the talk

called religious calling, which is
tainted with ethnic sentiments,
might give rise to unnecessary
doubt about the universality of
Islam. One, particularly a Muslim,
should always be guided by the
following verse in the Holy Book
which celebrates universalism
and moral uprightness and
doesn’t put a premium on ethnic
origin and social status:

O mankind! We created you from a
single (pair) of a male and a female,
and made you into nations and tribes,
that ye may know each other (not that
ye may despise each other). Verily the
most honoured of you in the sight of

Allah is (he who is) the most righ-
teous of you. And Allah has full
knowledge and is well acquainted
(with all things). (Qur’an, Surah
49:13)

Allah created nations and tribes
so that we can discover our com-
monality, respect our humanity
and live in brotherhood in com-
plete harmony.

Surely a Muslim worth his or her
salt would defend and promote
this important injunction.

Dr Mustafa K Anuar is honorary
secretary of Aliran

speak out and act against these
groups with their extreme inten-
tions as well as against “newspa-
pers (read Utusan Melayu) closely
linked to the main governing po-
litical party (read Umno) which
have been allowed to spew state-
ment after statement alluding to
hatred”  (quoting Tricia Yeoh in
the Sun, 27 Jan 2012).

And you have stated “oppression
and tyranny can only win out if
good men and women stand idly
by unwilling to turn rhetoric into
action and opinions into deeds.”
Very well said, Mr, Prime Minis-
ter.

So, let us see, and we have been
waiting patiently till now, for you
to walk your talk against these
perpetrators of extremism.  What
is your action and deed, you want
to do, Father of moderation?

One good man
Petaling Jaya
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ontroversial Perak mufti
Harussani Zakaria
called on Muslims (pos-
sibly, in this context,

only to be read as Malays) to go
on a jihad to defend Islam, Malays
and the institution of the Malay
Rulers, which, apparently to him,
are under siege.

The basic question that begs to be
asked here is, are Islam, the
Malays and the institution of the
Malay Rulers indeed under severe
threat (presumably by the “Oth-
ers”?) that it merits a jihad of
sorts? Are there still instances of
economic injustice among some
Malays? If it is true that these
Malays are economically worse
off, then it begs the question why?
What has the BN government been
doing ever since it came to power
more than 50 years ago? Why has
there been increasing income dis-
parity within the Malay commu-
nity itself, let alone the economic
disparity between ethnic groups?

Who really clipped the wings of
the Malay Rulers to some degree
over the years? Remember, for in-
stance, the Constitutional Crisis
that witnessed the face-off be-
tween the royalty and the then

prime minister, Mahathir
Mohamed? Do you recall the
mammoth Semarak rallies to vilify
and ridicule the royalty? And do
you recall which political party it
was that had a few of its members
pooh-poohing the Terengganu
Sultan during the Mentri Besar
crisis in the state a few years ago?

As for Islam, there are grey and
conflicting areas, such as the
“body snatch” cases and the con-
version of minors, which require
serious and committed dialogues
between Muslim leaders and

those of other faiths. There are, of
course, certain actions by Muslim
politicians and bureaucrats that
actually smear the very image of
Islam, such as their involvement
in rampant corruption, unwaver-
ing slander in public and inflic-
tion of social injustice to fellow
Muslims and non-Muslims alike.
And these people often say and
do things in the name of the reli-
gion. In short, they themselves
give Islam a bad name as they do
not lead by good example.

So while conducting self-reflec-
tion and perhaps sociological
studies on the above matters, the
mufti and people of similar wave-
length may want to take heed of
what the Prophet Muhammad
(PBUH) said of jihad: there’s a
greater jihad that is more difficult,
and that is the inner struggle
against one’s ego, selfishness,
greed, and evil. This personal ac-
tion would go some way in resolv-
ing the problems of endemic cor-
ruption, slander and social injus-
tice, among others. In the spirit of
this internal struggle, Muslims in
this country should join hands
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Waging a jihad fo r  ‘ M a l a y
i n t e r e s t s ’ ?
Taking on Perak mufti Harussani Zakaria, Mustafa K Anuar
points out that it is certain actions by Muslim politicians and
bureaucrats – their involvement in corruption, for instance –
that are actually smearing the image of Islam
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