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10 reasons why it cannot
be business as usual
It’s time for a radical re-think of the economy
by Anil Netto

he Malaysian economy
has entered a critical
phase. Integrated into
the global trading system as part of an export-led
economy and driven by foreign
direct investment, the economy
today is feeling the effects of a global slowdown.

T

Compounding the problem are
other structural weaknesses in the
BN government’s economic model
that tell us that it simply cannot
be business as usual for much
longer.
Unfortunately, the mainstream

Box1

:

Widening

gap

between

rich

and

poor

This chart shows the growing gap between the top 20 per cent of the
population and the bottom 40 per cent. The income figures were
obtained from the official Household Income Survey adjusted for
inflation using the Consumer Price Index with 1970 as the base year.
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EDITOR'S

NOTE

With household debt and federal government debt
indicators rising and natural resources being depleted, it cannot be business as usual for the Malaysian economy. In our cover story, Anil Netto says it
is time for a radical re-think of the economy.
Part of the problem is that GDP as the main measure
of economic performance is misleading and even
leads to unsustainable activities, he adds.
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economic framework does not
have an integrated world-view
that encompasses a broad range
of inter-connected issues. The
framework does not look at how
economic policy is contributing to
widening income inequalities, indebtedness (individual and national), the weakening position of
labour, sustainable development
and climate change.
This article is not meant to be an
indepth analysis. Rather it brings
together some of the fundamental
issues affecting us all. The problem is all these issues are inadequately integrated into mainstream economic planning.

1.

Massive corruption
and
rent-seeking

This is sapping the life-blood out
of the domestic economy. Many
large projects appear to have an
element of rent-seeking. And when
it involves government-related
projects, the cronyism can be blatant.
This is closely related to the phenomenon of ‘money politics’ - a
euphemism for the institutionalised intertwining of business
and political interests in the country. Large contracts are often
awarded to well-connected companies, whose substantial shareholders invariably include figures
who are politically well-connected. Look no farther than
'Cowgate'.
Or in some cases, the contracts or
concessionaires may be awarded
to major industry players, who
become the substantial shareholders in a company holding the concession. But obscure or ‘shell’
companies may invariably hold

the minority interests in the concessionaire company. The shareholders of these obscure companies tend to be unheard of individuals, raising suspicions over
how these companies were selected in the first place.

2.

Neoliberal

policies

The ‘Father of Privatisation’ in
Malaysia, former premier
Mahathir Mohamad introduced
Thatcherite policies in Malaysia
as state-owned assets were
privatised to private companies,
many of them crony companies or
linked to politically well-connected individuals.
Because some of these were essentially monopolies, they reaped super profits that served to enrich
the ruling political-business elite.
Having lowered corporate tax and
income tax (for the higher bands)
over the years and with its expenditure now spiralling, the government now finds itself faced with
persistent fiscal deficits.
It is thus forced to reduce subsidies and find new ways of raising funds. So now the public is
faced with the prospect of GST,
electricity tariff hikes, and 1Care.
Even the acquisition and installation of traffic cameras is reportedly being privatisated in a move
that could rake even more money
for the government - and certain
companies.
State-run essential services - especially health care and education are stuck in a rut and their quality
has suffered. In search of better
quality services, many, not just the
rich, are forced to turn to the pri-
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vate sector, where they have to pay
higher tariffs.

3.

Trickle down
or gush up?

Ever since Malaysia embarked on
export-driven investment and
achieved impressive GDP growth
figures (except for cyclical slumps
or recessionary periods), the
theory fed to us is that somehow
the increase in the GDP would
filter down to the rest of the population.
For a while that happily seem to
be the case, but then real wages
found it hard to catch up with productivity and have remained relatively stagnant.
As Big Capital sought larger and
larger profits and engaged in increasingly speculative activity to
park excess liquidity, profits became increasingly concentrated in
the top 10 per cent.
The growing income divide is not
just limited to Malaysia, it is also
happening in other economies.
The author-activist Arundhati
Roy of India put it succinctly
when she observed that this was
not really a ‘trickle down’ of
wealth, but a ‘gush up’.
Notice, the gap between the top
20 per cent and the bottom 40 per
cent grew wider after the
Mahathir administration embraced privatisation and other
neoliberal policies from the late
1980s (see Box 1).
Wages for the working class have
been suppressed through a policy
of relying on migrant workers
(with labour recruitment agencies
raking in huge fees).

Box2 :
Household
BNM data

Debt-to-GDP
compiled by

ratio
RAM Ratings

Box3:
Household debt to
disposable
income
for
selected
countries:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Aggravating this problem is the
'casualisation of labour' otherwise
known by the euphemism of
'labour flexibility'. Essentially this
is a policy that leaves workers
with little protection under the
law even as large companies resort to labour contractors or
labour outsourcing to supply their
labour needs. You can only imagine what sort of terms of employment these workers have under
their labour contractor bosses.
With the Malaysian domestic
market being prised opened by to
free trade agreements that will allow more MNCs to set up shop in
Malaysia, what hope is there for
labour rights and distributive justice in Malaysia?

cits for years now - no thanks to
neoliberal policies, corruption
and wasteful spending. How long
can we go on like this? (See the
cover story in Aliran Monthly Vol
31 Issue 10 by Dr Subramaniam
Pillay.)

5.

Debt-driven
demand

The low-wage policy has in turn
left many struggling to make ends
meet. Not surprisingly, many
have turned to borrowing for their
various needs, pushing up the
household debt to GDP ratio in the
last few years (see Box 2).

4. Central
government
debt

The main components of household debt in Malaysia are housing loans (49%), car loans (27%),
loans for personal use (9%), loans
to buy securities (8%), and credit
card debt (6%).

The Malaysian public sector debt
level has risen to worrying levels
- reaching 53 per cent of GDP just
short of the 55 per cent threshold
level for concern. And we have
been posting persistent fiscal defi-

While our household debt as a
percentage of GDP of 78 per cent
may not be exceptionally high, our
household debt to disposable income of 140 per cent is worrying
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UK – 176% (2007)
Malaysia – 140%
US – 130% (2008)
Japan – 120%
Singapore – 105%
Korea – 101%
Germany – 95%
France – 93%
Italy – 70%
Thailand – 53%
Indonesia – 38%

Sources: Penang Monthly;
OECD Factbook 2010 as published in Finfacts Ireland;
CAP as published in The Malaysian Insider.

(see Box 3).
Now you know why many Malaysians don’t feel so well off despite years of GDP growth, with
this level of household debt.
About half our disposal income
goes to servicing debt.
What are some of the factors driving the high household debt/disposal income ratio?
• High growth in consumerdriven spending
• Low interest rates encourage
borrowing
• Easy credit by banking institutions due to financial
liberalisation (translating into
fat profits for the banks?!)
• Rising house prices especially

in KL and Penang where the
average house price to average
income ratios are much higher
• and of course, low income/
wages

6.

Development
whom?

for

The type of development we have
witnessed has been largely determined by the needs of Big Capital
rather than for the common good
of local communities.
In the absence of local democracy,
controversial
infrastructure
projects (e.g. highways, tunnels,
dams, refineries) are being pushed
through with minimal public consultation.
More and more people are being
driven out of their land and their
homes by such development
projects. They have become development-induced displaced
persons (DIDPs).
The people now are reacting.
More and more communities are
stirring to protest against development that they feel is not in their
best interests. We have witnessed
protests and rumblings of discontent in several locations across the
country notably:

could be displaced and that the
project will degrade fishing
waters.
• natives in Sarawak who could
be displaced by the Murum
and Baram Dams
This raises the question as to
whether such projects are really
for the benefit of local communities - or are they mainly meant to
reap huge profits for large corporations and certain individuals
behind these projects.
Perhaps we wouldn’t have had so
many local protests if such
projects had first got the green
light from municipal councils, in
which local councillors were
elected. (See article on ‘How local
democracy shut down Japan’s
nuclear power plants’ on page
18.)

7. Climate change
and
environmental
problems
Increasingly, climate change will
have an impact on Malaysia. We
saw how Bangkok suffered massive floods in October 2011 and
KL too was hit by floods in December 2011 and again in March

• Kuantan residents protesting
against Lynas Corporation’s
rare earth refinery;
• Manjung, Perak residents opposing a RM4bn iron ore hub
and jetty project being undertaken by Vale International SA
of Brazil.
• Pengerang, Johor residents opposing the RM20bn Petronas
Refinery And Petrochemical
Integrated
Development
project because of worry they
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2012.
Expect such flash floods to increase in frequency. After all, we
don’t seem to be too bothered by
the emissions we release into the
air, the forests we are chopping
down and the concrete and tar we
are covering the soil with.
The loss of green cover and the
wiping out of biodiversity (due to
the establishment of oil palm and
monoculture tree plantations)
will have adverse consequences
for the environment in the years
to come.
The way we measure our economic performance is itself part
of the problem. It only measures
the rate of growth in the production of goods and services. It ignores the bads - the environmental costs and the way the wealth
is distributed to workers and other
ordinary Malaysians (See accompanying article on The Problem
with GDP).

8.
Resource
depletion
and
environmental
degradation
Natural gas and oil reserves are

running out.
If no new discoveries are made,
oil production is expected to
gradually decline in the coming
years.
The problem is that oil revenue
reportedly makes up around 45
per cent of the government budget. And this could spell trouble
for federal government debt.
It will lead to higher fuel prices
for Malaysians. Our dependence
on private motor vehicles will aggravate the burden while the massive investment in (tolled) highways (and bridges) will leave us
ill-prepared to deal with a scenario of higher oil prices.
As for natural gas, Malaysia
may be the third largest exporter
in the world, but domestic reserves are only expected to last
until 2025 (although this could
be stretched by a few years with
new technology squeezing out
more). Already supplies for domestic power producers have
been constrained for whatever
reason. (See Box 4.)
Our pristine rainforests are rapidly disappearing. Look at
Sarawak to see how the primary
rainforests have been raped
through the indiscriminate granting of timber concessions to wellconnected firms. And our rivers
and seas are becoming increasingly polluted, affecting the catch
of fisher folk and depriving the
people of fish at affordable prices.

9.
Financialisation
and
speculation
driving up prices
Property-centric development,

low bank interest rates, easy credit
and speculation have driven up
house prices. High house prices
in turn have an inflationary effect
on other essential goods while
wages simply cannot keep pace.
One way out of this would be to
spread residential and work areas out of already heavily congested urban areas and introduce
a better network of public transport. Tighter controls should be
introduced to prevent foreign
speculation on domestic property
and to tighten up bank loans.
New rules should be formulated
to ensure property can only be
sold after construction is completed.
In this way, inflationary pressure
on urban land areas and property
would be reduced.

10.

Food security
addressed

not

We are not self-sufficient in our
food production and still import
30 per cent of our rice requirements. And it doesn’t help that
Bernas’ monopoly on rice imports
has been extended by 10 years to
2021; so there is less urgency to
step up domestic rice production.

sian worker.
In view of climate change and rising food prices, we need to reduce
our dependence on food imports.
But corporate agriculture is not
the way to go. It disempowers
farmers and promotes the use of
chemical fertilisers and hazardous pesticides. Corporate monoculture reduces biodiversity and
depletes the soil of nutrients.
We need to consider organic farming initiatives that would provide
us with wholesome food.

Possible

solutions

To narrow the income divide,
we need to have a progressive
taxation policy. Neoliberal policies should be reversed, and
massive investment in essential
public sector services is needed.
A comprehensive affordable
housing programme - average
prices should be correlated to
average income levels to ensure
they are affordable - should be
formulated.

Yet, we are converting more and
more of our land for property development while we spend
RM92m on food imports - every
day.

To raise government revenue and
wipe out persistent fiscal deficits,
we need to eradicate corruption,
plug leakages, reduce wasteful
projects, re-evaluate infrastructure projects using independent
cost-benefit analyses, implement
open tenders, and wipe out rentseeking.

We are not even producing
enough vegetables. Vegetable production in Malaysia is 800,000
tonnes per year - well short of the
domestic requirement of 1.1m
tonnes annually. No wonder vegetable prices have been soaring,
further burdening the poor Malay-

We need to take a critical look at
the whole nature of the BN’s development model. Are projects
chosen because they will bring
real benefit to the people without
harming the environment? Or are
they simply chosen because they
will benefit a few cronies and
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Box 4: What has happened to our natural gas?
Total Malaysian production
of natural gas plus imports
from Indonesia and purchases from joint development
areas add up to 2000 million
standard cubic feet per day.
Of this, Petronas has committed 950mmscfd (at lower
prices) to the power sector,
which actually falls short of
the power sector’s requirements of 1150mmscfd.
This shortfall is the reason
why Tenaga has been operating under severe constraints.
To make up the shortfall, it has
to seek alternative fuels at
substantially higher prices.
(Note: Petronas’ 20-year
agreement with Tenaga expires in 2014.)
On the other hand, according
to the Edge weekly (26 March
2012), natural gas capacity in
East Malaysia has been allocated under long-term contracts (20 years) to China, Japan and South Korea. If this
is true, then it is strange that
natural gas should be committed to exports while leaving Tenaga to deal with a severe shortage, which could
lead to higher electricity tariffs for the public.

At present, the international price
of natural gas is reportedly RM45
per mmbtu, while the local price
for power generation is RM13.70
and for industry, RM18.35.
Petronas figures its lost revenue
from the lower prices amounts to
RM20bn per year, adding up to
RM130bn over the years.
Who has profited most from the
lower domestic natural gas
prices? The well-connected independent power producers who
enjoy huge capacity receipts (despite a 40 per cent-plus reserve
margin in the power sector) at the
expense of Tenaga? The domestic
corporate sector that has profited
from cheap electricity? All this is
money that could have benefited
Malaysians had Petronas not lost
the revenue on supplying cheap
gas to the IPPs and industry.
“The IPPs and exports combined
account for more than 85 per cent
of the [country’s natural gas] capacity. The issue to address urgently is the allocation of existing
natural gas capacity. If the existing supply is not enough to cope
with the demand, the government
should restrict and/or ban the
export of natural gas or reduce the
consumption, or shut down an
IPP plant,” Datuk Seri Stanley

favoured corporations?

upheld.

To strengthen the position of
workers, trade unions must be
given more freedom to operate. The
business of labour subcontractors
must stop and workers’ rights

It is no longer enough just to
think of the economy in terms of
FDI and GDP growth. We need
to integrate our approach to the
economy so that it considers
Aliran Monthly : Vol.32(3) Page 8

Thai, executive chairman of
glovemaker Supermax Corp
Bhd, was reported as saying
(in The Edge).
In the future, Malaysia will
have to import more and more
natural gas to meet domestic
demand - but this gas will be
closer to the global market
price, much higher than the
current domestic price.
Regasification terminals are
now being built to facilitate
the import.
What this also means is that
electricity tariffs are bound to
rise as domestic gas prices are
reviewed and brought closer
to market prices. In fact, the
six-monthly periodic hike in
gas prices and review of electricity tariffs scheduled for
December 2011 was deferred
- presumably till after the general election? (The previous
hike was in June 2011.)
Unless the Malaysian government seriously looks into
clean renewable energy
with minimum hazardous
waste, the era of cheap electricity
(which
has
subsidised our exports) will
draw to a close.

quality of life, the position of
workers, conservation of natural resources, reduction of pollution, and sustainable development. We have to move towards
a new just, sustainable and ecological economic model. q

COVER STORY

The

problem

with

GDP

Why we need to move towards ecological economics
by Anil Netto
very year, when it comes
to the Budget, one of
most-watched figures is
the GDP growth rate
forecast. Can we really achieve 56 per cent growth this year, in the
face of a global economic slowdown? (The forecast has now been
reduced to 4-5 percent.) That
seems to be the main question.
Similarly, many other countries
look to GDP growth rate as a key
indicator of how well their economies are performing.

E

The unstated assumption is that
a higher GDP growth rate will
translate to a better quality of life
and greater prosperity for the
people. But that has not happened
for many people, has it? Instead
in cities around the world the “99
percenters” have protested in the
Occupy movement against an unfair distribution of resources and
the wealth accumulation by the
top 1 percent.
But what is Gross Domestic Product? Simply put, it is the market
value of all the final goods and
services produced in a country
over a specific period.
That’s the mainstream definition.
And that’s a problem: GDP only
measures the “goods” and services produced but not the “bads”
(resource depletion, pollution,
carbon and green-house gas emis-

sions, toxins that are the by-products of our economic system). We
are harvesting the “goods” for the
current generation but leaving behind the “bads” for future generations to bear. And they will curse
us for it.
In fact, conventional economic
thinking assumes that raw materials are unlimited: it does not
even contemplate a world where
these resources are being rapidly
depleted and where it will need
several planets to obtain the natural resources for everyone to
achieve an affluent life-style.
Tenaga is already feeling the effects of the depletion of natural gas
supply in Malaysia and it is only
a matter of time that electricity tariffs will rise significantly.

Alternatives

to

GDP

Instead of focusing so much on
GDP, we could pay more attention
to the UN human development
index, which aggregates statistics
for life expectancy, literacy, education and standards of living by
nation. Malaysia was ranked 61
according to the Human Development Index for 2011.
But even this may not be a satisfactory measure as the gap between the rich and poor may be
large and calculating an average
Aliran Monthly : Vol.32(3) Page 9

E F Schumacher

indicator for each component may
mask the reality. The UN has attempted to overcome this by coming up with an inequality-adjusted human development index.
The UNDP is now working with
the Malaysian government to
come up with a National Human
Development Report for Malaysia
by this year - a step in the right
direction.
It would be timely to come up with
other indices of our own to measure quality of life including
health care, housing and health
care indicators, access to safe and
nutritious natural food, food selfsufficiency, recreational public
green spaces per capita, forest
cover, resource depletion and pollution.

And how do we take care of the
most vulnerable and marginalised
in our society - or is ‘development’
only meant for a select few who
can afford expensive houses, cars,
housing and health care?
Bhutan has come up with a Gross
National Happiness (GNH) Index as an alternative to GDP. The
thinking behind this is that happiness and well-being result when
material and spiritual development take place side by side and
reinforce each other. The index
stresses the promotion or preservation of sustainable development, cultural values, the natural
environment and good governance.
GNH has been refined to include
several metrics such as psychological well-being, ecological (including perception of pollution
and ecological knowledge),
health, education, culture, living
standards (such as income sufficiency to meet daily needs and
food security), time use (including
hours of sleep), community vitality and good governance. Of
course, Bhutan has a feudal system but the GNH provides an alternative indicator to GDP growth
and FDI.
Indonesia has recently launched
the People’s Welfare Index (or
IKRAR, Indeks Kesejahteraan
Rakyat) to measure the effectiveness of programmes to reduce
poverty and income inequality.
The index has three main indicator clusters, namely Economic
Justice, Social Justice and Democracy.
A fourth cluster should be included: Environmental Justice
and Sustainable Development.

Ecological
state

and
steadyeconomies

Like an accelerating locomotive
about to plunge into a ravine, our
corporate -led global economy is
rapidly hurtling towards environmental catastrophe, loss of
biodiversity and even species extinction. Unfortunately, mainstream economists do not even
talk about these ecological trends.
Instead it’s all about GDP growth
and FDI and what-not. Part of the
problem is that the ecosystem and
the environment are assumed to
be a sub-set of the economy.
But that was not always the case.
Even free market economist Adam
Smith recognised there was a limit
to economic growth. He knew that
over the long-term, growth in
population would suppress
wages and natural resources
would be depleted.
Philosopher and economist John
Stuart Mill believed that after a
while, the economy would reach
a steady state of population and
stocks. This he thought would not
be a bad thing. “It is scarcely necessary to remark that a stationary
condition of capital and population implies no stationary state of
human improvement. There
would be as much scope as ever
for all kinds of mental culture,
and moral and social progress; as
much room for improving the Art
of Living and, much more likelihood of its being improved, when
minds cease to be engrossed by the
art of getting on.” (Limits to growth:
the 30-year update by Donella H.
Meadows, 2004, Jørgen Randers,
Dennis L. Meadows).
Other economists like the Catho-

Aliran Monthly : Vol.32(3) Page 10

lic thinker E F Schumacher wrote
about “Buddhist Economics” in
his book Small Is Beautiful. His economic model was based on a sufficiency in consumption. And he
envisioned vibrant communities
supported by peaceful and cooperative efforts. Dorothy Day and
Peter Maurin, the founders of the
Catholic Worker movement, attempted to put into practice
‘distributism’ that focused on the
local economy - the idea of making people self-sufficient in food
and turning workers into the
owners of their own businesses.
This leads us to ecological economics and the study of ‘steadystate economies’, where the
economy is manoeuvred to reach
a stable, sustainable level. In ecological economics, the human
economy is embedded in Nature
and not the other way around.
In wealthier nations, ecological
economics may even find that
de-growth could be necessary if
it can be seen that the present
level of economic activity is
harmful to the ecosystem and
against the long-term interests
of future generations. Ecological economics also emphasises
a fair distribution of resources.
It is morally wrong for the top 1
per cent or top 10 per cent to control the majority of wealth while
others have insufficient to meet
even basic needs.
How apt. The economy should
serve the people (not only the
present generation, but future generations as well) and it should be
sustainable within the context of
the larger ecosystem. We have to
explore alternative, more just and
sustainable economic models - before it is too late. q

INTERNATIONAL

Democracy instead
Fiscal
Treaty!

of

the

We need a different approach to tackle the crisis,
and a different Europe
pring 2012. Merkel and
Sarkozy rush from summit meeting to summit
meeting, in order to save
the euro. The yellow press smears
the people of Greece. The struggle
over a solution to the crisis is intensifying dramatically: by early
2013, an authoritarian-neoliberal
alliance of business lobby groups,
the financial industry, the EU
Commission, the German government and other exporting countries hopes to rush the Fiscal
Treaty that has just been concluded in Brussels through the
national parliaments. The Fiscal
Treaty prescribes an antisocial
policy of cuts and includes penalties for countries that oppose
this policy. Thus the Fiscal Treaty
restricts democratic self-determination even further. It is the momentary climax of an authoritarian trend in Europe.

S

We are fed up with these unsocial
and antidemocratic policies, and
with the racist slander campaign
against the people of Greece. Instead, we should talk about the inhuman consequences of these
policies. We should talk about
Europe’s authoritarian turn, and
low German wages as a cause of
the crisis. We should talk about
the untouched fortunes of the few,

Zucotti park

and the sufferings of the many.
We should talk about our admiration for the resistance and solidarity among the Greek people.
Let us demand what should go
without saying: real democracy
and a good life in dignity for everybody – in Europe and elsewhere.
The crisis in Europe is only the
tip of an iceberg. Underneath it
lies a deep structural crisis of capitalism. Too much capital is chasing profits. But the returns on investment are low: there is too
much competition, and wages are
too low. Debt-financed growth
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and speculative bubbles have
only delayed the outbreak of the
major crisis.
Now the authoritarian-neoliberal
alliance is advocating a
radicalised more-of-the-same:
socialise losses from speculation
– through permanent debt-servicing by the wage earners. They
want to increase returns on investment – by means of precarious employment, cuts in wages
and pensions, cutbacks of the
welfare state, and privatisation.
The consequences are drastic,
and what is happening in Greece
is looming in the rest of Europe:
mass unemployment, impoverish-

Therefore, we call on people to
join in the coming protests, including the European Day of Action on 31 March, the Global Day
of Action on 12 May and the international mobilisation to Frankfurt am Main on 17-19 May.

Greece protest

ment of broad swathes of the population, collapsing health systems,
increases in mental illness, and a
declining life expectancy.
Measures such as this can only
be implemented by authoritarian
means. Pinochet’s putsch in Chile
in 1973, the IMF’ programmes in
African states in the Eighties, and
the transformation in eastern Europe in the early Nineties are historical forerunners of the Fiscal
Treaty & Co: “shock therapies”.
Social and democratic principles
that were won by struggles with
many victims will be eliminated
at breathless speed by the Fiscal
Treaty, in order to ensure that
debts are serviced and rates of
profit increase. In Italy and
Greece, unelected governments of
technocrats are using truncheons,
tear-gas, and water cannons to
impose the cuts dictated by maledominated groups of “experts” in
Brussels, Frankfurt, and Berlin.
The Fiscal Treaty and the set of
edicts on “economic governance” give more and more
power to bodies such as the EU
Commission, the European
Court of Justice, and the Euro-

pean Central Bank, which act
beyond democratic controls. To
prevent democratic decisionmaking contrary to neoliberal
orthodoxy, the Fiscal Treaty perfidiously strengthens the dictatorship of the financial markets
by fines to be paid to the EU. As
in the Great Depression of the
1930s, chauvinist and fascist
forces are gaining influence in
Hungary, Austria, Finland, and
elsewhere. Blind to the lessons
of history, the German government, with its uncompromising
austerity policy, is making reactionary solutions to the crisis
more and more likely.
Throughout the world, people are
fighting back against these policies, from the Syntagma Square in
Athens, via the Tahrir Square in
Cairo and the Puerta del Sol in
Madrid, to Zucotti Park in New
York. The movements of refugees
and migrant workers across
Europe’s outer frontiers are part
of these struggles for a good life.
These struggles must be carried
out across borders and in the centres of the authoritarian-neoliberal
alliance, in Paris, Brussels, Frankfurt, and Berlin.
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We are relying on an alternative
solution to the crisis:
• no ratification of the Fiscal
Treaty, and dropping the set of
EU laws on “Economic Governance”;
• cancelling public debts, introducing controls on capital
flows, and converting banks
into public service providers;
• redistributing social wealth
from the top downwards by a
new tax system;
• expanding the social infrastructure and starting to transform the economy with a
programme of social and environmental investment;
• shortening working hours;
• democratising politics and the
economy radically at all levels;
• ending the racist policy of Fortress Europe – residence permits and legal status for all.
To the authoritarian-neoliberal
EU of the few, we propose a democratic, social and ecological EU of
the many! q

German Association for
Critical Social Research
Assoziation für kritische
Gesellschaftsforschung
(AkG), March 2012
www.demokratie-stattfiskalpakt.org / www.akgonline.org

POLITICS

Is

the

Tun

hallucinating?

Your statements do no credit to you as an elder statesman
by P Ramakrishnan

My dear
Tun Dr Mahathir,

I'

m at a loss as to whether
you are hallucinating or
failing to see the reality.

Your views on Penang and
Selangor are misconceived and
misplaced. You come across as a
dishonest politician determined
to score political points and mislead Malaysian voters. You do no
credit to yourself nor do you live
up to your reputation as an elder
statesman (Bernama, 29 January
2012).
Your statement, “They have already been given a lot of chances.
A lot of unhappy things have
happened in Penang, the same (is
happening) in Selangor,” does not
make any sense at all. “They have
been given a lot of chances”, you
unreasonably claim.

Pakatan only came to power on
March 8, 2008. They have been in
office only for four short years.
What chances were given to them
and who gave them those
chances? What are you talking
about? What miracles were you
expecting them to perform in this
short period of time?
Compare their short term of office
to the Barisan Nasional’s nearly
55 years of tenure - truthfully and
honestly. We can justifiably
throw back at the BN the very
words you had uttered: “They
(BN) have already been given a lot
of chances. A lot of unhappy
things have happened in Penang,
the same (is happening) in
Selangor.” This is indeed a valid
observation requiring an honest
answer from you, dear Tun.
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Indeed, 55 years is a very long
time. It is more than half a century. The BN have been given all
the chances it wanted and
needed. But what have the BN
achieved during their long tenure
in office except undermining our
unity and keeping the people
apart? Our unity has been destroyed by senseless and thoughtless policies and statements without a care for the welfare of the
majority of Malaysians who are
peace-loving and poor.
Yes, Tun, if anybody had been
given too much chance it is the
BN. Indeed, what more can the
BN do which they had failed to
do during these 55 years? What
miracles can the BN now perform
to transform this country into a
haven for all citizens and provide
them with a dignified livelihood?
What do you actually mean by
claiming, “They have been given
the chance. What’s there left to try.
If we allow the situation to deteriorate badly, it will be difficult to
repair.”
Your rambling statement, “If we
allow the situation to deteriorate
badly, it will be difficult to repair”
comes across as ridiculous and
garrulous. What has the Pakatan
done that has brought about the
deterioration? What is that they
are doing that would render the
problem beyond repair? Please be

specific and enumerate the
wrongdoings of the Pakatan.
Tun, you should not make sweeping claims that are without merit.
Many Malaysians are truly disappointed and disillusioned with
you and justifiably feel that you
have out-lived your usefulness as
a political leader. You had your
time and you did things the way
you wanted to. That period is over
and done with. There is nothing
more for you to do.
Both Penang and Selangor have
attracted the biggest FDI totalling
more than RM15bn, which is unmatched by the BN-controlled
states. Doesn’t this indicate positively that the Pakatan-controlled
states are performing very much
better in spite of their short term
of tenure and lack of administrative experience and expertise?
Honestly, dear Tun, doesn’t that
deserve some praise?
You kept everything under wraps
and resorted to the Official Secrets
Act (OSA) to deny citizens their
right to be informed. A lot of scandals and corruption prevailed because they are kept from the purview of public scrutiny and
guarded as state secrets.
The Pakatan-controlled states in
Selangor and Penang, on the other
hand, have promulgated a Freedom of Information Act in order
to be transparent and accountable.
Tun, isn’t this something that has
to be complimented?

Cronies
and
corruption
Under your tenure for 22 years,
many crony politicians became
wealthy beyond imagination and

without being accountable for
their wealth. Elected representatives and cabinet ministers declared their assets only to you and,
according to certain well-informed circles, you had used this
information to secure their unquestioning loyalty. That was
how you had your way – it was
your way and no other way!
We are reminded of the episode
concerning the removal of
Osman Aroff, the then Menteri
Besar of Kedah, who had enjoyed the support of the majority of assembly members in
Kedah. These assembly members went to see you, dear Tun,
to plead for the retention of their
MB. You, reportedly saw them
individually and after that they
all returned to Kedah abandoning Osman Aroff. Rumour had
it then that you had a file on
each of them and that forced
them to fall in line behind you.
Dear Tun, Pakatan-controlled
states of Selangor and Penang did
something that you wouldn’t dare
dream of doing. All their Exco
members declared their assets
publically. This is something that
civil society of Malaysia has been
campaigning for, for a very long
time, claiming that this would
curb corruption and check abuse
of governance.
But you would not be persuaded.
You wanted to be the sole privy to
the corruption and abuse so that
you would have absolute control
over politicians holding public
positions.
Many Malaysians, in the past,
have worked loyally and faithfully and had contributed to the
progress of this country. These old
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timers who retired many years
ago are forced to struggle to live a
hard life with their meagre pensions in these times of hardships.
Their counterparts of modern
times, on the other hand, draw
reasonable pensions to lead a decent life. The hardships suffered
by these senior citizens have not
been addressed. Their contributions were not even acknowledged.
But the Pakatan government in
Penang has been giving out
RM100 once a year for the last
three years to express their appreciation to these senior citizens.
Admittedly, this isn’t very much
but the very thought of appreciation really warms the hearts of
these people. With the vast resources available to the BN, they
are placed in a far better situation
to do more to help these unfortunate people. But why, dear Tun,
did the BN government not bother
doing this? They could have
shown a generous face and given
more to these people with all the
wealth at their disposal. But they
did nothing!
Corruption has become so rampant that so much of our wealth
is either lost or stolen to the detriment of the nation. Contracts
given to crony companies with
inflated costs have drained our
wealth. Highway toll agreements, the Tajuddin-Malaysia
Airlines out-of-court settlement,
the rescue of Bank Rakyat and
Bank Bumiputra, the reckless
forex fiasco in the UK, the bungling Maminco tin-buying spree,
to name a few - they have all resulted in the loss of billions of
ringgit that could have alleviated the plight of the poor. These
are, unfortunately, dear Tun,

your legacies that brought terrible hardships for the homeless
and the helpless.

Uplifting

the

people

You wouldn’t have open tenders
for projects that would have saved
billions of ringgit and secured the
services of contractors with ability and proven expertise. That
would have prevented some contractors from running away without completing their projects and
ensured that buildings wouldn’t
collapse because of poor workmanship and inferior materials.
But repeated episodes of cheating
contractors and uncompleted
projects did not seem to disturb
the conscience of those in charge.
It was business as usual and billions of ringgit were regularly
squandered without a care in the
world.

has been championing this issue
for decades. But it was opposed
vehemently by the Malaysian
Employers Federation, which
wanted to reap hefty profits from
the sweat of the workers. And the
Malaysian government did not
have the political will to implement the minimum wage policy.
Thus we lost our local skilled
workers and builders who left the
country to work elsewhere. But the
exploitation continues to this day
with the employment of foreign
workers.
Isn’t it praiseworthy that the
Pakatan government in Selangor
has implemented a minimum
wage policy for all its employees
in GLCs as from January this
year? They are paid a minimum
salary of RM1,500. Shouldn’t the
employees enjoy the fruit of their
labour, dear Tun?

On the other hand, now we have
open tenders in the Pakatan
states and Class F contractors
are very happy and contented
with this arrangement. According to these contractors, under
the previous BN government,
one had to have connections to
get a contract and one had to
give inducements to be considered favourably. Otherwise, getting contracts would have been
impossible. But now, with open
tenders, the deserving have been
rewarded with contracts and
they have delivered the completed projects on time. Isn’t this
something that has to be appreciated, dear Tun?

Farmers in the new villages of
Perak who have been tilling the
land and growing vegetables and
fruit for the country for generations were exploited and kept in a
state of uncertainty as to their livelihood as they did not own the
land. Every election this became a
moot point for the farmers.
Whether their TOL would be extended or cancelled was a worrying experience for these farmers.
And when the BN wins the election in Perak, the TOL of these
farmers would be renewed. The
message was very clear. Vote for
the BN or your TOL would not be
renewed. They were beholden to
the BN for the extension of their
TOL.

Malaysian workers have been
struggling for years for a minimum
wage policy. The Malaysian
Trades Union Congress (MTUC)

The Pakatan government gave
them the land titles and their dignity and freed them from their
unnecessary anxiety. The rational
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was these farmers have been on
the land for generations and have
been serving the nation with their
produce and they deserved the
land titles. Isn’t this something
wonderful that deserves to be
congratulated, dear Tun?
Every voter who dies in Penang
and Selangor is given RM1,000
and RM2,500 respectively for funeral expenses. This assistance is
greatly appreciated, especially by
the poor. For the first time a voter
receives something very specific
and substantial when he or she
dies. This had never happened
under BN rule. They bribe the living for their vote and forget them
when they are dead. Under the
Pakatan rule they take care of the
living and the dead! Don’t they
deserve a pat on their back, dear
Tun?
All this caring and giving must
make a great impact on the people.
If given more time there will be
other good policies that will benefit the people and perhaps make
it difficult for the BN to make any
headway in the future. Is that what
is worrying you, dear Tun? Is this
what you meant when you
sounded the warning to the BN,
“If we allow the situation to deteriorate, it will be difficult to repair”?
You have correctly foreseen the
inevitable doom for the BN. You
have realised that it will be difficult to undo the good deeds of
the Pakatan. In comparison, the
BN will be cast in poor light and
cursed for neglecting the majority of the deserving Malaysians
who are poor. You are seeing
what is impending and you have
the right to fear the inevitable,
dear Tun! q

MIGRANT WORKERS

Government’s deception of
undocumented migrants
and refugees
To promise an amnesty and then to back-track and break those
promises does not forge greater trust in the authorities
by Angeline Loh
he recent announcement
by the Federal authorities that the deadline for
registration of undocumented migrant workers was extended to 10 April 2012 seems to
be a misrepresentation, misleading employers, undocumented
migrant workers, asylum seekers
and refugees. Crackdowns had
already started even before the last
deadline on 15 February prior to
this extension and are still continuing long before the new deadline.

T

Neither the Minister of Home Affairs nor the immigration authorities have made public any reasons
for launching these crackdowns
on undocumented migrants, asylum seekers and confirmed refugees during this amnesty period.
Migrants and human rights
NGOs – Tenaganita and Suaram
- have reported arrests and possible deportation of about 323 supposedly undocumented migrants
from 11 February to 5 March. This
number, however, includes persons with official UNHCR refu-

gee status as well as asylum seekers protected by international law.
The use of deception as a ruse to
corner and deport undocumented
migrants, refugees and asylum
seekers flies in the face of customary international human rights
and refugee law. It indicates the
extent to which the government of
this country may be trusted by the
international community as well
as its own citizens.
To promise an amnesty for undocumented migrant workers,
negotiate humanitarian agreements with the UN refugee agency
and other interested parties, yet to
subsequently back-track and
break these promises, does not
forge greater trust in the Malaysian government. The government
looks set to continue its ‘war on
migrants’ that has intensified
since 2004.

6P
Registration
– Going nowhere
A registration exercise to collect
biometric data was carried out in
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August 2011 on refugees in the
Klang Valley, at Putrajaya. Since
then, nothing more has been
heard about this programme or if
the data collected has been used
to identify refugees, amongst other
measures that may assist in setting up a more comprehensive
and updated immigration system
to deal with current migration issues.
Moreover, the 6P registration of
undocumented migrant workers
appears to be going nowhere. According to media reports since last
year, employers trying to get their
foreign workers registered have
faced long delays and queues
merely to obtain queue numbers.
Foreign workers had to be brought
by their employers to Putrajaya
from all corners of the country and
had to wait days just to be registered.
There were also complaints about
the slow pace at which immigration department staff worked and
the breakdown of equipment used
for electronic data collection. In
some cases, foreign workers and

employers were kept waiting at
the immigration office for a whole
day, only to be asked to return to
the immigration office the next
day to start the same process all
over again.
Keeping workers and employers
in limbo only causes work stoppages incurring daily losses, slow
and reduced production of goods
and services, or complete shutdowns that could end in the bankruptcy of many SMEs. Moreover,
the current crackdowns on undocumented migrant workers
without fair warning to either
workers or employers and the noncompliance with government-set
deadlines for an amnesty will disrupt operations to the disadvantage of both workers and the employers on whom they depend.
This also creates an artificial
labour shortage without any
back-up labour force or compensation for arbitrary redundancy or
loss of investment.

Immigration
crackdowns
detrimental
to
economy
Further, employers of undocumented migrant workers not yet
registered face a maximum fine of
RM50,000 and a twelve month jail
term for each undocumented employee (Section 55B Immigration
Act 1959/63). Attacking foreign
employees and their employers
would only bring about a lose-lose
economic situation for smaller
businesses in Malaysia, which
contribute substantially to local
investment in goods and services.
The other short-sighted measure
instituted by the authorities is the
prohibition on employing refu-

gees present in the country.
UNHCR-confirmed refugees
number nearly 100,000. A number of refugees are reasonably
able-bodied and of employable
age. There are also refugees who
were holding skilled jobs or were
trained in skilled work before leaving their countries as refugees.
Further, in comparison to the estimated number of undocumented
foreign workers (2.6 m according
to Tenaganita) in the country,
100,000 refugees is far smaller in
number.
There is no reason why refugees
with skills should be kept outside
the labour force and prohibited
from contributing to the economy
of the country where they are seeking some security - even if it may
be temporary. In view of the shortterm contracts given to other foreign workers, working temporarily in the country should not
pose a problem for an employer
as the employer can quite easily
employ a replacement worker.
Better still, if the employer uses the
trained refugee-worker to train
other workers to replace them before they leave the country to be
resettled or voluntarily return to
their own countries.
There are many constructive solutions to the labour shortage in
Malaysia and to the apparently
overwhelming immigration problems Malaysia faces. But the biggest problem faced by the rakyat
now is the dismal lack of political
will to initiate and institute these
constructive solutions for a better
Malaysia. Those taking the initiative privately to use the labour and
skills available regardless of legal
status are deemed to be breaking
the law under the Immigration
Act. This dilemma leaves a pool
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of ready labour being un-utilised
and apparently ‘punished’ for being victims of unjust persecution
in their home countries - while
leaving employers and local businesses uncertain of their future
survival.
This entrapment ruse by the Ministry of Home Affairs and the immigration authorities is purposeless, unjustified and is of no benefit to the economy, the foreign migrants, refugees or the country.
Politicising immigration and migrants can only be interpreted as
emotionalising an apparently
sensitive issue to gain political
mileage by diverting public attention to unresolved migration problems ahead of Malaysia’s coming general election.
The adhoc and secretive actions
of the federal authorities relating
to undocumented migrants, asylum seekers and refugees in Malaysia prompt us to ask why,
since the 1970s, when refugees
first arrived in Malaysia, the government has refrained from developing a better immigration system
to cope with new migration trends
and problems in the region. The
government has also neglected to
continuously monitor the effects
of its sweeping foreign labour and
migration policies, leaving problems to fester until they become
unmanageable. Instead, it has
used ever increasing numbers of
security enforcers like Rela while
condoning flagrant human rights
abuses as its sole solution. q

Angeline Loh is an Aliran
executive
committee
member.

LOCAL DEMOCRACY

How local democracy shut
dow n J a p a n ’ s n u c l e a r
power
plants
Fearing a public backlash at local polls, no
local government would dare to re-start a
reactor in their locality now
by Anil Netto
n a lesson for countries
everywhere, Japan’s vibrant local democracy is
sealing the fate of the
country’s once-entrenched network of nuclear power plants.

I

After the Fukushima disaster on
11 March 2011, the nuclear energy
industry in Japan came under intense public scrutiny. Japan has
54 nuclear reactors in 17 locations.
Already 52 reactors (including the
eight in Fukushima Daichi
Nuclear Power Station, four of
which were damaged or had serious problems) have been stopped
while the remaining two are coming up for periodic inspection.
Visting Japanese scholar-activist
Ohashi Masaaki stresses that local government consent is essential for any reactor to be restarted.
“This is the nice part of
decentralisation,” says the professor of international development,
NGO studies and South Asia
studies at Keisen University, looking relaxed in his hotel room at
the end of a whirlwind speaking
tour to universities in Kuala

Ohashi Masaaki

Lumpur and Penang. “Although
the central government wants to
have a nuclear reactor, the local
government has a right to say
‘No’.”

Finger
local

on the
pulse

Local democracy has flourished
in Japan with the enactment of the
Local Autonomy Law in 1946. In
fact, local governments play an instrumental role in disaster relief
as well. Prefecture governments
and social welfare councils,
which have close relations with
local governments, worked with
civil society groups to organise
large-scale relief efforts in the aftermath of the 11 March tragedy.
The social welfare councils
opened up ‘disaster volunteer
centres’ and registered some
180000 volunteers in a day at the
height of relief efforts.
Japan has a three-tier governing
system. The highest tier is the central government.
The second tier is at the prefecture
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level (equivalent to states or counties). All in, there are 47 prefectures: the metropolitan district of
Tokyo, the urban prefectures of
Osaka and Kyoto, 43 rural prefectures, and the “district” of
Hokkaido. These are presided by
governors and governed by assemblies.
The third tier is at the local government or municipal level in cities as well as towns and villages
outside the cities, each presided
by a mayor and an elected council.
The prefecture governors and
municipal mayors along with the
respective assemblies are elected
for four-year terms. But if there is
a vote of no confidence, the assembly may be dissolved, and fresh
elections held. In cases of major
corruption or other controversial
issues, the public may initiate a
signature campaign calling for the
dissolution of the council or the
resignation of the mayor.
This system of local democracy
heightens public accountability

and ensures that municipal mayors and elected reps in local government keep their finger on the
pulse of local sentiment. “The
mayors are really afraid to easily
say ‘yes’ (to nuclear reactors), because they will lose their positions
in the next elections,” says
Ohashi, who is also the chairperson of the Japan NGO Centre for
International Cooperation. “The
feeling among the people is that
nuclear reactors are dangerous now they understand. We really
hope the same strong sentiment
will be felt by other local governments, but some local governments face heavy pressure from
the prefectures and central government.”

A

sense

of

Futaba hospital near the Fukushima plant after hurried evacuation due to
high level radiation.

Anti-nuclear power plant rally on 19 September 2011 at Meiji Shrine
Outer Garden.

betrayal

In the past, local governments
talked up the benefits of having a
reactor and even a nuclear waste
processing facility in their midst.
Residents bought the official line
that these facilities would create
jobs, draw young people in, raise
local income and enable local
governments to receive tax subsidies from the central government.
“The government and the companies repeatedly said, ‘No accidents, no leaking (would occur).’
So people were not prepared for
disaster.” In fact, a poll in 2005
found that 82 per cent of people
supported nuclear power plants.
.
The central government had a tendency to select sites for reactors in
regions with little industry and a
shrinking population. “From our
point of view this was internal
discrimination,” laments Ohashi.
And once a particular locality
agreed to one nuclear reactor, the

electricity company had a tendency to increase the number of
reactors in that area because everyone else was saying ‘not-inmy-backyard’, he recalls.
Fukushima, a less populated area
known for its organic farming initiatives before the disaster, had
eight reactors at the Fukushima
Daichi Nuclear Power Station.
“Now those mayors in Fukushima
feel betrayed as they used to be-
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lieve (the electricity corporation)
Tepco’s promises that the reactors
were safe - but that was a myth.”
Likewise, the people from
Fukushima, now feel strongly
against nuclear energy, reflecting
a nationwide loss of faith in the
industry and the government.
Former premier Naoto Kan, before
his resignation last year, placed
the bar higher to make a restart of
the reactors more difficult. “He

Futenma base - Some 20,000 people call for the removal of bases from
Okinawa.

was almost going to be convinced
to re-open some reactors. Then he
finally said, no-no, (we will have)
stress tests”. Every power station
now has to undergo stress tests to
see how they will hold up to large
natural disasters.
Some nuclear power stations have
completed these tests and submitted their reports to the local government, “but it’s a political matter now”. The local government
and mayor may give the green
light but if they do so, given the
strong public opposition, they
may not be re-elected in the next
local government elections. “So
this is the good part of
decentralisation. The local government has a certain say,” says
Ohashi. “People have a certain
power. They have to be convinced.”
Demonstrating that power, thousands have repeatedly taken to the
streets in Tokyo and elsewhere to
protest against nuclear power
plants since the disaster. In one of
the largest protests in recent times,
60000 people marched in Tokyo

last September waving banners
and chanting “Sayonara nuclear
power!”
Japan’s current prime minister
Yoshihiko Noda has taken note even though he favours a restart
of plants that have cleared the
tests, preferring a gradual phase
out. Bowing to the power of local
democracy, he was reported as
saying the plants would not be restarted without local community
leaders giving the green light.

People power
Okinawa

at

Ohashi provides another example
of local democracy at work - in
Okinawa, where 70 per cent of
total American military facilities
in Japan are concentrated.
The central government decided
that one of the US facilities, the
Marine Corps Air Station
Futenma base in the densely
populated city of Ginowan in the
centre of the island, should be relocated to ease congestion and tension.
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When it was announced, many
responded that the base should be
relocated outside of Okinawa or
better still, outside Japan. But that
didn’t materialise and finally, it
was decided that the base would
be relocated to a less populated
area within Okinawa.
But the local government of the
town, the mayor of the town, and
the prefecture governor were
against the plan. The Okinawa
government is demanding that the
central government relocate the
base elsewhere in Japan or outside
Japan but not in Okinawa.”And
now there is nowhere they can
move the base - because if they (the
local government) refuse, the central government cannot do anything.”
“Of course, if the central government wants to press ahead, they
can still do it by passing an oppressive law or taking over the
land, but I don’t think they would
do that now.” Times have
changed. “The central government did that (resort to forcible
measures) when Narita Airport
was being built about 50 years ago
(without public consultation).
Several people died during the
protests, and I was also there.”
Maasaki demonstrates with his
hand how a tear gas projectile
whizzed past his face, just inches
away, killing a protester next to
him.

Exporting
unwanted
technology
So is this the end of the nuclear
energy industry in Japan?
Not quite. The Japanese government, now led by the Democratic
Party of Japan, which defeated the

dominant Liberal Party of Japan
in the 2009 election, has decided
to promote the export of nuclear
energy technology. “It really
wants to help the (Japanese
nuclear energy) industry.” This is
unlike the previous government,
which did not have a clear policy
on exports.

a US$20bn contract to supply four
nuclear reactors to UAE.

Last October, seven months after
the Fukushima disaster, the International Nuclear Energy Development of Japan Co (Jined) signed
an agreement with Electricity of
Vietnam to build Vietnam’s second nuclear power plant. Jined, a
consortium of nine electric power
companies and three nuclear energy engineering companies, was
set up in 2010 to promote the export of nuclear energy technology
to emerging countries.

But inside Japan, no local government would dare to approve a reactor in their locality. As Masaaki
explains, these local governments
face the brunt of public reaction
with elections held every four
years. And for that reason, if not
anything else, no mayor would
want to betray the people by approving a nuclear power plant in
their locality.

Meanwhile, South Korea, under
the ruling New Frontier Party, is
carrying on where Japan left off.
Within the country, it has 21
nuclear power plants, seven under construction and six more being planned. And it has just won

“We (Japan and Korea) are now
competing with each other,” he
laughs. “(Korea) is trying very
hard to export (nuclear energy
technology) and catch up with
Japan.”

There is an interesting link to Australia as well. Just as Lynas Corporation plans to export rare earth
from Australia to its rare earth refinery in Malaysia for processing
and waste disposal, Australia
also exported uranium to Japan
to meet one fifth of Japan’s nuclear
energy needs.

But Australia does not have a
single rare earth refinery or
nuclear power plant - even though
it has 23 per cent of the world’s
uranium deposits and is the
world’s second largest producer
of uranium. “That tells you a lot.”

“Learn from us”
What message does Oshahi have
for the people of Malaysia?
“They need to learn from our
experience - before 11 March
2011 and after 11 March. Even
though Japan was a victim of
atomic bombs, we did not pay
much attention to the so-called
peaceful utilisation of nuclear
energy. We accepted those
things. But now we realise that
nuclear is nuclear, which we
cannot really handle properly.”
“Malaysia has all the freedom to
utilise nuclear power stations or
not. That’s up to you. But my
strong message is, please be careful and please learn from our experience,” he almost pleads.
Local democracy must be allowed
to flourish in municipal councils
“so that we can have a space ...
we can convince local people because they have the right to vote”
and choose a government that
protects their interests.
His message delivered, the professor gathers his luggage and heads
out to the Penang Airport to catch
his flight home, leaving behind
plenty of food for thought. q

Anil Netto is honorary
treasurer of Aliran
Narita Airport demonstration 1971.
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Old Malay movies:
Reel life and real life
by Soon Chuan Yean
120 Malay movies (2nd edition)
by Amir Muhammad, Petaling Jaya, Malaysia:
Matahari Books, 2010, 432 pp.

To me, this paragraph is the selling point of the book. It reflects the
basis of the book and its “functionality” in relation to the readers’ memory lapse about the past,
namely Malaysian society between the 1940s and early 1970s
before the 1969 racial riots and the
political construction of the New
Economic Policy (NEP). Amir’s
reviews and brief descriptions of
the movies as well as the film production information prompt readers to revisit the past in order to
review what is now taken to be
(official) history and to scrutinise
it in the context of Amir’s alternative reading.

o review a book that describes 120 Malay movies
is a painstaking process.
I cannot imagine how
the author—Amir Muhammad—
watched, reviewed, and analysed
these movies with such energy
and persistence. Nonetheless, we
can gain and learn much (especially for non-Malay movie audiences) about Malaysian society.

T

In 120 Malay movies, (hereafter
120), well-known writer, director,
and publisher Amir Muhammad
reviewed the eponymous movies
spanning the period 1948 to
1972/3. The book was published
in 2010 and consists of 423 pages
excluding the bibliography. It is
neither an academic book nor a
textbook about the mass media
(film critique). Rather it is a book
that captures the historical development of Malay movies and
places them in a number of categories, namely, Islam/religion,
ethnicity/culture, sex/gender,
feudalism/politics, background
events/ history, and geography/
space.
An essential question that one
needs to ask is how would 120
relate to the generations that have
been exposed to digital video, 3D-

how the iconic fantasies of the
past might have unexpected reverberations in the present.” (p. 1)

movies, Crime Scene Investigation
(CSI), Lost, Glees drama series, Japan/Korean pop, box offices, etc.,
and to get them interested to read
a book that describes and reviews
outdated, taken-for-granted,
black-and-white, 1940s to 1970s
old Malay movies?
The blurb of 120 provides the answer as it says that,
“ 120 Malay Movies is a romp
through the films…Malaysian
writer Amir Muhammad watched
them in chronological order and
responds to the stories in his own
contemporary context…This book
is a seriocomic investigation into
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The
intimacy
of politics and
movies / films
The main theme of 120 revolves
around the issue of politics. From
Independence to the Emergency
years till the post-colonial nation
building phase, 120 has deftly
used the movies to reflect the progression of Malaysian politics
from 1940s to the present time. For
instance, in Penarik Beca (1955),
when Saadiah (the rich daughter)
urges P Ramlee (the poor trishaw
driver) to attend night school so
that he can become literate and
improve his lot in life, Amir reads

this scene to symbolise Malaya’s
pursuit of independence from the
British, with P. Ramlee’s character representing Malaya (p. 95).
The reviews of Cinta (1948) and
Matahari (1958) showcase the proestablishment slant of the Malay
movie industry in the 1950s and
its unwillingness to popularise
the ideology of communism.
Entering the period of independence, Mogok (1957) is a movie
that reinforces capitalism as a viable economic strategy for nation
building. As Amir points out,
“Mogok still seeks to xuphold the
status quo: it’s not the capitalist
system that is bad, but there are
sometimes a few bad people in it”
(p. 118). Sergeant Hassan (1958)
promotes racial harmony as the
political agenda of the Alliance
(now National Front or Barisan
Nasional) rather than portraying
the revenge of the former guerilla
fighters (mainly Chinese) against
the collaborators of the Japanese
(mainly the Malays); the movie
“stresses instead the cooperation
that would be valuable in the
newly emerging nations of Malaya and Singapore” (p. 144).
The reviews of 120 on the feudalism of Malay society provide an
interesting number of revelations.
Whilst Hang Tuah (1956) promotes
feudalism and blind loyalty in
Malay society, Sultan Mahmud:
Mangkat Dijulang (1961) contradicts this by explicitly marking the
“anti-feudalist narrative in Malay
literature” (p. 197). Raja Bersiong
(1963), on the other hand, portrays
Sultans in Malay Society in a negative light as they are seen to be
corrupt. Interestingly, the review
of Dang Anom (1962) clearly reveals homosexual orientations
within the royal household (p.

224). In Rumah Itu Dunia Aku
(1963), Amir brilliantly captures
the heroism of both the commoners and the Sultan (p. 270). Dua
Pendekar (1963) is telling as it
shows how a dictator (not from
royal blood) ransacks the commoners’ wealth for his megaproject. It is obvious that these stories mirror present-day political
scenarios, as white elephant mega
projects in Malaysia are implemented by politicians in the name
of nation building.
Another political aspect is the
openness between sexuality and
intimacy in Malay movies. Both
Cinta and Aloha (1950) display
“bare shoulders and thighs” (p.
35) and Panggilan Pulau (1954)
manifest a sexually intimate and
poetic serenade between P.
Ramlee and Normadiah.
The best of Amir’s political reviews is in his treatment of Hang
Tuah (1956) and Hang Jebat (1961).
As he reveals, the original Hikayat
Hang Tuah epic shows the hero
eventually becoming a mystic who
was “tormented by his own compromised role in the feudal order”
(p. 100). Amir also challenges the
conventional view about Hang
Jebat and re-locates the treason of
Hang Jebat’s to become a martyr
(p. 202). Amir’s review
deconstructs the politics of
Umno’s ethno-nationalism,
which propagates Hang Tuah’s
quote “takkan Melayu hilang di
dunia (the Malay will never vanish from this world)” to symbolise
Malay supremacy. In Amir’s
view, “Malayness” and “loyalty”
are not bound within Malay society or culture.
Interestingly, Amir’s review also
provides non-political elements
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such as the “latent homoeroticism” of the intense friendship
between Hang Tuah and Hang
Jebat (p. 101, 202).
To sum up, Amir’s reviews on
these two films challenge the audiences about the conventional
image of Hang Tuah and Hang
Jebat.

Religion,
sex,
ethnicity
Was sexuality a taboo subject in
Malaya? And was religion confined to a monolithic compartment? In his review of Iman (1954),
Amir pointed out that it was common to screen images of Satan, the
devil, or iblis because people
“were less orthodox” in the 1950s
(p. 84). Noor Islam (1960) was not
a “dakwah (religious propagation)
vehicle” (p. 188) but a showcase
for a progressive view of Islam
held by the commoners. In
Serangan Orang Minyak (1958),
Amir argues that the “story revolves around rape (or attempted
rape)” (p. 132), even before this
topic could be broached in American cinema. A bolder and cruder
message about sexuality, intimacy, and gender is in Kaki Kuda
(1958) which displays the “gender-bending and cross-dressing”
(p. 138) of Aziz Sattar and S
Shamsuddin cross dressing as a
woman to lure a man and sucking the man’s thumb. In Sri
Mersing (1961), Amir’s review invites readers to consider the
multi-facetedness of the concept
of “Malay” and how different
Malays in Johor and Pahang are
from one another (p. 205).
But not all the Malay films were
liberal or free from religious constraints and ethnic essentialism.

For example, Tajul Asykin (1963)
uses the stereotypes of Chinese as
good merchants and Malays as
peasants. Amir’s review of Isi
Neraka (1960) indicates the strong
propagation of Islam. In Sesudah
Subuh (1967) (as well as Gerimis
[1968]) the film explicitly advocates the ideology of political parties for racial integration in Malaysia (p. 369).
The brilliance of Amir’s review is
that he manages to provide alternative ways to read the Malay
movies. For instance in Tajul
Asykin, Amir asserts to the readers that even though the film vividly showcases the economic disparity between the Chinese merchants and Malay peasants, he
also reminds the readers that it
“didn’t seem to have undue political repercussions because the
population was sparse and times
were good…” and then continues
‘’…would that last?” (p. 269). The
second sentence challenges the
readers to rethink the cause of the
Malaysian ethnicity issue
whether it is economic inequality
or political manoeuvring or both?
Also, his review of Sesudah Subuh
indicates that “the Malay language can be a crucial instrument
in forging the much-hoped-for
‘national unity’, because it’s not
the preserve of Malays alone” (p. 37.
My italics).

should be defined. This was demonstrated in the censorship of
Yasmin Ahmad’s films Gubra
(2006) and Muallaf (2008). Amir’s
reviews remind us that the political ambience was more liberal in
the early days. The dynamics and
vibrancy of the Malay movie industry were not determined by the
politicisation of religion and
ethnicity. What is Islam, what is
body, what is gender, what is national integration: these issues
were fluid and unbounded.

Non-linearity
of
history:
Deconstructing
official
history
Another strength in Amir’s review is that he reminds the readers about the past and that re-reviewing old movies can be a way
to deconstruct official histories. In
Penarik Beca, essentialist views

From reading Amir’s critiques,
readers can trace changes in the
Malay movie industry. Following
the Islamic resurgence which was
countenanced by the Malaysian
government through its own
Islamisation program, Finas (the
Malaysian Film Board) and the
religious authorities attained the
power to determine how gender,
religion, and ethnic relations

Aliran Monthly : Vol.32(3) Page 25

contrasting poor Malays to rich
Chinese are rejected. Instead, the
movie shows the reality of intraMalay class differences, with
Salleh Kamil’s convertible representing the “uncouth values of a
new age” (p. 94), in contrast to P
Ramlee’s salt of the earth trishaw
driver.
In Noor Islam, Amir’s review indicates that the Malay movie
has begun to challenge the role
of the Sultans as upholders of
the moral order. Islam was seen
as a mode of resistance among
the commoners to prevent the
invasion of foreign beliefs. Ali
Baba Bujang Lapok (1961) and
Seniman Bujang Lapok (1961)
showcase the different subjects
of Malaysian society where issues of citizenship, women,
ideas of liberation are integral
to our construction of history.

“[w]isdom is certainly not a royal
prerogative” (p. 270).
In other words, while Malaysia
was pursuing economic development to become a modern society
based on science, traditions and
old beliefs were at the same time
at play in shaping our history at
the margins, if not accepted by
mainstream historical scholarship. The roles of women, commoners and “little people” are also
the agents in the making of Malaysian history.
In Serangan Orang Minyak, a 1958
horror movie, an Indian doctor
suggests that her patient, played
by Latifah Omar, consult a bomoh
(witch doctor) when “scientific
methods” fail to cure her (p. 131).
Amir suggests that in the realm of
culture and media, “the world of
rational progress can co-exist or
overlap with that of malevolent
spirits with no trouble at all” (p.
132). He reveals to readers the
contestation between tradition
and modernity.
One of Amir’s techniques is to
highlight the roles played by “minor” characters. In Nujum Pak
Belalang (1959), Bat Latiff, a little
boy who plays as the son of P
Ramlee, devises strategies for his
father’s survival; or Matahari
which applauds the role of
women (played by Maria
Menado) for her “gutsy” and
“thrilling” arms struggle against
Japanese soldiers (p. 140). In Ali
Baba Bujang Lapok, women vis-àvis men are problem solvers in a
rigid patriarchal setting. In Noor
Islam, the masses are the agents
spreading Islam instead of the
ulamas or Sultans. In his review
on Tajul Asyikin, Amir propels the
readers’
perception
that

Liberalism
in
Malay movies …
1962
onwards
Amir’s review is best read linearly, from beginning to end for
he has organised it in a chronological manner. Following the
journey of Amir’s review, one begins to notice the rapid changes
in Malay movies starting from the
early 1960s. This is not to say that
the earlier ones were less dynamic. But, from 1962, Malay
movies began to challenge orthodox portrayals of stereotypical
characters.
One example was in the
characterisation of Sultans as
symbols of morality. In movies like
Lancang Kuning (1962), Cucu Datuk
Merah (1963) and Tajul Asyikin
(1963), the role of the Sultan is
overtly cast in a less significant
manner.
Amir also shows how language
barriers were being crossed in this
period. Masuk Angin Keluar Asap
(1963) uses not the pantun-ish
Malay lingua but the “AngloMalay” words used by the “unsophisticated” (p. 264) commoners in newly post-colonial urban
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Malaysian society. Ahmad Albab
(1969) boldly uses the Arabic
script to refer to the kelab malam
(night club) whilst words such as
sial (cursed) and najis (faeces) are
constantly being used in Sial
Wanita (1969). Amir suggests that
Malay languages have been
treated in a multi-faceted and fluid
manner in the Malay movie industry. Unlike the official adoption of Malay as a singular catalyst for social integration, the nuances of language (as shown in
Malay movies) changes according
to contexts.
Kasih Tanpa Sayang (1963) goes
beyond the conventional morality
of body politics to touch on the
themes of adultery and incest,
with characters “continually
forced to negotiate and examine
their desires, motivations, and
prejudices” (p. 262). The review
of Bukan Salah Ibu Mengandung
(1969) shows the themes of Malay
impotence, suicide and a questioning of polygamy. In the late 1960s
Malay movies toyed with the
theme of nudity, such as is found
in paintings of nudes in Bukan
Salah Ibu Mengandung and Sial
Wanita. More boldly, a naked back
of a woman patient was screened
in Dr Rushdi (1970) and the dialogue of a sexually frustrated
woman to P Ramlee (p. 402, 403).
Gelora (1970) displays the “underwear-clad and towel-clad female
flesh” (p. 405) and narrates the
theme of incest (also in Kalung
Kenangan [1964]).

Trans-nationalism
of
Malay
movie
industry
Amir’s review reveals to readers
the regional outlook of the Malay
movie industry. For instance in
their production of Nora Zain Agen

Wanita 001 (1967), The Shaw
Brothers attempted to expand
Malay movies into regional markets between Hong Kong and
other parts of Southeast Asia. The
presence of Filipino actors and
directors such as Ramon A
Estrella, director of Matahari
(1958); Lamberto V Aellana, director of Sergeant Hassan (1958); and
K M Basker (Malaya-born but India-trained), director of Miskin
(1952) and Hati Iblis (1953) among
others; and Maria Menado, a
Filipina actress who appeared in
many movies is evidence of the
trans-border and trans-national
characteristics of the Malay industry.
One wonders what happened to
today’s Malay (especially mainstream) movie industry and the
connectivity between the larger
East Asian and Southeast Asian?
Increasingly, we see (Chinese)
Malaysian singers and actors
moving to Taiwan and China to
seek cultural mileage and markets.
We rarely find cultural exchanges
between the different nationalities
of artists within the Nusantara region as in the 1950s, 1960s, and
1970s.

Limitations with the
intention to instigate
There are lots of compilations of
short reviews by film critics so
the review of 120 by Amir is not
unusual. It is a political review
by a politically aware commentator. As such, it is slanted towards a specific perspective.
Amir does not give us alternative readings of the movies he
viewed and, indeed, that is not
his goal. Readers wishing for
such an alternative will want to
look elsewhere.

Amir’s tendency to review the
movies with the stars’ real names,
to the readers that are not familiar
with Malay movies, is difficult to
follow.
In Musang Berjanggut (1959),
Nujum Pak Belalang (1959),
Seniman Bujang Lapok (1961),
Amir’s reviewing style of constantly shifting between one
movie and the other might be confusing. More confusing is that
Amir is engaged in a conversation
that seems to exclude the reader.
The linking of films to history
sometimes becomes far-fetched.
This is clearly shown in the irrelevance of Bukan Salah Ibu
Mengandung (1969) to the 1969
racial riots. Examples like this one
leave the reader wondering
whether Amir has correctly identified the intentions of the original film-makers. Perhaps another
book focusing on the production
of these films may fill this gap.
I suspect this is Amir’s intention:
to invite if not to compel readers
to find out more about the politics
of and the going-ons behind the
movies. The limitations of Amir’s
reviews provide readers such
space to reflect, to investigate, to
quarrel with the author, to view
historical taken-for-granted constructions with new eyes, and to
interrogate present-day political
constructions of sexuality,
ethnicity, religion, and history.

To sum up
On the one hand, Amir showcases
the politics of the movie industry
and its ability to propagate
themes such as pro-British messages, to ignore communism and
to maintain the feudalistic order
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and Islam. On the other hand,
Amir also shows how Malay movies have (especially since the early
1960s) become more sophisticated
critiques of the politicisation of
the feudal order, Malay languages, and racial integration.
The reviews uncover the ways in
which Malay movies deconstruct
official history, manifest the fluidity of Malaysian society such as
the complexities of Malay languages and Islam, explore sexual
politics and intimacy, and re-produce the role of subalterns in history.
I suspect that Amir’s critical reviews of Islam, ethnicity, gender,
feudalism or more specifically issues dealing with khalwat, hudud,
the NEP, the 1969 racial riots, and
the roles of the Sultan earlier, derive from frustration with the overemphasis and exaggeration of
these social norms in contemporary Malaysian society. The movies are a mirror into society for
Amir: by carefully unpacking the
messages in the movies, he uncovers a different reality and reflects
it back to his readers. As he states,
“real life and reel life can’t be separated” (p. 94). This book convincingly shows us that these blackand-white Malay movies do have
a significant role to play, not just
to entertain us, but to reveal alternate histories of the past. q

This book review first
appeared in Kajian Malaysia, 2011, 29 (1): 111–
18. Dr. Soon Chuan Yean
teaches political science
at Universiti Sains Malaysia and is also an
Aliran Exco member.

MARGINALISED COMMUNITY

Stateless Indians
to be buried as

gain right
Malaysians!

Who will compensate them for their wasted years and lost
opportunities?
by P Ramakrishnan
he plight of ignorant and
uneducated Indians is
legendary and deserves
sympathy and compassion. From a humanitarian point
of view, a caring and compassionate government would have rendered services to relieve them of
their misery. But that doesn’t seem
to be the case in Malaysia.

T

For various compelling reasons
these deprived poor Indians had
failed to secure an identity card
and were unable to register the
birth of their children. Those working in rubber estates and oil palm
oil plantations and those struggling to survive in slum areas
never understood the requirements of the law or the implications of non-compliance of the
law.
Under such circumstances, they
had failed to observe the law.
This unfortunate situation condemned them to a pathetic stateless misery for decades. These
are the people, born and bred in
Malaysia, who remain as stateless persons forced to suffer the
indignities of poverty and endure the misery inflicted on them
by an uncaring and unsympa-

thetic government.
With a little show of humanity
and compassion on the part of
the government, they would
have been rescued from their
misery and could have been assisted to live the life of an ordinary citizen with hope and opportunity. Unfortunately, this
did not happen.
There have been instances when
they found it difficult to get jobs
or a decent shelter above their
heads or a place in school – all
because they did not comply with
the law. When these ignorant and
desperate people subsequently
tried to register the birth of a child

or apply for an identity card, they
faced lots of obstacles from an
uncaring and totally unsympathetic and hostile bureaucracy.
They were given the run around
and made to wait endlessly without any relief.
For the vast majority of them, it
was an impossible task to obtain
the necessary documents that
would have eased their lives. Every attempt to secure a future for
them only hit a blank wall. It was
such a hopeless situation that
many, out of sheer frustration,
gave up hope and stopped trying.
What else could they do when after 20, 30 years nothing happened?

What is the point in giving them
this privilege when they are in their
late sixties and seventies, when
they are too old to work, when they
are unable to obtain a bank loan
or travel in search of a better life?
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During this time, the government
was always in a position to help
them and ease their lives. With a
little understanding of their circumstances, with the stroke of a
pen, they could have been elevated from their suffering. A little
merciful gesture would have rescued them from their abject poverty and made their lives meaningful. But why was nothing done
all these many decades?
Is this why the Prime Minister
termed the granting of citizenship
and handing over of identification documents to these poor suffering Indians “historic”? He
made no mention of the pathetic
situation which was forced upon
them by the bureaucracy and the
Barisan government. He did not
express any regret for not having
acted very much earlier. He could
have addressed their plight in
2009 when he became the Prime
Minister, or the year after in 2010
or even after that in 2011. But he
did nothing. Was it because these
were not election years?
What could not be resolved in the
last 30 years or so is now miraculously and suddenly resolved –
because the election is around the
corner. The Indian vote is crucial
for the BN. That, some cynics
claim, explains this change of
heart and charity!
It was reported that 5593 Indians
received their MyKad and 4023
Indians received their citizenship
(New Straits Times, 15 February
2012). It was no comfort that so
many Indians were suddenly
legitimised. How is it that, out of
the blue, so many Indians had no
difficulty in obtaining these important documents in 2012? How
is it, this time around, they did not

encounter the obstacles that had
plagued them previously? How is
it that their nightmare vanished,
as it were, with a snap of the fingers!
We have this 72-year-old woman,
Parvathi Marimuthu, who was
genuinely elated to receive her
MyKad and could not contain her
joy: “I am now a proud Malaysian
citizen.” But she had to wait 29
years to receive her MyKad!
Then there is 73-year-old L
Ramasamy, “who was truly overwhelmed after overcoming countless barriers to get his blue
MyKad” so suddenly. In his own
words: “I have been here since the
year Malaysia received independence…” And yet nobody spared
a thought for him or bothered to
render a little help that could have
made all the difference to his life.
Spare a thought for 76-year-old
Saharunisah Arshad, who over a
period of 35 years had been applying unsuccessfully: “I was a
single mother bringing up two
children, and earning a living
was indeed a challenge without
proper identification.” How this
old lady would have struggled
and suffered – simply because the
government did not care.
Another happy person is 65-yearold L Nangalethemy, born and
bred in Malaysia, and who finally
received her citizenship after previous failed attempts. Why was
her application not entertained
earlier? On what grounds did she
qualify now?
The Prime Minister who was
present proudly stated, “They
will now be able to enjoy health
care services at government clin-
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ics for just RM1 and seek employment in the public sector.” He also
mentioned that the recipients
would now be able to exercise
their rights as citizens and gain
access to basic government service previously denied then including education and welfare.
What is the point in giving them
this privilege when they are in
their late sixties and seventies,
when they are too old to work,
when they are unable to obtain a
bank loan or travel in search of a
better life? Even if welfare aid is
extended to them, how long can
they enjoy this when they are so
advanced in age? Will this aid be
granted immediately or will they
have to wait indefinitely, perhaps
until the 14th general elections?
They have no proper shelter above
their heads since they cannot afford one and were not qualified
legitimately to own one as they
were stateless. Will the BN government now provide some form
of shelter for them?
They have no savings and they
have no benefits from EPF or Socso
for as stateless persons they were
not eligible to contribute to these
agencies. How do they survive in
this late stage of their lives?
Who will compensate them for
their wasted years and lost opportunities? Aren’t they entitled to
some form of a relief from the BN
government, which had robbed
them of a livelihood?
Mr Prime Minister, what these
unfortunate Indians have gained
in the twilight years of their lives,
after decades of deliberate denial
and deprivation, is the right to be
buried as Malaysians! q

CIVIL SOCIETY

Stop
intimidation,
against social and
activism

violence
political

Civil society organisations joint statement
e, the undersigned civil
society organisations,
express our grave concern over the series of attacks on legitimate and democratic events organised by social
movements and opposition parties. These acts of hooliganism at
events such as the Penang
Himpunan Hijau 2.0 rally, ABU
(Anything but Umno) forums,
Nurul Izzah’s ceramah at
Gambang, Pahang, and the attack
on Anwar Ibrahim’s car in
Sembrong, Johor, among others,
are indicative of a dangerous
trend in our society

W

We are alarmed by this worrisome
trend as we strongly believe that
this is “contrived violence” in the
context of the upcoming 13th General Election. It is symptomatic of
an unhealthy ambience of civil
and political of intimidation and
violence to suppress what should
otherwise be a free and democratic flow of ideas, discourses
and political options.
The unwillingness of the authorities to act promptly and decisively
will only encourage the perpetrators to step up their gangsterism,
which makes it more rampant,

widespread and spin out of control. This will potentially undermine the very basis of our democratic way of life as enshrined in
the Federal Constitution and the
Rukunegara. The damage in the
eyes of the global community of
nations would be incalculable!
We call upon the Prime Minister
Najib Tun Razak to immediately
call an end to these shameful mob
attacks by reprimanding the police force that has abdicated its responsibility to maintain public order. The Minister of Home Affairs
should similarly be taken to task
for his inaction in the face of these
public displays of hooliganism by
third parties in otherwise peaceful civil assemblies .
The PM must institute thorough
investigations into the series of
incidents of violence, which were
allegedly orchestrated by unscrupulous elements within our body
politic. For a start, the police officers who failed to protect the
people assembled at the Penang
Esplanade must be suspended
pending a full and fair investigation.
The PM must realise that the buck
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stops with him. If the political violence continues due to the alleged
impunity granted by the police,
the PM will be perceived as being
complicit in these acts of violence
and intimidations.
We also renew our call to immediately establish the Independent
Police Complaints and Misconduct Commission (IPCMC) recommended by the Royal Commission
on PDRM in 2005. The competency and professionalism of the
police force is in serious doubt.
People are fast losing faith in our
police force. The Prime Minister
must therefore put the IPCMC in
place before the 13th General Election to show his sincerity in safeguarding our democratic rights
and to nip in the bud, the political
violence that potentially threatens
the very fabric of our nation.
We nonetheless commend the authorities for facilitating the peaceful assembly of Himpunan Hijau
2.0 at Kuantan, Kuala Lumpur,
Ipoh, Kuching, Kota Kinabalu and
Tawau.
We unreservedly support the
constitutional right of the
People to peaceful assembly. We

call upon the government to uphold the Constitution and to respect the democratic rights of
the People to organise events
such
as
the
proposed
Himpunan Hijau 3.0 and any
future assemblies. The onus is
on the government to provide the
democratic space for People to
gather peaceably and to protect
them from intimidation and violence, at all times. q
Endorsed by (updated
11.00am, 2 March 2012):
1.

2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

9.
10.
11.
12.
13.

14.
15.
16.
17.

till

Kuala Lumpur & Selangor
Chinese Assembly Hall
(KLSCAH)
Aliran
Tamil Foundation
Pertubuhan Jamaah Islah Malaysia (JIM)
Negeri Sembilan Chinese Assembly Hall (NSCAH)
Penang Chinese Town Hall
(PGCTH)
Lim Lian Geok Cultural Development Centre (LLG)
United Chinese School
Alumni Association of Malaysia (UCSAAM)
Muslim Professionals Forum
(MPF)
Suara Rakyat Malaysia
(SUARAM)
Pusat
Komunikasi
Masyarakat (KOMAS)
Saya Anak Bangsa Malaysia
(SABM)
Persatuan
Masyarakat
Selangor dan Wilayah
Persekutuan (Permas)
National Indian Advancement Team (NIAT)
People’s Green Coalition
(PGC)
Anak Muda Sarawak (AMS)
All Women’s Action Society
(AWAM)

1 8 . Centre of Policy Initiative
(CPI)
1 9 . Japan Graduates’ Association of Malaysia (JAGAM)
20. The Good Governance and
Gender Equality Society,
Penang (3Gs)
2 1 . Tenaganita
2 2 . Lawyers for Liberty (L4L)
2 3 . Center for Orang Asli Concerns (COAC)
24. Persatuan Sahabat Wanita,
Selangor (PSWS)
2 5 . Persatuan
Kesedaran
Komuniti Selangor (Empower)
26. Persatuan Bekas Murid-Murid Perempuan Cina Sekolah
Tinggi
Pulau
Pinang,
Selangor & Kuala Lumpur
27. Community Action Network
(CAN)
28. Women’s Aid Organisation
(WAO)
29. Education and Research Association for Consumers, Malaysia (ERA Consumer)
30. Rainbow Genders Society
(RGS)
3 1 . Persatuan Alumni Han
Chian Pulau Pinang (PAHC,
Pinang)
3 2 . Kill the Bill (KtB)
3 3 . Writer Alliance for Media Independence (WAMI)
34. Pahlawan Volunteers
3 5 . The Micah Mandate
36. Friends in Conversation (FIC)
37. Centre for Independent Journalism (CPI)
38. Negeri Sembilan Chinese
School Committees’ Council
39. Persatuan Komuniti Prihatin
Selangor dan Kuala Lumpur
(PRIHATIN)
40. Young Buddhist Association
of Malaysia (YBAM)
4 1 . Malacca Chinese Education
Progressive Association
42. Malaysians for Beng Hock

Aliran Monthly : Vol.32(3) Page 31

43.
44.
45.
46.
47.
48.
49.
50.
51.
52.

53.

54.

55.
56.
57.
58.
59.
60.
61.
62.
63.
64.
65.
66.
67.
68.
69.
70.

Save Vui Kong Campaign
Council of Temples
Semparuthi Iyakkam
Academy of Tamil Studies
Group of Concerned Citizens
Hindu Youth Organization
Tamil Bell Club
Malaysian Dravidian Movement
Persatuan Kwangsi Malaysia
The Selangor & Kuala
Lumpur Foundry & Engineering Industries Association
The Selangor And Kuala
Lumpur Teo Chew Association
Malaysia Youth and Students
Democratic
Movement
(DEMA)
Gerakan Mahasiswa Maju
UPM
Student Progressive Front
USM
Student Progressive Front
UUM
New Era Student Progressive
Front
New Era College Alumni Association
Solidarity for Civil Rights in
China
Editorial board of e-journal
Horizon
Melaka Chinese Assembly
Hall
Melaka Chinese Assembly
Hall Youth Section
Persatuan Kwang Tung
Melaka (Youth Section)
Melaka Seng Cheong Society
Youth Section
Malacca Pay Fong Schools
Alumni Association
Malaysia-China Chamber of
Commerce
Durham Malaysian Scholars
Persatuan Alumni PBTUSM
Selangor & KL
Sisters in Islam (SIS)
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into its social, financial and political implications. As it is, our
society has seen persistent growing income disparities, and this
scheme, if not conscientiously revised, would only aggravate the
situation.
Dr Mustafa K Anuar
Honorary Secretary
19 January 2012

Kedah MB’s antiacademic
freedom
stance
criticised
A record of Aliran's stand on current affairs.

Fat cats and the crumbs
in the civil service
The recently revealed (and
stalled) new remuneration
scheme for the public service
(SBPA) is, to say the least, appalling and vulgar: it reportedly feeds
top government officials more
than they can chew while leaving
those in the lower rungs with paltry 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 concerns of these lower-rung civil servants.
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 struggling 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 higherlevel 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 increments of those in the upper echelon, who are said to potentially
gain at least a few thousand
ringgit.
Apart from this, the withdrawal
of the tier system within the various income brackets results in the
jumbling of seniors and juniors.
This could cause dissatisfaction
and may be perceived as an injustice by those who have served
longer and accumulated much
experience.
Aliran calls upon those responsible for formulating and reviewing the new pay scheme to look
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Aliran condemns Kedah Mentri
Besar Azizan Razak’s stand in
lending support to the unjustified
suspension of five college students under the questionable Universities 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 protest 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 expression, but also flies in the face of
Pakatan Rakyat’s consensus in
opposing the oppressive UUCA.
Condoning the use of an oppressive 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 condemned. 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
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 reconsider 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

Mob disruption of
Abu-Hindraf
forum
condemned
Aliran is horrified and outraged
by the recent incident when a mob
provocatively gate-crashed a
peaceful forum organised by Anything 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 violent 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.

with whom you disagree.

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 disruptive 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 opinions in a peaceful and civilised
manner. It might also be misconstrued that that the mob had been
sanctioned by the authorities to
behave so atrociously.

Aliran is encouraged that the police now seem to be taking action
to apprehend those who displayed 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 detained by the police.

To dispel any such notion, the
powers-that-be must in no uncertain terms denounce this unruly
and aggressive behaviour immediately. The longer the delay in
coming up with such a response,
the more difficult it would be for
the police to convince 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 democratic society and cannot be tolerated – especially when the Prime
Minister in a recent international
conference reminded people of the
virtue of moderation in our everyday 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 international community.
Besides, it is incumbent upon the
Prime Minister and the police to
promote the idea that, if you disagree with someone over a certain
issue, the only course of action in
a democratic and moderate society is to engage in civilised debate
and hold a discussion with those
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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 suffering 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 violent 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

Mischief
head

rearing its pig
at mosques

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 criminal acts perpetrated in Johor and
Rawang. These incidents give the
impression that they are deliberately organised and co-ordinated.
Such atrocious acts can be consid-

ered as sacrilegious as the desecration of a church. The intention
is as clear as daylight – to stoke
the flames of racial or religious
tension.
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 intention of creating chaos and unrest.
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 commendable 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 politically-motivated bait that suggests political desperation of sorts
on the part of the wrongdoers.
Malaysians from all walks of life
have exercised calm when faced
with such ugly incidents. If anything, many have joined hands to
condemn these hideous stunts.
We must declare in no uncertain

terms to these ‘pig-headed’ culprits that concerned Malaysians
are not easily swayed and taken
in by such provocative gimmicks.
Let’s all stand shoulder to shoulder in strength and solidarity to
oppose these vicious elements
and weed them out.
Dr Mustafa K Anuar
Honorary Secretary
2 February 2012

1Care: What ails
Malaysia’s health care
system?
Aliran joins hands with fellow
Malaysians in their collective concern 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 National Health Service (NHS), the
1Care scheme is said to be aimed
at financing the supposedly increasing 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 ordinary Malaysians and the
outsourcing of contracts to corporate interests – financed by public
funds. The direct beneficiaries –
private hospitals, health management organisations, pharmaceutical firms and those administering the national health financing
fund – are likely to profit handsomely from this scheme at the
expense of the public. We recall
how the costs of pharmaceuticals
soared after the Government
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Medical Store was privatised in
1994. A similar rise was seen in
the costs of general hospital support services after they were
privatised.
The mantra of so-called cost-effectiveness 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 treatment will plunge. The new health
care financing authority may impose limits on the number of hospital visits by a patient or introduce 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 massive public subsidies for private
hospitals. Payments out of the
national health care authority’s
funds (raised from the public via
taxes and monthly public contributions) will serve as large subsidies to boost admissions, the occupancy 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 analogy would be the use of public
funds given out as PTPTN study
loans, which effectively acts as a
huge government subsidy to private colleges, which have mushroomed. The cost is borne by indebted 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 Malaysians
could be hit even further if they
opt for a GP of their choice.
What about those who are unemployed 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 effective management of personnel
and resources. At present, the government 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 suffering from the effects of inflation –
this additional heavy financial
burden. Just allocate more funding 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 obligation 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

Hamza
Kashgari’s
deportation
a
serious
rights
violation
Aliran strongly condemns the recent deportation of Saudi journalist Hamza Kashgari as a serious
and inexcusable violation of human rights.
In allowing the deportation of the
23-year-old writer to the custody
of Saudi Arabian authorities, despite his claims that he feared
threats to his life and intended to
seek asylum in New Zealand, the
Malaysian government has indicated that it will ignore any human rights or humanitarian considerations relating to asylum
seekers in favour of any formal or
informal agreement to extradite
any foreign national on a government black list.
This action, in compliance with
an apparently unofficial and dubious agreement (AFP, 12 February 2012) with the Saudi government, reveals a disgraceful, subservient willingness of the Malaysian 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
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rights and refugee advocates that
Malaysia has no intention to observe, promote or protect the dignity and rights of any asylum
seeker or refugee, notwithstanding 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 outside the borders of Saudi Arabia
and something many Muslims
and non-Muslims in Malaysia,
see as forgivable and probably forgettable.
Hamza Kashgari allegedly offended 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 anniversary of his birth that he posted on
Twitter. In this imaginary conversation, 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, subsequently 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 acceptance of this young writer’s apology 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 government in violating Kashgari’s
human right to seek asylum under Article 14 of the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights
(UDHR). The authorities kept him
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 omitting to record it (Human Rights
Watch, 13 February 2012).

and for justifying these violations
on obviously unsubstantiated
and spurious grounds.

Aliran also regards the Malaysian
government’s complicity in repressing Hamza Kashgari’s human right to freedom of expression under Article 19 UDHR as
reprehensible and against the just
principles of Islam and international human rights law (Islamic
Renaissance Front, Malaysiakini,
13 February 2012).

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 asylum in a
country of his choice, according
to customary international law i.e.
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which is obligatory
for all members of the United Nations, including Malaysia.

We call on the Malaysian government to vacate its seat on the UN
Human Rights Council for allowing human rights violations in
this country to continue unabated
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Aliran Executive Committee
15 February 2012

UMNO ANGEL WEARS PRADA ... Continued from page 40
and from an ‘evil’ Chinese DAP
contaminating the Islamic Pas. It
is a mission which belies the decadent giveaways of party leaders’
penchant for the extravagant,
from Hermes bags to Wagyu beef.
Through thick and thin, even
unforgiveable sins, Umno will be
counting on the Malays to support
them.
Umno leaders exhibit little remorse or sense of moral shame
while its grassroots is not drawn
into any internal rebellion despite
heaps upon heaps of allegations
against many in the party – from
misappropriation of billions of
ringgit of public funds to an unsolved grisly murder.

A

Leviathan

rises

One way of explaining the Malay
psyche of undivided loyalty to
Umno is to understand Umno not
as a political party but as a Leviathan (after Thomas Hobbes), a behemoth inside whose body is contained the Bangsa Melayu. To conceive of the Leviathan crumbling
would be to see all of its contents
and entrails spilling out. And everyone is afraid of confronting the
possibility of a not-too-pretty a
sight.
Umno is an old party which had
single-handedly monopolised the
Bangsa Melayu patent. Both
Umno and the Bangsa Melayu
were created at the conjunctural
moment of crisis stirred by the
Malayan Union plan. The Raja’s
betrayal of the rakyat’s trust in
acceding to the terms of the British proposal resulted in a twist of
history we now live with. Instead

of sovereignty bequeathed to a
modern, representative government, it was transferred to the 41
Malay organisations, later
formalised as the United Malays
National Organisation (Umno).
The move was an adroit strike;
Umno representing a diverse
Malay peoples, now united under
the Bangsa Melayu – an identity so
new, it was all-empowering. Instead of a representative people’s
government (of all Malayans) in
place of an authoritative monarchy, a representative network of
the Bangsa Melayu would replace
the sovereignty of the Raja. In exchange for the restoration of the
old kerajaan’s dignity, Umno
would be its protector. A Hobbesian Leviathan was thus born.
Umno was this giant body of a
wise, benevolent and authoritative figure; embedded in it would
be the various Malay peoples all
looking up to the crown of the Raja
above. The Bangsa Melayu would
be a parallel ‘race-nation’ to the
other Malayan nation, the
Negara-Bangsa, making the
tripartism between Raja, Bangsa
and Negara a delicate balance.
Onn Jaafar as one of Umno’s
founders buckled under this tension and left to found a more
multicultural alternative to his
own Umno.

Reinventing

itself

Tunku succeeded in keeping the
Umno Leviathan intact, but not
without
extraordinary
manoeuvres. The reconstituted
demography of the new Malaysia
in 1965, with ‘Chinese’ Singapore
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out and ‘Bumiputera’ Sabah and
Sarawak in, presented itself as an
opportunity to seal Umno as an
even mightier Leviathan. In the
Bumiputera, Umno had its majority, and in the Bangsa Melayu, its
largest homogeneous bloc of a
cultural community. The bodypolitic was secured, though in fact
never stabilised. Even the creation
of Malaysia post-1965 was an insufficient boost for Umno to rule
the roost.
Then came the NEP, but not before the riots of May 1969 had
made its impact. Although a paradox (one needs a racially-divisive
tool to end racial division, says
Mahathir in his book, The Malay
Dilemma), the NEP, or rather its
idea of affirmative action was
highly successful in winning (and
keeping) the consensus of the
peoples within the Leviathan.
Yet again, the NEP, as pure affirmative action policy was inadequate for the nourishment of the
Leviathan. The Mahathir administration intensified crony and
rentier capitalism, where Umnocentric businesses were likely to
be more successful with bloodties, party-ties and patronage
combining to amass anything
and everything in the name of
Bumiputeraism, from land, forests,
and water, to the public treasury.
As straightforward as that.
Umno actually came close to annihilation with the factional split
between Mahathir’s Team A and
Tengku Razaleigh’s Team B. The
fallout of this rivalry led to another
triumphant manoeuvre; like
greased
lightning
the

deregistration of old Umno was
followed by the birth of a new
Umno. So rapid was the delivery
that no one thinks of the current
Umno as being a mutant of its
older namesake. This new Leviathan was even more bent on continuing. It just grew and grew,
helped along by the infamous
constitutional crisis, the taming of
the judiciary, the mobilisation of
bias of public institutions, as in
getting the Election Commission
to ensure its electoral advantage
and the civil service to be its loyal
accessory.
As it turned out, Umno, the Leviathan, was an extremely innovative beast, never failing to reinvent
itself at its game of staying alive.
Over the Anwar sacking when
Malays started taking to the streets
in 1998 in a big way (not since
1946) Umno creatively switched
to using the moral ploy to put a
brake on yet another round of its
possible demise. But like the NEP
the morality game was a paradox;
posing as the paragon of righteousness, Umno unashamedly
unleashed an astounding array
of immoral tactics. To rescue the

Bangsa Melayu from
the
pull
of
Reformasi, it invoked
sex and sodomy to
stir the Malay imagination. It was as
though the Leviathan was being infected by a single
powerful, immoral
virus, Anwar. Ridding itself of the latter, never mind its
enormous costs, including ‘liberating’
the Malays from their
sense of malu and
pawning away the
country’s dignity,
would breathe new
life into the besieged Leviathan.

Body

without

soul

But Anwar’s acquittal may have
left Umno searching for another
gambit. Clutching now at a few
straws include saving MalayMuslims from the threat of apostasy, from Christians, Hindus,
Chinese, and pretty soon, very
likely, from non-Umno-loving
Malays.

In all of the above it is the body of
the Leviathan that is being rescued, no longer the Bangsa
Melayu as its lifeblood. Umno
was pulling out all stops to save
its body, not its soul, from disintegrating. The latest rescue attempt
by Daim Zainuddin reduces the
Bangsa Melayu and the voters of
Sabah and Sarawak into pawns
on a giant chessboard. In an
endgame will the Queen, fair play
and decency, be sacrificed to save
Umno, the King? Daim says that
election is after all a ‘competition’,
and happily for him, the referee is
on the Leviathan’s side.
What might a body sans its soul
and substance look like? Like an
angel wearing Prada, heavenly
in form, decadently stylish, but
decaying on the inside. The Devil
is working overtime. q

Dr Maznah Mohamad is
a Malaysian academic
based in Singapore.
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An Umno Angel wears Prada but
the Devil is in the details
Umno has been trying to save its body - but what has
happened to its soul?
by Maznah Mohamad
he exit of Shahrizat Jalil
was a divine performance equal to the best
in sandiwara. In court accompanying her husband for his
CBT charge, she was in white.
From baju kurung to head veil (not
her usual diaphanous shawl
loosely draped around a coiffured
hairdo) to designer handbag, the
leader of Umno’s women was
awash in angelic hues. Was all
this orchestrated to subliminally
convey the air of virginal innocence? Yes, she was toting a
Prada handbag. So even the angel wears Prada.

T

Like Shahrizat, Umno is projecting a purity of mission, such as
its latest fight to ‘save’ Muslims
from ‘proselytising’ Christians

Continued on page 38
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