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n December 2011, Sabah
maverick politician Jef-
frey Kitingan declared
the formation of the

United Borneo Alliance (UBA), a
coalition of local opposition par-
ties and NGOs that aimed to re-
store Sabah and Sarawak’s 1963
status within the federation.

A couple of months later, Kitingan
pressed further his call for autono-
mous Borneo states when he
boldly brought up the sensitive is-
sue of secession when proposing
the formation of a Malaysia
Borneo nation (Free Malaysia To-
day, 4 May 2012). But Kitingan has
not been the only one pressing for
regional autonomy for East Ma-
laysian states. Both local and na-
tional Pakatan Rakyat (PR) lead-
ers have also raised the prospect
of regional autonomy as a bait to
capture Sabah and Sarawak.

In 2010, PKR Deputy President
Azmin Ali promised to give ‘full
autonomy’ to Sarawak if the op-
position coalition wins the next
general elections (Malaysiakini, 13
December 2010). He reiterated
that the PR would honour the 1963
agreement in which Sabah and
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This issue focuses on various markers of identity:
regional, ethnic, religious and gender.

In our cover story, Faizal S Hazis says that the people
of Sabah and Sarawak need a government that puts
people at the forefront of its development struggle
instead of championing a so-called ‘Borneo Agenda’
that does little to analyse and reform unjust power
structures.

In a centre page photo story, Henry Loh discusses a
unique experiment in local democracy under which
ordinary people were provided with a means to ex-
press their preference and have their feedback taken
seriously. But in the larger scheme of things, does
people power really rule – or does corporate money
talk? Dave Anthony says that an escape clause
should be put in place in contracts to ensure that
corporate projects unfriendly to people and envi-
ronment can be terminated without compensation
by subsequent administrations.

To counter racist tendencies in society, Aliran in
cooperation with the Islamic Renaissance Front
organised an anti-racism workshop in Penang.
Azmil Tayeb meanwhile writes about the ups and
downs of Islamic education, which he believes will
continue to be hotly contested ground.

But barriers are also being broken. Yeoh Seng Guan
describes an unusual Merdeka Eve – Malaysians
he says are now much more politically savvy and
empowered to shape the kind of Malaysia they want.

Finally, we express our solidarity with Suaram,
which is now facing an unbelievable witch-hunt,
and we congratulate the Women’s Centre for
Change on the opening of their new office.
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Sarawak helped to form Malaysia.
Indeed, Azmin’s promise is
largely a response to the strong
undercurrent that exists in both
states among local PR leaders
who hold strong views about their
‘perceived inferior status’ within
the federal polity. Hence, their
desire for ‘full autonomy’ as a
way of restoring their equal posi-
tion within the federation.

And on 16 September 2012,
Pakatan Rakyat Sarawak got the
national leaders of Pakatan
Rakyat namely Anwar Ibrahim,
Lim Kit Siang and Abdul Hadi
Awang to sign a Kuching Declara-
tion, which basically reiterated the
demands of ‘full autonomy’ for
Sarawak and Sabah.

The ‘Borneo Agenda’ is thus the
name of the political game in
Sabah and Sarawak. It has be-
come a key rallying call for the lo-
cal opposition to break Barisan’s
stranglehold on the East Malay-
sian states.

Paradoxically, opposition forces
in Sabah and Sarawak are split
over the issue of regional au-
tonomy. Local opposition forces
led by Kitingan’s State Reform
Party (STAR) have criticised both
the federal government and oppo-
sition parties from ‘Malaya’ for
not honouring the 1963 agree-
ment. Thus, they reject ‘Malayan’
leaders from both sides of the po-
litical divide as they feel that they
have been “internally colonised”
by all ‘Malayan’ parties (Borneo
Herald, 9 May 2012). This senti-
ment is similarly held by the PR
opposition in Sarawak.

Hence, although local opposition
forces have expressed a willing-
ness to cooperate with Pakatan,

they are also poised to head to the
polls on their own if they fail to
strike favourable terms.

The opposition’s calls for Sabah
and Sarawak’s autonomy stem
from their growing frustration and
anger towards the federal govern-
ment for marginalising the once
powerful states. When Sabah and
Sarawak helped to form Malaysia
in 1963, they were accorded ‘spe-
cial rights’ (known as ‘20 points’
for Sabah and ‘18 points’ for
Sarawak), which gave them more
autonomy than the other 11 pen-
insula states. Conceivably, these
‘special rights’ were in recogni-
tion of their status (with Malaya
and Singapore) as co-founders of
the new Federation of Malaysia in
September 1963.

However, the powerful Umno-led
federal government soon eroded
most of these rights, turning
Sabah and Sarawak into merely
two of thirteen states that pres-
ently constitute the Federation of
Malaysia. Worse, over several de-
cades, Sabah and Sarawak have
been played like ‘chess pieces’
with BN employing dubious tac-
tics to turn both states into its elec-
toral fixed deposits,  by establish-
ing strongmen rule that perpetu-
ate abuse of power and corrup-
tion; granting citizenship to ille-
gal immigrants and later register-
ing them as voters in order to win
elections; espousing Malay-Mus-
lim dominance that led to the
emergence of racial politics in
states that had long been known
for practising multi-racial poli-
tics; and politicising development
as an inducement to secure elec-

toral support.

Unsurprisingly, resistance
against the domineering federal
government soon emerged in a
‘Borneo Agenda’ that in attempt-
ing to retrieve the rights that were
lost also sought to give voice to
local opposition forces in both
Sabah and Sarawak.

But is this ‘Borneo Agenda’ really
what it purports to be, namely an
appropriate response to put right
all that is wrong in Sabah and
Sarawak? Is this ‘Borneo Agenda’
really addressing the human
needs of Sabahans and
Sarawakians or merely a rallying
call by opposition politicians to
capture Sabah and Sarawak en
route to Putrajaya? Or a plan by
local Pakatan politicians to dis-
place local Barisan Nasional (BN)
strongmen so that they can place
themselves at the helm of the
states?

Some locals even criticise the cam-
paign for the ‘Borneo Agenda’ as
irrelevant. According to Sabah-
born journalist Philip Gollingai,
“so much water has passed un-
der the bridge since Malaysia was
formed that advocating the 20
points is like promising that
Singapore will come back to Ma-
laysia” (The Star, 29 July 2012).

Relevant or not, the ‘Borneo
Agenda’ has clearly sidetracked
other more pressing issues plagu-
ing both Sabah and Sarawak. To-
day, they have high poverty rates,
deep inequality, high unemploy-
ment, high costs of living, and
poor public infrastructure. Abuse

The Borneo Agenda:
can it deliver progress

for the people?

F r o m  ‘ s p e c i a l  r i g h t s ’
to two of

thirteen states
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of power, corruption and nepo-
tism are also rife. This then is the
peril of the ‘Borneo Agenda’.

For many decades, the most seri-
ous issue in Sabah and Sarawak
is the alarming rate of poverty and
inequality despite the states’ rich
natural resources. Sabah is still the
poorest state in Malaysia in spite
of the government’s efforts at re-
ducing poverty from 58 percent in
1976 to 16 percent in 2002
(Ragayah 2011: 510). Notwith-
standing this huge ‘success’ in
eradicating poverty, it is believed
that the ‘real’ poverty level in
Sabah is much higher than the
official figures. This perception is
somewhat justified when the
World Bank’s Malaysia Economic
Monitor 2010 report estimated
that 40 percent of the population
in Sabah were poor. Among them,
the Rungus in the north and the
Sungai and the Suluk in the east.
Some quarters even claimed that
poverty in Sabah stands at 60 per-
cent of the population (Free Ma-
laysia Today, 8 April 2010)!

Sarawak suffers the same problem
as its neighbour. Although pov-
erty has been reduced drastically
from 56.5 percent in 1976 to 5.8
percent in 2002 (Ragayah 2011:
510), some quarters argue that the
‘real’ poverty level is much
higher. Re-visiting the poverty
line income calculation in
Sarawak, Philip Khoo estimated
that over 30 percent of Sarawak
families were below the poverty
line (Aliran, March 2011). If we
apply Khoo’s argument to Sabah,
the ridiculously high 60 percent
poverty level does not seem too
far-fetched. Like in Sabah, the poor

in Sarawak are mostly rural dwell-
ers, in Sarawak’s case those Ibans,
Melanaus and Bidayuhs living in
the interior. Further, not only does
poverty have an inter-ethnic di-
mension, it also exhibits an intra-
ethnic dimension where signifi-
cant numbers of urban Chinese
and Muslim Bumiputeras in both
states are also poor. Ironically, in
the midst of championing the
‘Borneo Agenda’, the plight of the
poor are completely ignored.
Where is the agenda of the poor?

Another critical issue in Sabah
and Sarawak is the glaring urban-
rural divide which leaves many
rural communities in a quandary.
Rural areas in Sabah and Sarawak
are vastly different from the Pen-
insula where the former are much
more isolated and under-devel-
oped. Many households in rural
East Malaysia still do not have
basic public amenities like water,
electricity, roads and phone cov-
erage.

The crux of the problem is the fed-
eral government’s margina-
lisation of the Sabah and Sarawak
Bumiputera who make up the
majority of the rural populace.
This remains so in spite of 30-plus
years of the NEP and various fol-
low-up plans.

Under the First Malaysia Plan
(1966-70), the federal government
allocated 28 percent of the total
development expenditure for ag-
riculture and rural development
in Sarawak, but this was reduced
drastically to a mere 0.2 percent
in the Fifth Malaysia Plan (1986-
90) (after the Fifth Malaysia Plan,
the public development expendi-
ture by state and sector was not

made available, thus my analysis
fails to include the more recent
Malaysia Plans). In Sabah, the
trend was quite the opposite. The
federal government’s allocation
for agriculture and rural develop-
ment increased from 15 to 37 per-
cent in the same corresponding
Malaysia Plans. Although Sabah
seems to be better off, its rural ar-
eas are still comparatively under-
developed than Sarawak.

In 2002, rural poverty in Sabah
stood at 24.5 percent while
Sarawak’s was at 10 percent
(Ragayah 2011: 506). In terms of
access to public amenities, rural
Sabahans are much worse off
compared to their counterparts in
Sarawak. In 2005, 80.6 percent of
rural Sabahans had access to elec-
tricity while 61 percent had water
supply whereas 89.6 percent and
92 percent of rural Sarawakians
had access to electricity and wa-
ter supply respectively (Lee 2011:
433). This urban-rural divide has
been further compounded by the
state leaders’ policy of urban-
centred development that often
favoured their cronies.

Rural areas, on the other hand,
have mainly had their rich re-
sources, i.e. timber, extracted.
David Brown (2001), in his PhD
thesis, ‘Why Governments Fail to
Capture Economic Rent’, alleged
that Sabah and Sarawak leaders
distributed state timber conces-
sions among their family members
and associates who later helped
fund their election campaigns.
Extracting timber from virgin for-
ests that have displaced thou-
sands of indigenous people is al-
ready bad enough. But doing it for
the personal enrichment of state
leaders, their families and their
cronies just adds insult to injury!

In spite of the NEP…

Rich resources
but poor people
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Another PhD thesis that critically
evaluates the developmental im-
pact of East Malaysian states lead-
ers’ pro-cronies policy is Andrew
Aeria’s (2002) ‘Politics, Business,
the State and Development in
Sarawak, 1970-2000’. His valu-
able work points to the distribu-
tion of state rents to family, rela-
tives and friends of Sarawak’s
Chief Ministers who eventually
end up monopolising the state’s
economy.

Thus, when the local opposition
leaders in Sabah and Sarawak
overzealously champion au-
tonomy for Sabah and Sarawak,
do they not end up losing sight of
the plight of the rural poor of the
two East Malaysian states? So
where is the agenda of rural and
poor Sabahans and Sarawakians
in the ‘Borneo Agenda’?

Sabah and Sarawak also have
structural problems with their
political systems dominated by
local strongmen who have little
regard for democracy and the rule
of law. These strongmen have ex-
ploited state resources and the
bureaucracy to accumulate per-
sonal wealth and to sustain their
dominance.

The federal BN government is re-
sponsible for constructing this
system. It elevates Muslim
Bumiputera strongmen and pro-
vides support to sustain their rule.
To federal BN leaders, local
strongmen are expected to fulfil
certain conditions (e.g. secure
Barisan’s dominance in state and
parliamentary elections; extend
Malay Muslim dominance; trans-
fer state resources to federal cof-

fers; and ensure political stabil-
ity). In return, the former allows
the latter a free reign in both states.

In 1995, Asiaweek identified
Sarawak Chief Minister Abdul
Taib Mahmud as one of nine ‘po-
litical warlords’ in Asia. The in-
fluential magazine described Taib
as follows, “he has no private
army, but he runs the closest thing
to a Malaysian political fiefdom.
Kuala Lumpur leaves the
Sarawak Chief Minister alone in
return for keeping the state sweet
at election time. Massively
wealthy from timber concessions,
he drives around in a Rolls
Royce” (Asiaweek, 12 August
1995)

Unlike Sarawak, Sabah has not
been dominated by a single leader
for a very long time (Taib is only
the fourth Sarawak Chief Minis-
ter while Musa Aman is the four-
teenth Sabah Chief Minister).
Hence political and economic
control is much more dispersed
among its local strongmen.

Sabah’s first chief minister Tun
Mustapha, for example, used its
office to accumulate personal
wealth at the expense of the
people. According to Harris
Salleh’s biography, “The Tun, his
pockets bulging with Sabah tim-
ber money, was drawn to the
lights of London and Beirut and
he began to lavish large donations
on his favourite casinos. The Tun
purchased a gentlemen’s estate in
England complete with an at-
tached nine-hole golf course and
lived the life of the landed gentry
far from the dirt poor longhouses
of his state” (Raffaele 1986: 172-
173). It is also alleged that the
highly criticised ‘Project IC’
(which granted ICs to non-citi-
zens who subsequently became
eligible to vote) started during Tun
Mustapha’s rule and became
widespread after the entry of
Umno into Sabah.

Brown also alleged that other
Sabah Chief Ministers such as
Harris Salleh and Joseph Pairin
Kitingan who were thought to be

Rule of law or
strongmen rule?
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‘clean’ were also corrupt. Harris
allegedly had one or more Swiss
bank accounts to which he appro-
priated timber rents, while the
Kitingan brothers hid timber
money in Hong Kong. According
to Raphael Pura, “once each of
Sabah’s chief ministers assumed
office, they simply became new
crooks” (Brown 2001: 226). Cur-
rent Sabah Chief Minister Musa
Aman is also not free from allega-
tions of corruption. The popular
Sarawak Report website alleged
that the current Sabah strongman
is linked to money laundering of
RM40m, a charge which he has
yet to deny.

Hence, when political elites of
Sabah and Sarawak call for the
‘Borneo Agenda’, they ignore the
deeper and more desperate struc-
tural problems of Sabah and
Sarawak, namely poverty, in-
equality, lack of public infrastruc-
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ture, lack of jobs, abuse of power
and corruption.

Hence, if there is no change to
the political structure and gov-
ernance systems of the East Ma-
laysian states, the old system
that nurtures strongmen rule
which neglects the real needs of
the poor and the downtrodden
will persist.

Where then is the agenda to re-
structure Sabah and Sarawak’s
political and governance sys-
tems?

An alarming poverty rate, uneven
development and weak gover-
nance are critical issues that are
being overshadowed by the vacu-
ous call of the elites for a ‘Borneo
Agenda’.

Despite being given the mandate
to protect the rights and interests
of the people in Sabah and
Sarawak, the BN has failed to per-
form as a responsible and pro-
people government. In fact, the
ruling government is responsible
for the sorry state of Sabah and
Sarawak. Similarly, the local op-
position leaders also continue to
demand recognition of a ‘Borneo
Agenda’.

And yet,  this ‘Borneo Agenda’
is meaningless if it continues to
perpetuate poverty, inequality
and abuse of power. Worse, it is
easily used by irresponsible
leaders as a tool to enrich them-
selves and strengthen their grip
on the states.

What Sabah and Sarawak thus
need is a ‘Peoples’ Agenda’, one
that does not talk about vacuous
issues of regional autonomy, of
the 18 or 20 points but which fo-
cuses on the real needs, interests
and well-being of the local popu-
lace.

After almost 50 years of nation-
hood, the people of Sabah and
Sarawak deserve better than mere
rhetoric like the ‘Borneo Agenda’.
They need government that puts
people at the forefront of its devel-
opment struggle. They need a
‘Peoples’ Agenda’!

Towards a
“ Pe o p l e ’ s  A g e n d a ” q
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There have been more and more examples of MoUs
and business contracts signed between the govern-
ment and corporations without proper announce-
ments and knowledge of the people. When con-
cerned people get to know of those projects that could
be harmful to the people and the environment and
protest a new ball game begins.

Some of the examples are:

The government has been rather hasty to approve
Lamp without proper public consultation and pub-
lic disclosures have been sparse and contradictory.
The Malaysian High Court recently sided with
Lynas, denying an application for a judicial review
of the temporary licence granted to Lynas.

The current state government says that the previous
administration approved 37 high-density and hill-
side projects above 75m.  Now it says there is noth-
ing it can do because it will have to pay millions in

hy should a new government carry the bag-
gage of the previous government?

How independent are governments of the
corporate sector? Does a government, even if demo-
cratically elected, run the country while industrial-
ists run the government? It appears to be the case
from the least developed to the most developed coun-
tries of the world.

Money makes the world go round and it is not an
untruth. Democracy, a choice of government by the
people, is run on money. A leader who has no money
cannot stand for election because he or she has to
pay a deposit and run an election campaign. The
more money spent the more effective the campaign.

There appears to be greater the hope of winning if
the candidate is sponsored by big industrial corpo-
rations who will not sponsor without an ulterior
motive. So when the candidate we vote for wins we
may think it is victory for us but the real winner is
the big sponsor. Within one month (August),
Obama received US$10m (The Star, 9 September
2012) to boost his election campaign. One wonders
what conditions were attached to those dollars!

In Malaysia we have repeatedly witnessed the gov-
ernment and its ministers and for that matter the
judiciary and the police and other government en-
forcement agencies take the side of the industrial-
ists against that of the people especially the poor
and marginalised people like the squatters and Or-
ang Asli and the less educated. Eventually the
people with vested interests win.

ACCOUNTABILITY

People power - or money rules?People power - or money rules?People power - or money rules?People power - or money rules?People power - or money rules?
An escape clause binding on contracts should ensure that
projects unfriendly to people and environment can be
terminated without compensation

by Dave Anthony

WWWWW

Vested interests

Lynas Advanced Materials Plant
( L a m p )

Hillside projects in Penang



Aliran Monthly : Vol.32(8) Page 9

compensation if it stops these projects.

This plot of land, donated in trust by a British
planter, was occupied by Indians of the locality. The
Penang Pakatan government says that the land was
sold when the state government was held by the
Barisan. The company won its case in the Federal
Court and the settlers were ordered to vacate. When
they protested, they were arrested. The chief minis-
ter said that if the state government intervened, it
would have to pay millions in compensation and
so it would not defy the court order.

Malaysia is the largest exporter of tropical wood.
The concessionaires in Sabah and Sarawak are
mostly politicians (or their cronies) who receive sub-
stantial fees for logging contracts which can amount
to $20m for a single contract. Apart from the de-
struction of a valuable natural resource and the ex-
tinction of countless plants and animal species, the
high rate of logging has had a negative impact on
native people there.

The Malaysian government is going ahead with its
plans to build two nuclear reactors without suffi-
cient public information, consultation or debate. The
nuclear power plant, according to the Malaysian
Nuclear Power Corporation and Tenaga Nasional
Berhad, has reached an advanced stage of develop-
ment to be completed in the coming years with an
investment of RM21.3bn.

There are many others like highway tolls, water con-
cessions and sand issues in Selangor, gold mining
in Pahang and Johor and coal-fired power plants in
East and West Malaysia.

There is no avenue for arbitration because the people
are not party to the contracts between  government
and corporation. An issue may have to be taken to
court and it is the people against both the govern-
ment and the contractors. As it stands, the people
could be considered as having no locus standi and
hence the court could dismiss the case as frivolous
and vexatious. If the court decides that the locus standi
rule is inflexible, then public interest litigation in
judicial review is barred.

The more basic question to raise is should govern-
ments be a party to industrial contracts? By win-
ning an election, the government receives a man-
date from the people to govern. It is fair to expect the
government to exercise good judgement in making
decisions even by themselves on most ordinary mat-
ters.

It is, however, paramount that at all times the gov-
ernment decides and acts on behalf of the people.
Where decisions affect the welfare of people’s health
and the environment’s sustainability the govern-

Kampung Buah Pala land issue

Logging contracts

Nuclear reactors

People without locus standi
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ment must consult the people. The locus standi of the
people must take priority because the government
is an agent of the people. Alas! It is often difficult, if
not impossible to get a unanimous voice from the
people.

An unanimous voice is not necessary so long as a
sizeable number of people make a demand.  If in
doubt there should be an immediate referendum to
resolve the matter.

The Government Contracts Act 1949 states in 3.(1)
that all contracts made in Malaysia on behalf of a
State Government shall, if reduced to writing, be
made in the name of the Government of that State,
and may be signed by the Chief Minister of the State,
or by any public officer duly authorised in writing
by the Chief Minister, either specially in any par-
ticular case, or generally for all contracts below a
certain value in his department or otherwise as may
be specified in the authorisation. The last part prac-
tically opens the door for any kind of contract.

No.8 further says that no public officer shall be li-
able to be sued personally upon any contract which
he makes in that capacity… This literally not only
cuts the people out but also any attempt to reverse
the deal by a subsequent government.

If a business venture in the corporate sector over-
steps its limits, the government could nationalise
the venture and take over. How much can the people
trust a government which has a bad track record?

The government does control information in so far
as it enforces businesses to provide proper labelling
on goods to protect public health and safety.

But when the government itself is party to the busi-
ness who is to control the information? The bulk of
the contract laws deal with transactions between
the marketer and the purchaser and is silent when
it comes to the third party, which is the people or the
environment.

The Municipal Research and Services Centre
(MRSC) based in Washington raised the question:
when may a current local government legislative
body contractually bind future members of the body

for some period after the end of the terms of the cur-
rent members of the body?

The answer it provided was that a county’s legisla-
tive authority is generally prohibited from entering
into contracts that bind the future legislative actions
of the county. However it qualified that a local gov-
ernment should be bound by a contract made by its
previous governing bodies when the subject of the
contract involves a  proprietary or administrative
activity.

Taking this as a guideline, now that elections are
close at hand, the people should urge the party and
candidates whom they wish to vote for to make a
pledge that when they take office and become law
makers, they will see to it that laws, at least an es-
cape clause binding on contracts, are put in place to
safeguard the right of the people to have the locus
standi, even after a change of administration, to chal-
lenge any law that is deemed detrimental to the
people and the environment.

Government officials have no individual capacity
other than representing people when it comes to sign-
ing contracts with corporations.  An escape clause
binding on contracts should ensure that projects
unfriendly to people and environment can be termi-
nated without compensation. This should be made
mandatory in the court of law.

This would, at least, deter industrialists from indis-
criminately initiating projects with scant concern
for the people and environment.  Both governments
and industrialists have to calculate the risks they
take in entering into contracts and not expect the
courts to take their side when challenged by the
people. The laws should be clear and not ambigu-
ous for the judge in court to pass sentence.

Otherwise talking of a government of the people, by
the people would make no sense.

Call for escape clause

Dave Anthony is an Aliran member based inDave Anthony is an Aliran member based inDave Anthony is an Aliran member based inDave Anthony is an Aliran member based inDave Anthony is an Aliran member based in
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and Struggle:  Beyond the rubber estatesand Struggle:  Beyond the rubber estatesand Struggle:  Beyond the rubber estatesand Struggle:  Beyond the rubber estatesand Struggle:  Beyond the rubber estates
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Binding forever?

q
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slamic schools have al-
ways been part and par-
cel of the Malay-Muslim
communities, even long

before the British came to the
shores of Malaya. The traditional
Islamic schools are known as
pondok and were the only mode
of knowledge transmission that
existed before mass education
was introduced by the British.

Pondok education, which still ex-
ists until today, revolves around
a teacher, who attracts students
by the dint of his reputation (this
is an exclusively male domain). Its
educational objective is primarily
to inculcate students with the val-
ues needed in becoming good
Muslims, with nary an emphasis
on real world practical knowl-
edge.

In the 1920s many Malay gradu-
ates from the Middle East, particu-
larly Al-Azhar University in
Cairo, came back imbued with re-
formist ideals to seriously revamp
the pre-existing Islamic educa-
tion. Muslim reformers (known
collectively in Malay as Kaum
Muda) such as Shaykh Tahir
Jalaluddin and Sayyid Shaikh al-

Hadi established madrasah (liter-
ally meaning school in Arabic)
that employed modern pedagogi-
cal techniques and introduced
secular subjects such as Math,
Science and English on top of the
normal religious curriculum.

It was also around the same time
that bureaucratisation of state re-
ligious authority started to take
place, and the newly formed state
Islamic agency began to build and
support its own Islamic schools.
Meanwhile, the British colonial
administration had also intro-

duced Islamic instructions in the
Malay vernacular schools in its at-
tempt to shore up student atten-
dance. It is one of the legacies that
can still be found in the present
national educational system,
which absorbed both Malay and
English schools into its orbit in the
early post-independence years.

Presently, Islamic education in
Malaysia can be found in four
types of schools: Sekolah
Kebangsaan (national schools),

RELIGION

The ups and downs of IslamicThe ups and downs of IslamicThe ups and downs of IslamicThe ups and downs of IslamicThe ups and downs of Islamic
education in Malaysiaeducation in Malaysiaeducation in Malaysiaeducation in Malaysiaeducation in Malaysia
Islamic education will continue to be a hotly contested ground
for the foreseeable future as the struggle to shape the minds
and save the souls of young Muslims wages on

by Azmil Tayeb
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Sekolah Menengah Kebangsaan
Agama (national religious second-
ary school), Sekolah Agama Negeri
(state religious schools), and
Sekolah Agama Rakyat (people’s re-
ligious schools).

These schools mainly differ in the
portion of religious instruction in
their curriculum, management,
and funding sources. National
schools and national religious
secondary schools are directly
under the jurisdiction of the Min-
istry of Education, while state re-
ligious schools are managed by
their respective state Islamic agen-
cies and the people’s religious
schools are established by the lo-
cal community (using a combina-
tion of funding from federal and
state agencies and private dona-
tions) and overseen by a board of
governors.

The Malaysian federal system al-
lows every state to establish and
maintain its own religious educa-
tional standard and curriculum.
As a result, there is stark variance
in quality and standard across the
country, so much so that a school
certificate issued in one state is
sometimes not recognised in an-
other. Furthermore, a lot of these
state and local schools are poorly
funded, lacking qualified teachers
(especially for secular subjects)
and in such a sorry condition.

In 1977, the federal government
tried to absorb some of these di-
lapidated state and people’s reli-
gious schools into the national
school system. It only managed to
take over 11 schools out of the 150
originally demanded. The states
saw this effort as a challenge to
their independence and preroga-
tive in the matters of Islamic af-
fairs and therefore put up stiff re-

sistance.

In 1983 the federal government
again attempted to standardise
the religious curriculum by estab-
lishing the Advisory Council for
the Coordination of Islamic Edu-
cation (or known in Malay acro-
nym as Lepai) via the consent of
the sultans at the 126th Confer-
ence of Rulers. Lepai’s role is to
coordinate the teaching of Islamic
education in all religious schools
that are not administered by the
Ministry of Education. However,
its authority is limited in the sense
that it does not extend to the state
religious schools that are already
using curriculum by the respec-
tive state religious departments. In
other words, Lepai is only respon-
sible for the people’s religious
schools, which numbered at 537
by 1977.

The end of 1970s marked the
emergence of Islamic revivalism
all across the Muslim world,
which deeply affected Malaysia.
Various Islamic-based groups be-
gan to crop up and employ an Is-
lamic narrative to question many
of the government’s policies. Stu-
dent leaders such as Anwar
Ibrahim (currently the Opposition
leader) and Ibrahim Ali (now an
Umno-friendly independent MP)
agitated against the perceived
depredations of Western secular-
ism and neo-colonial economic
policies, which reverberated pro-
foundly across this newly-re-
vamped socio-political land-
scape.

Instead of meeting the Islamists’
challenge head-on, the govern-
ment decided to roll with the

punches and try to co-opt the Is-
lamic resurgence movement. One
of the first moves made by then
Prime Minister Mahathir
Mohamad when he came to
power in 1981 was to recruit
Anwar Ibrahim, who was the
president of Malaysian Islamic
Youth Movement (Abim) and a
vociferous critic of the government.
This was done with hopes to take
the sting out of the Islamist move-
ment.

Anwar Ibrahim, in turn, used his
position within the government to
promote a more expansive role of
Islam in Malaysian society. In the
educational arena, more funding
was allocated to develop Islamic
instructions and build more
schools. In 1983, the International
Islamic University of Malaysia
(IIUM) was established as a cen-
tre to Islamise some aspects of hu-
man knowledge, particularly in
the social sciences and humani-
ties, to make it useful and relevant
to the Muslim community or
ummah (Mission and Vision, IIUM
website). Hence the stage was set
for increased influence of Islam
within the Malaysian society.

As previously mentioned, the gov-
ernment does not have complete
control over all Islamic schools in
Malaysia. While most of the
schools remain compliant to the
dictates of the federal government,
despite being under the aegis of
state religious agencies, some
prove to be “problematic” for the
powers that be.

The quasi-independent Sekolah
Agama Rakyat (SAR) came into the
spotlight when some of its teach-
ers and graduates were charged

Co-opting the Islamic
r e s u r g e n c e

Problematic schools
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with teaching deviant Islam and
planning to overthrow the govern-
ment through violent means.

In July 2000 a militant Islamic
group called Al-Maunah
launched a brazen raid into an
armoury and managed to get
away with sizeable number of
weapons. Many of the members
of Al-Maunah, including its
leader Mohammad Amin Razali,
were graduates of SAR, thus land-
ing SAR in the government’s bad
books.

In August 2001 twenty-five mem-
bers of the Malaysian Militant
Group (KMM) were arrested by
the Home Ministry and 19 of them
were graduates of SAR, including
Nik Adli Nik Aziz, the son of the
spiritual leader (mursyidul am) of
the opposition Islamic party Pas
and Chief Minister of Kelantan,
Nik Aziz Nik Mat.

Later in early 2002, Sekolah
Tarbiyah Islamiyah Luqmanul
Hakiem, a small Islamic school in
the rural part of Johor, was shut
down by the Home Ministry with
12 of its teachers, including the
headmaster, detained on suspi-
cion of being members of KMM.
All 155 of its students were later
transferred to other schools. The
school was originally founded by
Abdullah Sungkar and Abu Bakar
Bashir in the early 1990s, the two
spiritual leaders of militant Islam
in Indonesia, who were then fugi-
tives fleeing the law in their home
country.

The government has shown that
it would not hesitate to use harsh
measures if the schools cross the
permissible boundary, however it
is defined. In the aftermath of the
crackdown, the then Prime Min-

ister, Mahathir Mohamad, an-
nounced that: “Of course [we will
interfere] if they deviate from the
real purpose of education, when
they use the premises to inculcate
our young with their ideologies
and aims [sic] to topple the Gov-
ernment” (New Straits Times, 1 Feb-
ruary, 2002).

In March 2003, then Education
Minister Musa Mohamad an-
nounced in Parliament that gov-
ernment funding for SAR would
be diverted to national Islamic
schools due to dismal academic
performance and anti-govern-
ment activities, which resulted in
the transfer of almost 15,000 SAR
students and 2,000 teachers to
other schools (Utusan Malaysia, 18
March, 2003). The funding cut has
also forced many SAR to close
down or reluctantly agree to be
incorporated into the national
school system, which would sub-
ject them to federal supervision.

Efforts to quell “anti-establish-
ment” tendencies among some of
the SAR proved to be a tricky
proposition as the government
has to walk a tight rope between
repelling challenges to its hege-
monic rule posed by the Islamists
and at the same time not coming
off as “anti-Islam.” In the context
of a heavily Islamised Malay so-
ciety, to be branded as such
would be a death knell to its le-
gitimacy (at least this was true
until a few years ago as Islamic
discourse in Malaysia has pres-
ently started to become slightly
more diversified).

Religion, in this particular context
of Islamic education, is still a use-
ful political tool ready to be

Useful political tool
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instrumentalised if needs arise.
Despite its misgiving of SAR’s
“subversive” nature, in Novem-
ber last year the federal govern-
ment announced a RM35.6m as-
sistance for religious schools (in-
cluding 22 SAR) in Kelantan,
which has long been a stronghold
of the Opposition. In his speech
the Education Minister,
Muhyiddin Yassin, who is also
Deputy Prime Minister, stated
that “this financial assistance
proves that the federal govern-
ment does not play favourite
when it comes to elevating the
standard of national education”
(Utusan Malaysia, 24 November
2011) .

While it is certainly the obligation
of the government to provide ad-
equate resources for all public
schools, one does have the right
to question its real intention espe-
cially when the general election
is looming large on the horizon.
All things considered, Islamic
education remains an irrevocable
part of Malaysian society and will
continue to be a hotly contested
ground for the foreseeable future
as the struggle to shape the minds
and save the souls of young Mus-
lims wages on. q
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What ’ s  sau ce  for the goose
is sauce for the gander, Tun

un Dr Mahathir’s warn-
ing that the country may
never see a Barisan
Nasional (BN) govern-

ment again if Pakatan Rakyat (PR)
is voted into Putrajaya, would pro-
voke the response, “Good rid-
dance to bad rubbish!” from many
Malaysians who are totally fed up
with BN rule.

After 55 years of BN rule, it is time
to say, “Enough is enough! It’s
time to go!!”

Mahathir should stop whining
that the federal opposition would
do “everything possible” to stay
in power forever if they were to
form the next government.

What’s wrong with that, Tun?

Didn’t you do that, Tun, to stay in
power forever? Why is it when
you did “everything possible” to
cling on to power, it was the
proper thing to do but it is utterly
wrong now for others to aspire to,
as you did.

Didn’t you refuse our beloved
Tunku, the honest Hussein Onn,
the fearless Tengku Razaleigh

COMMENT

and others admission into Umno
Baru so that you could remain in
power forever without any oppo-
sition from within the party?

Didn’t you introduce the system
of 10 bonus votes for every nomi-
nation you received from Umno
divisions to ensure that you
would continue to be the President
of Umno without any threat of a
challenge?

Didn’t you fix a minimum num-

by P Ramakrishnan

TTTTT

Why is it, dear Tun, that only you and the BN can have the
licence to do everything possible to remain in power forever?

ber of nominations from Umno di-
visions to be eligible to contest the
president’s post? And didn’t this
effectively prevent Tengku
Razaleigh from challenging for
the president’s post?

Didn’t the BN amend the federal
constitution to disqualify those
who resigned and thereby forced
a by-election so that you could not
be put to the test again? The
amendment came soon after
Shahrir Samad resigned as a BN
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parliamentarian in 1988, forcing
a by-election in Johor Bharu,
which he won convincingly as an
independent, thus embarrassing
you in the process.

Didn’t you have absolute control
of the party and government so
that your position would remain
unassailable as long as you chose
to stick around?

Wasn’t the BN guilty of gerryman-
dering to ensure that the BN had
the best advantage to win the elec-
tions so that you and the BN could
lord over the nation forever?

Didn’t you destroy the judiciary
in 1988 when you played a role in
the sacking of the then Lord Presi-
dent, Tun Salleh Abas? Wasn’t it
to preserve and perpetuate your
position?

Didn’t you shackle the powers of
the royalty by holding semarak
gatherings throughout the coun-
try to run down the royalty and
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by amending the
constitution so
that you and the
BN could remain
in power forever
without any ob-
stacles or obstruc-
tion?

Didn’t the BN
deny allocations
to all elected  op-
position MPs and
State Assembly
members – un-
fairly and un-
justly – so that the
BN could con-
tinue to rule for-
ever by pulling the
purse strings?

Didn’t the BN engineer the over-
throw of the legitimately elected
Pakatan government in Perak ig-
noring the choice of the voters so
that the BN could forever continue
to be in power by whatever
means?

Isn’t the BN hounding Anwar
through trumped up charges and
all other foul means to prevent his
political ascendancy, which
threatens the BN’s greed to remain
in power forever?

Isn’t it because the BN wants to
be in power forever – and by any
means – that it is going after the
brave Bersih leaders who had in-
spired Malaysians to march in
their thousands demanding free
and fair elections?

Aren’t you in your desperation to
ensure the BN remains in power
forever indulging in undemocratic
actions to deny the opposition the
space and opportunity to form an
alternative government that

would guarantee the demise of the
BN?

Why is it, dear Tun, that only you
and the BN can have the licence
to do everything possible to re-
main in power forever? Why are
you denying the loyal opposition
the same opportunity to protect
and preserve their position?

Haven’t you heard of the saying,
“What’s sauce for the goose is
sauce for the gander”?

Your hypocrisy is really nauseat-
ing, Tun! q
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e refer to the low-budget
movie ‘Innocence of
Muslims’ that was made
by a ‘Sam Bacile’, which

depicted the Prophet Muhammad
(pbuh) in a bad light.

We share the global condemna-
tion of the movie by Muslims and
people of other faiths alike.

Nobody should be making films

like this that publicly condemn
other people’s religious beliefs,
their founders and other aspects
of their faith held sacred. Neither
should anyone be coming up with
caricatures publicly ridiculing
other faiths as happened in the
French magazine ‘Charlie Hebdo’.

It is the right of any group to pro-
test against such films or carica-
tures. In Malaysia, it was appro-

priate that protests were also held.
We note that there were two sepa-
rate protests – one in front of the
US embassy organised by Pas
Youth and the other in front of
Masjid Kampung Baru by Umno
Youth. Both went well and noth-
ing untoward happened. This is
how it should be. Such protests
should not result in violence and
death as has happened in Libya.
Protests could be followed up

RELIGION

Aliran condemns slur on
Muslims, urges dialogue

WWWWW

All our religions teach us to uphold human dignity and to
value wisdom, compassion, the quest for the truth, and
respect for one another

by Francis Loh
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with educational movies, books
and talks to explain the essence
of the faith.

Somehow or other, this issue un-
fortunately but also predictably
took on an ugly political turn.
Perak DAP chief Ngeh Koo Ham
sent out a tweet allegedly ques-
tioning Umno Youth chief
Khairy Jamaluddin’s intention
to stage a protest against the film
and wondering whether Mus-
lims were spending too much
time and energy on the issue.
His tweet provoked a storm of
reactions. Minister in the Prime
Minister’s Department asked the
police to open an investigation
paper to be submitted to the At-
torney General’s  Chambers.
More than 300 police reports
were lodged. Following the back-
lash, he retracted his remarks
and apologised to any Muslim
who felt offended.

Meanwhile, a Youtube clip de-
picted a rowdy protest outside the
Malacca DAP office. The protest-
ers condemned Ngeh and the
DAP using vulgar language.
They dared the people in the DAP

office to come out. Then they
burned a DAP flag and posters of
Ngeh and stomped on them. A
banner urged people to reject the
‘komunis DAP’ and vote for the
BN. Very clearly, certain quarters
have turned this into an emotive
political and electoral issue.

To reiterate, this movie deserves
to be condemned and people have
the right to protest. In turn, such
protests might even invite criti-
cism especially in this age of so-
cial media when almost everyone
has access to expressing his or her
opinion. This is part and parcel
of a democracy in the 21st century.
But crude behaviour, hate speech,
violence and killings are unac-
ceptable.

All our religions teach us to up-
hold human dignity and to value
wisdom, compassion, the quest
for the truth, and respect for one
another. At a social level, our reli-
gions also urge us to uphold peace
and justice, indeed to build a new
and just society, and to abhor cor-
ruption and oppression.

But we also recognise there are

fringe extremist groups in all reli-
gions. Unfortunately, in this day
and age, the actions of these
fringe groups are often high-
lighted in the mainstream and
social media to the extent that
those unfamiliar with the faith of
these groups may judge that faith
by the actions (e.g. terrorism, films
denigrating other faiths, corrup-
tion and authoritarian rule by
members of the faith) of this ex-
tremist minority.

Ultimately, the best way to
counter these groups and indi-
viduals is by living up to the
values of our respective faiths in
a consistent and holistic man-
ner. We can engage with people
of other faiths through a dia-
logue of everyday life (e.g. help-
ing and responding to those in
need regardless of religion); a
dialogue of action (e.g. pursuing
justice and peace and working
on collaborative projects); a dia-
logue of theological similarities
and differences (leave this to the
religious experts!); and a dia-
logue via common spiritual ex-
periences (e.g. meditating and
praying together). q
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liran and the Islamic Re-
naissance Front (IRF), in
collaboration with
Southeast Asian Centre

for e-Media (Seacem), organised
an Anti-Racism workshop on 15
September 2012. The workshop
was one of the activities that took
place during Penang Local De-
mocracy Festival.

About 40 people, some represent-
ing NGOs, turned up for the
workshop, which was held at the
Aliran office in Penang.

Dr Prema Devaraj from Aliran be-
gan the workshop with an inter-
esting interactive game to show
how people were segregated. This
was followed by a fun way of ‘put-
ting stereotype labels’ on people
based on their nationality – an
activity carried out by the partici-
pants in three groups.

Anil Netto, also from Aliran, then
took over to facilitate the session
on ‘Examples of impact of racism
– personal experiences’. The par-
ticipants, in groups, were told to
write down any experiences of
racism that they encountered
throughout their lives. Later on,
they shared how these experi-
ences had an impact on their lives.

Many felt that they became dis-
heartened and angry, and one

even said that because of the rac-
ism and stereotypes, it made her
reluctant to associate with lots of
people.

‘Changes and continuities in race
relations’ were explored by Dr
Francis Loh, the president of
Aliran.  It was an in-depth look
into whether ethnic relations had
worsened or improved.

Ahmad Fuad Rahmat from IRF,
before introducing the partici-
pants to a campaign against rac-
ism, known as ‘Projek Dialog’,
presented a clear and concise pic-
ture of existing Islamist groups
such as Perkasa, Pembela, Hakim,
Teras, Isma, Jati, Abim, IRF,
Arqam and Suara.

He explained briefly when each
of these NGOs was formed and
their composition, objectives, vi-
sion, activities, and campaigns.

He then introduced the partici-
pants to Projek Dialog, a project
which is a joint effort among sev-
eral organisations and individu-
als who are committed to the pro-

gressive development of social is-
sues in Malaysia. Among the
organisations in partnership with
Projek Dialog, are IRF, Seacem and
Kota-Kota.

Projek Dialog’s tagline is “Say no
to racism” and it is a social devel-
opment project that aims to pro-
mote healthy debate and under-
standing among the diverse cul-
tural, ethnic and religious groups
in Malaysia.

Nantha from Seacem then elabo-
rated on Projek Dialog. He in-
formed participants that Projek
Dialog uses social media platforms
such as Facebook and Twitter as
well as blogs, websites to reach out
to the online community.

Participants were told that Seacem
is willing to organise a workshop
on how to use social media to put
across Projek Dialog’s aim of say-
ing no to racism. All participants
expressed interest and they look
forward to the announcement of
such a workshop.

Source: cj.my

ETHNIC RELATIONS

‘Say No to Racism’ workshop‘Say No to Racism’ workshop‘Say No to Racism’ workshop‘Say No to Racism’ workshop‘Say No to Racism’ workshop
Pulling down the barriers that divide us

by Lucia Lai
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n 9 September, 2012, I
had the wonderful and
unique opportunity to
witness “rakyat-

centred” participatory democracy
in action. The residents of the lo-
cal council-owned low-cost
Ampangan apartments in
Ampang Jajar, Butterworth were
given an opportunity to inform the
local authority, Majlis

DEMOCRACY

Democracy at work:
Empowering people
In a unique experiment, ordinary people were provided with a
means to express their preference and their feedback was
taken seriously

by Henry Loh

OOOOO
Perbandaran Seberang Perai
(MPSP) via a voting process, their
most pressing needs and con-
cerns.

The Gender Responsive Budget-
ing (GRB) pilot project to estab-
lish the needs of the residents
in Ampang Jajar was initiated
by the Penang Women’s Devel-
opment Corporation (PWDC) in

collaboration with the MPSP.
The project is believed to be the
first of its kind in the country.
The PWDC has many programs
and projects running simulta-
neously in various parts of
Penang both on the island and
in the mainland. The focus here
is on the empowering voting ex-
ercise that took place amongst
the residents of Ampang Jajar.
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The single block of apartments in
question has a total of 1050 resi-
dents. The ground floor has a
community hall and a prayer
room. An open space akin to a
‘lobby area’ is also available to all
the residents. At around 1.30pm
when we arrived and walked to
the common area, much merri-
ment and an air of festivity hung
over the place. Several fun activi-
ties and games were organised
and coordinated by a group of
volunteer youths.

Behind the fun and merry-making
to entertain the children and
youths, an exciting exercise of
democratic power was in
progress. That Sunday was the
last day of a three-day voting pe-
riod for the residents to determine
which of their needs/wants
would be prioritised. Before pro-
viding more details of what hap-
pened that day let us backtrack a
little and visit in greater detail the
democratic and empowering pro-
cess that had taken place.

This election by the residents to

determine which needs should be
given top priority was the brain-
child of Wong Hoy Cheong, a con-
sultant at PWDC in charge of this
pilot project. The process which
culminated in the voting actually
started in April this year when
Hoy Cheong and his GRB team
members carried out a survey
amongst the residents to establish
the demographic and social pat-
tern of the residents. Following
this, in the months of June and
July, several focus groups were
formed to initiate the process of
consultation with the various
stakeholders there.

Through the discussions and de-
liberations of the focus groups -
seven core needs were estab-
lished. In no particular order of
importance, the needs are
summarised as follows:

• Recreation park (taman rekreasi)
• General cleanliness

(kebersihan)
• Trading sites (tapak perniagaan)
• Activity centre (tapak aktiviti)
• Traffic lights at the entrance

(simpang keluar-masuk)
• Building maintenance

(kawalan bangunan)
• Security facilities (kawalan

persekitaran)

Hence the stage was set as to
which of the above core needs
would be given priority consider-
ing   the limited available funds
and resources.

Hoy Cheong came up with the
brilliant idea of getting the resi-
dents to voice their preferences via
a voting process using “play
money” of RM500 allocated to
each and every resident above 10

Brilliant idea

Exciting exercise
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years of age. The residents were
divided into five groups – children
aged 10 to 18 years, youths (19-
30), adults (31-55), senior citizens
(above 55) and differently abled
persons.

To include children over 10 was
an enlightened and bold move as
it duly recognises the rights of
children providing them a say as
to what they feel are their needs
in their living area. Very often
adults decide what is best for chil-
dren and they are duly sidelined.
This early lesson in the importance
of democratic practices and the
power of their votes will leave a
lasting and positive impression
on the children. When we spoke
to a little girl and asked if she had
voted, she informed us that she
was only nine years old and
hence was not eligible; however
she was fully aware of what was
going on. When asked, she had,
without hesitation, replied that
her play money would have gone
to the recreation park.

Each eligible resident was given
five coupons of play money each
representing “RM100”. Notices
were then given to all residents
that three days of voting would
be set aside for them to cast their
votes/play money into any of the
seven boxes - each box represent-
ing a particular core need. The
idea of allowing for three separate
days of voting was to try and ca-
ter to the different times that resi-
dents may be free considering that
they were involved in a multitude
of occupations. After each day of
voting, the results were tabulated
and displayed in a common area
so that residents could see which
of the seven preferences was lead-
ing in terms of the play money it
had attracted.
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An interesting consequence of
this was that residents then
started lobbying among those
who had yet to cast their “money’
to support their preference. Hence
we were told that many children
and teenagers lobbied amongst
their peers and adults to support
their call for a recreation park to
be set up. Similarly residents who
felt that erecting a set of traffic
lights at the road junction of the
apartment building should be
given top priority would have lob-
bied amongst their fellow resi-
dents who had yet to vote.

Through this voting process one
could witness democracy at work
and the empowering effect it had
on the residents.  As GRB project
director Aloyah Bakar said in her
speech, this process of determin-
ing needs was the “bottom–up”
approach and not the usual “top-
down” style employed previ-
ously. The people were provided

with a means to express their pref-
erence and their feedback was
taken seriously. It highlighted the
fact that with limited resources,
one cannot have everything and
choices have to be made. It helped
to promote healthy competition
amongst the residents to lobby for
their specific needs and prefer-
ences. This was indeed clear rec-
ognition of people’s power and

should be lauded and encour-
aged.

Meanwhile, MPSP President
Maimunah Mohd Sharif urged all
the residents to take ownership of
the facilities and services pro-
vided by the Council. For example,
if the CCTV facility is vandalised,
the residents would be  deprived
of a security feature in their resi-

Bottom-up approach
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and some of these needs are ful-
filled, it would provide tremen-
dous encouragement and confi-
dence to the residents. Indeed if
this project is successful, it could
be replicated throughout Penang
or even the country.

Conversely, if none of the prefer-
ences are met, then the residents
will be thoroughly disappointed
and the entire democratic exercise
will be called to question. The au-
thorities and powers-that-be now
have the onerous obligation of
ensuring effective follow through
on the results of the voting exer-
cise, while the GRB team needs to
continue engaging with the com-
munity in the context of gender-
responsive budgeting and local
democracy in Penang.

Henry Loh is an AliranHenry Loh is an AliranHenry Loh is an AliranHenry Loh is an AliranHenry Loh is an Aliran
executive committeeexecutive committeeexecutive committeeexecutive committeeexecutive committee
member.member.member.member.member.

dential area. The President also
reiterated the importance of resi-
dents paying their rental on a
timely basis so that MPSP may re-
ciprocate with needful services.

The final polling results placed
the recreation park as the top pri-
ority garnering RM58,700 fol-
lowed by the need for building
maintenance (RM55,700), and a

set of traffic lights at the junction
(RM52,900). The MPSP has given
an assurance that they would se-
riously consider these top three
needs. In total slightly more than
67 percent of the 886 eligible vot-
ers had turned up to vote. It was
indeed a good and encouraging
start.

If there is a proper follow-through

q
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efore 2012, the last time I
was in Dataran
Merdeka to witness the
countdown to Merdeka

was on the evening of 30 August
2007. I could not resist commemo-
rating 50 years of our country’s
independence at the historical site
in the heart of Kuala Lumpur with
my fellow Malaysians from all
walks of life.

Later that year, during the long
school holidays, I took a road trip
to visit parts of Peninsular Malay-
sia that I had not been to before as
a resolution to see “the other side”
of Malaysia.

But for that night, it was the high
octane energy of nationalistic
fervour on Merdeka Eve that took
centre stage. Not unlike a rock con-
cert, Dataran Merdeka was trans-
formed into a cauldron and spec-
tacle of bright colours, light, and
sounds palpably infused with
patriotic pride.

Among other highlights, I remem-
ber the contingent of Vespa scoot-
ers driven by Umno Youth mem-
bers which drew admiring glances
from the milling crowd. Dressed
in retro Malay dress with the
trademark colours of red and
white, some went on to carry

Umno flags and banners bearing
the slogan “Kami anak Malaysia”
(“We are the children of Malay-
sia”) during the performance.

I also remember coming across
and striking up conversations
with a number of Indonesian and
Bangladeshi migrant workers
who were there to enjoy the free
and energetic entertainment.

Weeks before, Malaysians were
treated to a variety of open dis-
plays of patriotism. Most promi-
nent were whole façades of key
skyscrapers in Kuala Lumpur
draped with gigantic Malaysian
flags or the photos of the foremost

political leaders of the country
with the words, “Malaysiaku
Gemilang” (My Malaysia Shines)
emblazoned below them. Remi-
niscent of visual practices in In-
dia, one that stood out for me was
the image of then Prime Minister
Tun Abdullah Badawi in the fore-
ground backed by slightly smaller
representations of his predeces-
sors – Tunku Abdul Rahman, Tun
Abdul Razak, Tun Hussein Onn
and Tun Dr Mahathir Mohamad
– to suggest an orderly succession
of power.

The opposition political parties
too got into the spirit of the
Merdeka celebrations. Not too far

NATIONHOOD

A dif ferent Merdeka Eve
Malaysians are now much more politically savvy and
empowered to shape the kind of Malaysia that they aspire to

by Yeoh Seng Guan

BBBBB

Banal nationalism
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from where I reside, a small ban-
ner placed at a road junction had
publicised a pidato perdana (prime
speech) event to be delivered by
Anwar Ibrahim (PKR) and Hadi
Awang (Pas). Unsurprisingly, the
theme was “Kembalikan semangat
kemasyhuran kemerdekaan” (Re-
turning to the fame of Indepen-
dence).

At the ground level, ordinary Ma-
laysians also enthusiastically
capitalised on what Michael Billig
has called “banal nationalism” –
everyday markers of national
identity. For instance, some Ma-
laysians took to trying to break ex-
isting records in the use of the
Malaysian flag or logo by pooling
together their resources. Others
were more singular in their ap-
proach. Car drivers took to cre-
atively decorating their vehicles
with Malaysian flags, and draw
attention to their mobile patrio-
tism. The most “loud” of these
vehicles were usually taxis, per-
haps intent on attracting more
customers.

The 50th Merdeka anniversary
celebration was enthusiastically
welcomed by petty traders who
enjoyed roaring business selling
specially designed souvenirs and
mementos for the occasion – such
as wrist-watches, flasks, mugs,
backpacks, badges, fridge mag-
nets and T-shirts – bearing the
Merdeka design for that year, a
stylised hibiscus flower with the
figure ‘50’ clearly visible.

Five years on, the Merdeka Eve
countdown in 2012 seemed both
familiar and yet different. Yes, the
formulaic large banners and the
colourful decorative lights draped

on several iconic buildings in the
city were still ubiquitous. Malay-
sian flags were again re-fashioned
as part of the human and vehicu-
lar attire or re-deployed to create
new records or arresting visuals
by Malaysians. And the army of
small traders continued to enjoy
good business on the side-walks
of Kuala Lumpur city centre sell-
ing the paraphernalia of nation-
alism. Ironically, one of the items
for sale – the Guy Fawkes mask
made famous in the movie “V for
Vendetta” and re-appropriated as
a symbol of the “Occupy Wall
Street” movement – was a popu-
lar item sought after by the revel-
lers.

The slogan adopted for this year’s
Merdeka celebrations, “Janji
Ditepati” (Promises Fulfilled),
however, had a less inclusive feel
to it. Rather than speaking for all
Malaysians, it seemed to be a mes-
sage specifically tailored to cel-
ebrate the achievements of the sta-
tus quo.

Unlike 2007, Dataran Merdeka
was cordoned off this time as
workers prepared the grounds for
the national day parade early the
next morning. But the large
crowds – estimates range from
10000 to 100000 – were still there.
A sizeable number wore the trade-
mark yellow T-shirts associated
with Bersih.

They were there as part of the
“Janji Demokrasi” (“Promise of
Democracy”) gathering, to remind
the powers-that-be of their failure
in fulfilling their promise of free
and fair elections. Although the
police had deemed the gathering
illegal under the newly promul-
gated Peaceful Assembly Act,
those present risked arrest in or-

der to commemorate Merdeka at
the historical public space.

Five years ago, the 2007 Merdeka
Eve celebrations were conducted
at a time of an apparent aura of
political invincibility. Most poli-
ticians were clueless in seeing the
writing on the wall and foretell-
ing the landmark electoral results
of the “political tsunami” of
March 2008. It is arguably a sign
that the citizens of Malaysia are
now much more politically savvy
and empowered to shape the kind
of Malaysia that they aspire to.

By contrast, this year’s official cel-
ebrations unfolded with a keen
and sober eye towards having to
recapture lost ground in the im-
minent General Election. Simi-
larly, members of the opposition
coalition are mindful too of the
potentially historic nature of the
forthcoming polls, and have capi-
talised on the nature of the celebra-
tions as well.

In these anxious and antagonis-
tic times, it would seem a heavy
dose of discernment is required of
ordinary Malaysian citizens and
civil society groups in holding
fast to the ideals of modern democ-
racy in nation-building. After all,
should it not be the case that the
Merdeka spirit belongs to all Ma-
laysians, and that true and sacri-
ficial patriotism entails not just
love of one’s own country but also
one’s countrymen and country-
women of whatever political
stripes and ideological persua-
sion?Familiar yet different

Dr Yeoh Seng Guan is anDr Yeoh Seng Guan is anDr Yeoh Seng Guan is anDr Yeoh Seng Guan is anDr Yeoh Seng Guan is an
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ecently I saw
Attenborough’s film on
Gandhi. I had seen an
earlier documentary film

in 1969, made on the occasion of
Gandhiji’s birth centenary.  Then
I was 29-years-old and today 72
and I believe I have gathered
much more experience and under-
standing about Gandhiji’s role in
the freedom struggle, his charis-
matic figure and his magical ap-
peal to the masses than I could
when I was just 29.

Yes, in between, Prof Akbar
Ahmad of Pakistan, who teaches
in Washington University, had
invited me to discuss Gandhiji’s
theory of non-violence in his class
and had shown some excerpts of
the film. But then they were just a
few excerpts and not the whole
film, which I saw yesterday. I
gained many insights about our
freedom struggle while seeing the
film. Gandhiji was the tallest of
all other leaders of the freedom
struggle.

Of course, due to limited time, the
film hardly does full justice to
Gandhiji’s entire struggle. It gives
short shrift to many aspects of his
struggle. But then one could
hardly do anything better. One

SPIRITUALITY

On revisiting Gandhi
Power should be based only on people’s unity, which in turn
should be based on justice on the one hand and people’s dignity
and rights on the other.

by Asghar Ali Engineer

RRRRR

gains insight into Gandhiji’s
mind about India when he deliv-
ers a speech on home rule in a
Congress session. All other lead-
ers - Nehru, Jinnah, Sardar Patel
and others - demand home rule
emphatically but Gandhiji says
unless we improve the conditions
of the poorest of the poor in India,
home rule would just replace the
British rulers with Indian ones.

How true Gandhiji’s statement

was. This is what Communists
also said at the time of indepen-
dence. It is even more true today
than it was then. One cannot be-
come non-violent just by
theorising about non-violence.
Otherwise many of us would have
been Gandhi. One must have deep
insight into the causes of violence
and the nature of vested interests.
Also, Gandhiji was not only theo-
rist but also practitioner of non-
violence.

Nehru and GandhiNehru and GandhiNehru and GandhiNehru and GandhiNehru and Gandhi
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And for practising non-violence
there are some necessary condi-
tions which must be fulfilled –
truthfulness and simple living;
truthfulness without simple liv-
ing is not possible. Gandhiji to-
tally gave up the western style of
living and adopted the Indian
poor peasant’s style. A leader of
millions of poor and starving
people cannot have a high style
of living and yet be their leader.
By the way, that was great differ-
ence between Gandhi and Jinnah.
Jinnah remained elitist through-
out his life. Obviously he could
never became a mass leader like
Gandhi and could not acquire
Gandhi’s magic and attraction.
Let alone entire masses, he could
not appeal to even Muslim masses
who were as much poverty-rid-
den as the Hindu masses.

Another thing which made
Gandhi much more acceptable to
the masses was his deep under-
standing of both the Indian cul-
tural and spiritual ethos and the
idiom of his politics. The most in-
teresting aspect of Gandhian phi-
losophy was that he was deeply
religious and spiritual and was
yet secular. Jinnah and Nehru, on
the other hand, were secular but
not religious and spiritual.
Gandhi was secular in an Indian
sense and Jinnah and Nehru in a
western sense.  The Communists
also did the same i.e. they became
secular in a western sense and
despite working for the poor
masses, yet they alienated them-
selves from them.

Yes, there is contradiction here but
Gandhi resolved this contradic-
tion in a creative way and his
theory and practice of non-vio-

lence also endeared him to the
masses. It is also important al-
though again an apparent contra-
diction that though himself
deeply spiritual (and he even
used religious idiom for his poli-
tics), he chose Nehru to be the
Prime Minister of India – Nehru
who was so modern and even in-
different to religion, if not anti-re-
ligion.

He knew India needed both.
While its civilisational aspect was
deeply spiritual, its future re-
quired modernity, science and
technology and both should be
creatively fused together. And he
could do it with great ease.

Our politicians hypocritically ex-
ploit people’s religious sentiments
today but Gandhi had deep in-
sight into the religiosity of the
people and he used it in a non-
exploitative way. Unfortunately
we have hordes of political lead-
ers who use religion most cyni-
cally for their political ends but
we do not have a single leader like
Gandhi who can creatively iden-
tify with the Indian masses and
their religious and spiritual
needs.

Gandhi could do it without
patronising a single religious
leader or participating in any re-
ligious festival as our politicians
do today.  He did not participate
in any public performance of
pooja or any other manifestation
of public religiosity as our politi-
cians do today. It was because
Gandhi was truly religious and
hence did not allow religion to be
politically exploited. It was be-
cause his religiosity was not ritual
but value-oriented. And he de-
rived values from all religions
unhesitatingly.

Our politicians go for rituals and
not values. Rituals are harmless
as far as vested interests are con-
cerned - but values directly con-
flict with interests and hence val-
ues terrify our politicians. Gandhi
practised values, but then he was
not a politician. And it is interest-
ing to note that as freedom became
a possibility, Gandhi became
more and more irrelevant, more so
when he advised the Congress-
man to wind up Congress as a
political party and make it a so-
cial service organisation.

Politicians pursue power and
Gandhi pursued values. He was
more interested in public service
than power. Power is the root of
all conflict and our country got
divided because politicians from
both sides fought for power. How
much for whom? Power to the
people and accountability for poli-
ticians should be the real aim in
democracy - but then our democ-
racy means power to the politi-
cians and the people become
powerless, at the mercy of politi-
cians.

The more powerful politicians
become, the more helpless people
are rendered - but in Gandhian de-
mocracy people are most power-
ful and the politicians are merely
their servants. But for that to hap-
pen, another condition is neces-
sary i.e. the economy they develop
should be needs-based, not greed-
based. Gandhi always talked of
the last man - development not for
the most powerful and rich but for
the least powerful and the poor-
est.

However, in Gujarat today Modi

Public service rather
than power

Values over rituals
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is found to be the most ‘suitable
prime ministerial material’ pre-
cisely because he is developing a
greed-based economy – an
economy for the most powerful
and the greedy rich, which is least
accountable to the people.

 Today in India with its globalised
economy, Gandhi has become
most irrelevant. Gandhi could
talk and practice non-violence
because he believed in needs-
based development - an utterly
simple way of life strictly based
on elementary needs. For a com-
prehensive theory of non-violence,
one must factor in (political)
power and the acquisition of
riches, besides other factors.
Narendra Modi’s Government
needed communal violence on an
unprecedented scale to win elec-
tions through polarization along
religious lines.

Another of Gandhiji’s most pow-

erful mantras was
Hindu-Muslim unity i.e.
the unity of people - for
without unity of people,
non-violence is not pos-
sible at all. Throughout
his career, Gandhiji, be-
ginning from his South
African days, based his
political discourse on
Hindu-Muslim unity.
He readily responded to
Muslim requests for the
Khilafat issue to consoli-
date Hindu-Muslim
unity,  though even
Jinnah found it unac-
ceptable,

All the communal vio-
lence occurred in India

because communalists were
against Hindu-Muslim unity and
their political discourse com-
prised a Hindu nation and a
Muslim nation and not a people’s
nation or people’s power. Even to-
day in India communal forces use
the religious temple as a symbol
of power and the result is com-
munal carnage like Gujarat.

Gandhiji, though a Hindu –
Sanatani Hindu – never used any
Hindu symbol for his political
symbol. Some may point out his
use of Ramrajya but those who
know Gandhi would agree that
Ramrajya was not a Hindu sym-
bol but a rajya which is freed of
exploitation and where people
could live fearlessly fulfilling all
their basic needs. And anyway he
compensated for it by his frequent
use of Hindu-Muslim unity,
whereas communalists use the
temple as an exclusive Hindu
space that symbolizes Hindu
power.

Let me reiterate that Gandhian

politics requires mass-based poli-
tics and democracy is also all
about that. Identity-based politics
can never be non-violent politics
and it is this sort of politics that
our politicians resort to. Today
there is not a single politician who
can command a mass following.
There are politicians who com-
mand a caste and communal fol-
lowing, of this or that caste and
this or that community. Such poli-
ticians can never practise non-vio-
lence though they may talk of it.

Caste and communal unity is the
very basis of non-violence, and
non-violence is the very basis of
democracy. Unfortunately, 62
years after our independence, we
still do not have an ideal democ-
racy – a democracy in which reli-
gion is profusely important but
certainly not the basis of power.
Power should instead be based
only on people’s unity and
people’s unity should be based on
justice on the one hand, and,
people’s dignity and rights on the
other. Our democracy has not
taken even a first step in that di-
rection.

Gandhiji rightly pointed out in the
discussion on home rule that with-
out people-oriented politics we
would be simply replacing the
British with Indian rulers.
Gandhiji could not be more cor-
rect.

Unity and
n o n - v i o l e n c e
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t is an honour to be
standing here today to
pay tribute to the
memory of a noble man.

It is an honour to be invited by Mrs
Luthuli and her children to do so.
I am not allowed by some foolish
law to tell you what he said, but I
can tell you what he did.

He did what other heroes have
done.  He stood up for the rights
of his people, for the rights of all
people, for the rights of the dis-
possessed, for the rights of the
poor, for the rights of the voice-
less.  For this he had to choose
between his chieftainship and his
rights as a man to fight for what
he thought was good.  He knew,

though I am not allowed by this
foolish law to repeat the memo-
rable words he used, that he might
have to suffer for his choice; he was
prepared even to die.

They took away his chieftainship,
but he never ceased to be the
Chief.  They took away his tempo-
ral power, but he never ceased to
have his spiritual power.  They
took away his freedom, but he
never ceased to be free.  He was
indeed more free than those who
had bound him.  He was given the
honour of the Nobel Peace Prize,
and many of us remember the
great crowds that gathered in
Grey Street and at the airport to
wish him godspeed.  To them he
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They took away his chieftainship, but he never
ceased to be the Chief.  They took away his
temporal power, but he never ceased to have his
spiritual power.  They took away his freedom,
but he never ceased to be free.  He was indeed
more free than those who had bound him.

was still their Chief.

At the airport the crowd was tre-
mendous.  It surged into the main
concourse; and when the flight
was announced, it threatened to
surge onto the tarmac.  The au-
thorities were afraid of this and
wanted to control the crowd.
Whom did they get to control it?
Why Luthuli, of course.  He stood
on a chair or pillar and told them
that no one was to go onto the
tarmac.  And no one did.

I do not think that on a occasion
such as this one should talk what
is called politics.  But one cannot
talk of Albert Luthuli and not talk
about the banned African Na-
tional Congress.  It was to be the
head of the Congress that he gave
up his chieftainship. He put all
his power as a leader, into the Af-
rican National Congress.  I have
heard him speak on many occa-
sions.  He had a voice like a lion,
and it was because he had a lion’s
voice that he had to be silenced.
So was silenced a great and noble
man.

It is tragic that he is dead, but the
real tragey, which is not only his

tragedy but the tragedy of us all,
is that those great gifts could not
be used, that his great voice could
not be heard in the service of our
country, South Africa.  And we
shall never reach the solutions
that we all so desire so long as we
have to silence such men in order
to do that.  And history will say,
and because history cannot be
banned I can tell you what his-
tory will say, that a noble voice
was silenced when it would have
been better for us all if it had been
heard.

I once went to visit him at his little
shop above the railway lines.  But
he would not let me stay.  Instead
he directed me to the railway re-
serve (right-of-way), and I stayed
on the side of the fence that was
in the railway reserve and he
stayed on the side of the fence that
was in the African Reserve.  Be-
cause if I had been caught in the
railway reserve I might have been
fined ten rand, but if I had been
caught in the African Researve,
who knows what might have
happened to me!

There are some people who think
that his life was a failure.  Some

will think he went too far and some
that he did not go far enough.  But
that is not the real story of his life.
The real story of his life is the story
of his fortitude.  If you win in life,
you are a successful man.  If you
lose, you are an unsuccessful
man.  But if you go on whether
you win or lose, then, you have
something more than success or
failure.  You keep your own soul.
In one way Luthuli lost the world,
but he kept his own soul.

Although he was silenced, history
will make his voice speak again,
that powerful brave voice that
spoke for those who could not
speak.

On behalf of the Liberal Party of
South Africa, many of whose
members have paid the price of
their beliefs even as he did, I bring
sympathy for Mrs Luthuli and her
family, for the African people and
for the people of South Africa.  The
sun rises and the sun sets, and
tomorrow it rises again.

Nkosi sikelel’ iAfrika.
God Save Africa.

Source: THE LONG VIEW
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IIIIIt is ridiculous to claim that only
Umno. MCA and MIC have the
right to decide the Merdeka Day
theme because the founding mem-
bers of these parties fought for and
won Independence for the coun-
try.

This was stated by the Minister in
the Prime Minister’s Department,
Mohd Nazri Abdul Aziz. It is well
known that his forte is in making
statements that have very little
merit!

Every Malay, every Chinese and
every Indian was not a member of
these communal parties then. Is
he trying to assert that without the
support of the vast majority of
these communities who were not
members of these parties, Umno,
MCA and MIC successfully nego-
tiated with the British for our In-
dependence?

Common sense will dictate that
there was no need for them to be

members of any political party to
support a just cause. Just because
they were not members of any po-
litical party at that time that did
not invalidate their support and
influence in the quest for our free-
dom. Without the tacit support of
the majority of people who were
not members of these political par-
ties, we could not have attained
our freedom.

These people may not have been
members of political parties, but
many of them were not just ordi-
nary people. They too were in-

volved in societies and welfare or-
ganizations and wanted Indepen-
dence for our country. There were
civil society groups and the All-
Malaya Council of Joint Action
(AMCJA), the Kesatuan Melayu
Muda (KMM) and the Persatuan
Kebangsaan Melayu Malaya or
PKMM – all involved in the fight
for Independence. It was the sum
total support of everyone that se-
cured our freedom from colonial
rule.

Today we may not be members of
Umno, MCA or MIC but all of us
are the legitimate descendants of
that generation who played a sig-
nificant role in the struggle for In-
dependence. What was achieved
then is also our heritage. This heri-
tage is not the sole monopoly of
Umno, MCA or MIC. All of us are
inheritors of that heritage. Let this
be not forgotten!

As citizens of Malaysia, we also
have a right to be consulted and
have the right to propose a theme
for the Merdeka celebrations. To
deny this responsibility – as the
BN government is trying to do – is
to display sheer arrogance of
power and nothing else!

Thousands of Malaysians have
rejected the theme and logo cho-
sen by the BN government on the
grounds that it smacks of Barisan
Nasional’s political propaganda
and it is absolutely unbecoming
on this occasion. The Merdeka
celebration must be above politics
and must remain as a celebration
that brings all the citizens together
to rejoice in the memory of 31 Au-
gust 1957.

But the BN government is being
obstinate in wanting to go ahead
with its decision for petty politi-

A record of A record of A record of A record of A record of Aliran'sAliran'sAliran'sAliran'sAliran's stand on current affairs. stand on current affairs. stand on current affairs. stand on current affairs. stand on current affairs.

We are the
descendants and the

inheritors, Nazri!
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cal reasons.

This is totally unnecessary. The
BN’s stubbornness is alienating
a sizeable number of Malaysians
from jointly celebrating this aus-
picious occasion in the true spirit
of Merdeka. That is a pity!

P Ramakrishnan
Aliran executive committee.

11 August 2012

When Kelantan Umno chief Datuk
Seri Mustapa Mohamad de-
manded “why they (Pas) are un-
able to implement hudud laws in
Kelantan”, Malaysians would like
to know what exactly Umno’s
stand on the hudud issue is.

Is Umno for the implementation
of the hudud laws in Malaysia? We
know that Prime Minister Datuk
Seri Tun Najib Razak had stated
that hudud is not suitable for a
multi-ethnic society like Malaysia.
But that is not enough. He must
publicly, honestly and frankly
declare: “Umno will not imple-
ment hudud laws in Malaysia.”

Only then would it be very clear
what Umno’s stand is. Otherwise,
it would only be dithering with-
out being specific.

If Umno has no intention of imple-
menting hudud laws in Malaysia,
why is it then goading Pas to
implement hudud? Why is it pro-
voking Pas on this issue?

Mustapa stated that “although
the laws had been passed by the
Kelantan state assembly in 1993,
they were still in the ‘implemen-
tation’ stages and were not en-

forced”.

Surely he must know some facts
and a little bit of Malaysian his-
tory. The Kelantan assembly
passed the hudud laws in response
to Tun Dr Mahathir’s challenge
to the Pas government to imple-
ment the hudud laws. He even
promised to amend the Federal
Constitution to enable the Pas gov-
ernment to implement the hudud
laws.

But when the Pas government
went ahead and passed these
laws, Mahathir did not
honourably keep his word. He
went back on his promise: he
backtracked; he did not have the
courage or the integrity to be faith-
ful to his pledge.

But that was history. But what is
the reality today?

Pas, to its credit, had moved away
from the Islamic state and the
hudud laws by adopting an inclu-
sive philosophy which reaches
out to every Malaysian. They have
adopted, as a matter of policy,
what is termed as a ‘benevolent
state’, which addresses the needs
of the poor, the marginalised, the
voiceless and the helpless. For
simplicity – but erroneously – it is
commonly termed as a ‘welfare
state’.

This shift is commendable. Instead
of lauding this development in
Pas, Umno is attempting to push
Pas into hudud territory. What is
your game, Umno? Shame on you
that you cannot, unlike Pas,
change for the better!

In the meantime, the MCA presi-
dent Datuk Seri Dr Chua Soi Lek
and his cohorts should stop bay-

ing like a pack of wolves on the
hudud issue when they are un-
able to persuade Umno to state
positively that hudud will not be
implemented in Malaysia. Do that
first; then you can take everybody
else to task on the hudud issue.

He realistically claims that if “Pas
were to amend the Federal Con-
stitution to suit its religious teach-
ings, then all Muslim members of
parliament would have to support
it.

“He said the situation would be
similar to when Pas amended the
state Constitution in Terengganu
– all Umno assemblymen there
had to support it.”

His memory of history is much
better than that of Mustapa’s! The
simple question actually is
whether Umno will support or op-
pose the implementation of hudud
laws.

As long as Umno remains ambiva-
lent on the hudud issue, MCA
should not be aiming its guns at
others who have stated their po-
sition very clearly.

Can Soi Lek give us an honest
answer as to why the Terengganu
state government under the
Barisan Nasional has not re-
pealed the Islamic Criminal En-
actment, passed by Pas in 2002,
when it ruled Terengganu state!
Umno has had eight years (since
it recaptured Terengganu in 2004)
to prove its sincerity but has done
nothing!

This is a test case for Soi Lek. Get
the BN to repeal this enactment in
Terengganu. If he can display the
moral courage so sorely needed
and demand without any hesita-

Umno, state your
stand on hudud
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tion that Umno should immedi-
ately repeal this enactment, only
then has he the right to talk about
the dangers of hudud laws.

Ralph Waldo Emerson would say,
“Go put your creed into your
deed.”

P Ramakrishnan
Aliran executive committee

30 August 2012

It is difficult to justify why any-
one would want to oppose an
anti-party-hopping legislation
that holds out hope for morality
in politics. Any sane person
should welcome this move so that
elected representatives who be-
tray their electors cannot go scot-
free. These renegades cannot ig-
nore the mandate of the voters
who elected them.

The proposed legislation by the
Penang State government does
not prevent anyone from leaving
their current party. They are free
to go and join any party and asso-
ciate themselves with whatever
party they choose to keep com-
pany. There is no law to prevent
them from jumping ship!

All that an anti-party-hopping
legislation seeks to do is to force a
by-election so that the voters who
had been betrayed could be given
the opportunity to decide once
again whether they still want ren-
egades or defectors to continue as
their elected representatives.
Those who initially elected the
renegades must have the right to
decide whether they still want
them as their elected representa-

tive.

What must not be tolerated is the
betrayal of the voters who had cast
their votes in favour of a candi-
date who then decides to party-
hop after winning. The voters’
electoral decisions cannot be side-
lined and totally ignored as if they
were of no consequence.

Besides, the anti-party-hopping
legislation also seeks to curb po-
litical corruption. Undoubtedly,
there is always an element of cor-
ruption involved, some attractive
inducement held out to corrupt
politicians to switch sides. Un-
scrupulous politicians offer them-
selves for sale without a tinge of
conscience. Otherwise there
would be no reason to switch par-
ties.

We witnessed in horror how these
unscrupulous politicians uncon-
scionably frustrated the will of the
voters in Perak by resigning from
their respective parties to enable
an ignoble takeover of a people’s
government by the Barisan
Nasional. This shameful conduct
was given so much prominence
and publicity on TV with the then
Deputy Prime Minister, who is be-
lieved to have orchestrated this
despicable act, welcoming their
decision as if these scoundrels
have performed a fantastic feat! It
was this morally contemptible act
that toppled a legitimate govern-
ment that was duly elected by the
will of the people.

When demeaning conduct is glo-
rified with such pompous fanfare
then something must be seriously
wrong because it means that we
are totally incapable of differenti-
ating what is right and wrong!
And when the Deputy Prime Min-

ister, the second topmost leader of
the country, was associated with
this diabolical conduct what hope
is there for integrity and moral
conduct.

When this despicable behavior is
upheld by the justice system, it is
totally appalling and absolutely
disgusting!

Our courts have inexplicably de-
fended the right of renegade rep-
resentatives – at the expense of
thousands of voters – on the
premise of upholding the ren-
egades’ right of association. This
is ridiculous. This so-called right
of association was never in jeop-
ardy. The right to associate was
never the issue. That freedom was
never denied. The renegades were
free to defect.

The courts strangely and jeal-
ously, in a convoluted manner,
have ruled that if renegade repre-
sentatives were to give up their
elected positions, it would consti-
tute an infringement of their right.
The courts seem so concerned
with the turncoats’ right while
completely ignoring the rights of
thousands of voters whose elec-
toral decision was betrayed and
nullified by the unprincipled
behaviour of these renegade rep-
resentatives.

Common sense would dictate that
the courts should have decided in
favour of the voters to uphold the
democratic process – but the
courts instead shamefully and
willfully chose to sacrifice the
rights of thousands of voters. It
was so obvious that the freedom
of association was not interfered
with. Renegades would not lose
their membership in their new-
found parties if they were to re-

Stop political
c o r r u p t i o n :

Stop party-hopping
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sign from their elected positions.

They say justice is blind in that it
does not take into consideration
the status of individuals or their
position in society but in these
cases, the judgments were blind
justice in that they failed to see
reason and overlooked what was
very obvious.

P Ramakrishnan
Aliran executive committee member

2 September 2012

At around 9.00am on Tuesday, 11
September 2012, we discovered
that the Aliran office had been bro-
ken into. The perpetrators had
gained entry from the back por-
tion of the building through the
window by removing the grille.

They unlocked the wooden door
from within the ground floor and
proceeded to the first floor. They
prised open the secured wooden
door upstairs and entered the first
floor.

The building wasn’t ransacked;
nothing was strewn on the floor.
They did a very neat job. Accord-
ing to the carpenter who came
later to repair and fix the damage,
these culprits had to be profession-
als because they did not cause se-
vere damage to gain entry. He also
revealed that his boss’ house was
broken into two months ago. He
lost three laptops and cash.

The loss that we discovered was
amazing and somewhat startling.
The notebook belonging to the
current president of Aliran

(Francis Loh) was stolen. The
computer set and the printer be-
longing to the immediate past
president (P Ramakrishnan) were
stolen. The computer set used by
the treasurer (Anil Netto) was also
stolen. All these are old comput-
ers. But strangely two other com-
puters used by the clerk were left
behind! There was also RM26.90
in one of the drawers but this was
not touched.

We made a police report and
were told to go back and wait for
one Sergeant Karim who would
investigate and take a statement
from us. Sergeant Karim came
sometime later informing us that
he was at the Jelutong Secondary
School immediately behind the
Aliran office investigating an-
other break-in there. We were in-
formed that burglars had carted
away computer equipment
(laptop, projector) and cash from
the school.

The police dusted the Aliran of-
fice for finger prints without suc-
cess, took pictures of the break in
and took our statement. They
were of the opinion that the bur-
glars could have gone to the
school after the Aliran break-in.

Cash-strapped as we are, we feel
the financial strain arising from
the loss of our computers. But we
are no stranger to this situation.
We have always been struggling
on a shoe-string budget. The
struggle will continue.

Much has been said about the re-
duction in crime rates to assure
the populace that the security situ-
ation in the country is improving.
Statistics are trotted out to con-
vince Malaysians that the improv-
ing crime situation is no idle talk.

But Malaysians remain cynical
and unconvinced. They hear of so
many crimes taking place in their
neighbourhood which go unre-
ported. There are Malaysians who
are reluctant to make police re-
ports on the perceived premise
that nothing is done or can be
done to bring the culprits to book.
They rationalise that it is a waste
of time reporting.

But it is a fact, it seems, crimes take
place on a daily basis across the
country. People no longer feel safe.
The fear is always present that
they may be robbed or accosted or
assaulted. They feel intimidated.

This is the reality.

Malaysians argue that the police
go after the opposition with a de-
termined purpose for any in-
fringement of the law, however
remote or mild, but this vigorous
pursuit is lacking when ordinary
Malaysians are victims of crimes.
They contend that instead of de-
ploying thousands of police per-
sonnel as was done during the
Bersih 3.0 rally or any opposition-
centred activities, these personnel
should be out in the streets ensur-
ing our safety and security.

P Ramakrishnan
Aliran executive committee

15 September 2012

On 23 August 2012, last Thurs-
day, the Kangar Municipal Coun-
cil terminated the services of En-
vironment Idaman Sdn Bhd (Env
Idaman), which had been con-
tracted to maintain the cleanliness
of the town and to collect its rub-
bish.

Add one more crime
to disturbing statistics:

Aliran office
broken into

Smelly business in
K a n g a r
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Accordingly, the Council issued
an order to stop all compactors
and other trucks from entering the
Council’s landfill for final dis-
posal of waste in Padang Siding.

Perlis Menteri Besar Datuk Seri
Dr Md Isa told reporters that the
Council had taken the action be-
cause “the contractors had left
uncollected heaps of refuse af-
ter the Hari Raya”.

Kangar must have been a very
smelly place during the Raya
festive season, and the stench
must have been very busuk, so to
speak. Before taking this latest
action, the Council said that it
had already complained of
breaches in the agreement with
Env Idaman that had occurred
between September 2011 and
June 2012.

Apparently, there was also some
dispute about KPI targets in
waste collection!

But on Monday, 27 August, it
was reported in the front page
of theSun that the Kangar Mu-
nicipal Council ‘had no legal
standing’ to terminate the con-
tractor.

CEO of the Solid Waste Manage-
ment and Public Cleansing Cor-
poration (PPSPPA), Datuk Zaini
Md Nor declared that under the
Solid Waste and Urban Cleansing
Management Act 2007 (Act 672),
the contract for services is be-
tween PPSPPA and the contrac-
tor, in this case Env Idaman. “The
Council should have written an
official complaint to PPSPPA in-
stead of abruptly deciding to ‘fire’
Env Idaman,” he stated.

In other words, if you are un-

happy with the contractor, tell
PPSPPA about it. And put it in
writing too. Apparently, PPSPPA
were unaware that the Kangar
Municiapl Council and
Kangarites were unhappy with
the contractor. Otherwise, surely,
they would have acted, no?

The Act, which was enforced on
1 September 2011, gives the fed-
eral government executive au-
thority in respect of solid waste
and public cleansing via
privatisation contracts, with the
PPSPA as the overseeing regu-
latory body.

As we might recall, solid waste
collection and maintenance had
been part of the state
government’s purview in our
original Constitution. So, too
sewerage, water treatment and
supply, etc. All these, and more,
have since been privatised and
the responsibility for regulating
them moved from the state gov-
ernments to the federal govern-
ment, in this case the PPSPPA.

Env Idaman is one of only three
contractors that were appointed
by PPSPA. The other two are
Alam Flora Sdn Bhd and South-
ern Waste Management Sdn
Bhd. Except for the states of
Selangor (which terminated
Alam Flora’s services last year),
Perak and Penang, the three
contractors share a monopoly
over the cleansing and waste
collecting services throughout
the country.

When this privatisation exercise
was being mooted in the era of Dr
M, there were already rumblings
of disagreement by the state gov-
ernments, and protests by the
NGOs and ordinary rakyat.

Opinions were expressed that it
made no sense for such services
to be privatised to only three
companies, and for the federal
government to take over the
regulatory role of the states. The
trend throughout the world was
to decentralise and devolve
power, especially over matters
that affected the everyday lives
of ordinary citizens.

One does not need to be a rocket
engineer to know that a local
entity, rather than a big-time
company based elsewhere,
would be more familiar with lo-
cal problems pertaining to wa-
ter treatment and supply, sew-
erage and solid waste collection
services. But, no, the federal gov-
ernment went ahead with the
privatisation of these services.
And centralising the regulation
of them too.

There were also concerns about
accountability. And yet, now we
learn that in Kangar, the contrac-
tor Env Idaman has a “22-year
contract for refuse collection and
public cleansing of which it has
completed three years”.

We wonder what’s the deal else-
where for all the three companies.
Also 22 years? And that we al-
ways have to go back to PPSPPA
to complain about it, and in writ-
ing always, if we are dissatisfied
with the contractors’ performance
of services? And who regulates
the regulator PPSPPA?

No wonder things have been so
smelly.

Dr Francis Loh
President

Aliran
31 August 2012
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ABUSE OF POWER

long with scores of other
NGOs, Aliran has en-
dorsed a joint campaign
‘Stand up for Suaram’.

The campaign aims to mobilise
support for Suaram following
unjust persecution of them by the
government.

We also released a media state-
ment pointing out that the perse-
cution smacks of a political witch-
hunt following Suaram’s diligent
expose of the Scorpene subma-

by Anil Netto

rines scandal and its initiation of
judicial investigations in Paris.

The principle criticism of Suaram,
it appears, is that it has allegedly
received a few million ringgit in
funding over the years from vari-
ous Western sources including
the National Endowment for De-
mocracy and the Open Society In-
stitute to further its work. Such for-
eign funding for NGOs like
Suaram, we are told, could
destabilise the government and

undermine our democracy.

But we are not told HOW Suaram
is undermining democracy. What
is the group’s real crime apart
from the technicalities of operat-
ing as a registered company in-
stead of as a society?

In this day and age, the buzzword
is globalisation. Not only is it
easier to travel abroad, labour,
capital and resources are easily
transferred from one country to

AAAAA

It is ironic that the government is worried about Western
groups funding pro-democracy projects when it has open our
borders to US military cooperation
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another e.g. the Lynas rare earth
refinery. Malaysia today is home
to a few million migrant workers.
We receive satellite news broad-
casts from predominantly West-
ern news stations. Our national
football team has suffered from the
overexposure of the English Pre-
mier League. We know who is the
captain of the English football
team, but who knows who is the
captain of the Malaysian football
team?

Some of our leaders also regularly
pride ourselves about the flow of
foreign direct investment and
now they are worried that FDI is
shrinking. We are even welcom-
ing polluting firms to invest in the
country.

There is tremendous pressure on
us to implement the EU-Asean
FTA and to come on board the
Trans-Pacific Partnership, which
could result in MNCs gaining the
power to sue sovereign govern-
ments.

Surely we should be more wor-
ried about these transnational
flows and trends. Some of them
might be unavoidable and even
beneficial. Others we might be
better off shunning e.g. the rare

earth refinery

But most of all it is ironic that the
government is worried about
Western groups funding pro-de-
mocracy projects when it has open
our borders to US military coop-
eration. According to the website
of the the US embassy in Malay-
sia:

the Office of Defense Cooperation
(ODC) manages the following activi-
ties with Malaysia in support of U.S.
Embassy Kuala Lumpur and the US
Pacific Command:

• Foreign Military Sales (FMS)
cases for equipment, services and
training,

• Military Exercises and Confer-
ences, and

• US Military Education and
Training programs

ODC coordinates and supports ap-
proximately 14 – 16 bi-lateral and
multi-lateral exercises with the
Malaysian Armed Forces and the
Royal Malaysian Police each year
in order to promote interoperability
and cooperation.  Examples of such
exercises are:  Cooperation Afloat
Readiness and Training (CARAT),
Cope Taufan, Keris Strike, Air
Warrior, and Joint Combined Ex-

change Training.

The ODC even provides ‘helpful’
advice to US defence contrac-
tors:

We request that U.S. companies mar-
keting defense products make contact
with the embassy through ODC.
ODC can assist with appointments
with FCS and DAO, if requested.

We recommend that companies
which have identified a specific
Malaysian requirement, and be-
lieve they have a good chance of
being selected to fill it, use a local
agent. Local agents can greatly fa-
cilitate appointments with Malay-
sian government officials and can
provide feedback and support.

Perhaps those who are investigat-
ing and condemning Suaram
might care to explain why such
dealings with the US military are
considered halal while Suaram’s
relative minuscule foreign fund-
ing is deemed haram. Given the US
military record in sponsoring dic-
tators and intervention from Viet-
nam to Iraq, surely such military
cooperation between the United
States and Malaysia, which as-
pires to be a leader of the Third
World, is indefensible. q
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these years. How come nothing
was wrong with their functioning
as a human rights organisation
before this political furore broke
out? Why were no questions
raised regarding their sources of
funding before this?

For more than two decades, what
they did and received was not an
issue – it had never been! They
were recognised as a legitimate so-
ciety operating in the open for the
good of the country.

So why did it suddenly become
an issue? Why the turn of events
now? Is it because Suaram had
decided to pursue the reeking
corruption in the purchase of the
Scorpene submarines? Is it be-
cause names and identities of
the unsavoury characters who
have been robbing the country
and plundering the national

coffers have to be protected and
hidden from public exposure?
That seems to be the case.

The BN, as perceived by many,
has never gone out of its way to
curb and eradicate corruption. In
fact it has gone with a vengeance
after whistle-blowers who had on
many occasions the temerity to
expose horrendous corruption in
public life.

The recent example of PKR’s
Rafizi Ramli is a case in point.
He exposed the RM250m Na-
tional Feedlot Corporation
(NFCorp) scandal. He has been
charged in court for this. He is
also facing four charges under
the Banking and Financial Insti-
tutions Act (Bafia) relating to the
NFCorp exposé.

Well, with the 13th General Elec-

tion imminent, the ongoing in-
vestigation by the French court
into the procurement of the
Scorpene submarines threatens
to blow the lid off the closely
guarded corruption. Many
heads, for sure, will roll. Many
so-called respectable persons
will be exposed as imposters
and avaricious politicians. This
will cost the Barisan Nasional
the elections.

This is the only reason why
Suaram is being hounded and
harassed.

But thinking Malaysians will not
be fooled. They know what is hap-
pening. They know the track
record of the BN. They know it is
time for change!

It seems, to stop corruption, you
must defeat the BN! q

SUARAM HOUNDED, HARASSED ...   Continued from page 40

Thank you for the above bold de-
cision, as written by P
Ramakrishnan, Aliran Executive
Committee , 1 August 2012.  What
has been expressed about the New
Straits Times, the Star and Utusan
Malaysia accurately reflects the
thinking, distress and utter dis-
gust of so many of us.

It is against their one-sided, bi-
ased, misleading, unfair journal-
istic ethics, and the ever spinning
and distortion of facts and truths.
It is the indecency and immoral-
ity of our mainstream media and
those who write and edit such re-

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

No more NST
s u b s c r i p t i o n

ports.

But most of all, we know of those
puppet masters in the Barisan
Nasional, who pull and control
the money strings.

The call to stop subscribing to
these papers, though noble, may
not be adequate enough.  It is for
the Rakyat to arise and say,
“enough is enough” at the next
general elections, that can help
change and transform our media
and our nation for truth, justice
and righteousness, in so many
seen and unseen ways.

No NST news is good news
Petaling Jaya
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WCC moves into new premises

CIVIL SOCIETY

Aliran congratulates the Women's
Centre for Change (WCC) on the
official opening of its new pre-
mises at

241 Jalan Burma,
10350 Penang.
Tel: 04-2280342
Email: wcc@wccpenang.org

WCC is a non-governmental, non-
profit organisation dedicated to
the elimination of violence
women and children and the pro-
motion of women equality.
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he only crime committed
by Suaram – it seems – it
had dared to expose the
massive corruption in-

volving the Ministry of Defence
when the Prime Minister, Datuk
Seri Najib Razak, was the defence
minister.

The purchase of the Scorpene sub-
marines is a scandal that can be
termed as the mother of all scan-
dals.

It cost taxpayers hundreds of mil-
lion ringgit; it cost a Mongolian
beauty her very life; it had caused
the disappearance of records from
the immigration system involving

Suaram hounded, harassed forSuaram hounded, harassed forSuaram hounded, harassed forSuaram hounded, harassed forSuaram hounded, harassed for
trying to expose corruptiontrying to expose corruptiontrying to expose corruptiontrying to expose corruptiontrying to expose corruption

Altantuya’s entry into Malaysia;
it led to a mystery over the release
of the C4 explosives without
authorisation to blow up a human
body into smithereens; it perpetu-
ated the puzzle regarding the con-
viction of two police personnel
who had no motive to commit
murder; it freed Razak Baginda,
the lover of the murdered Mongo-
lian beauty, without the prosecu-
tion appealing this bewildering
court decision.

All this and the hidden hands of
those involved in this scandal are
in danger of being exposed with
the case coming up in the French
court. It is this fear, according to

many thinking Malaysians, that
has set the ball rolling to
demonise and harass Suaram
without let up.

It is clearly a political decision,
some argue, to go after Suaram and
divert attention from the real is-
sues of massive corruption.

It is no secret that Suaram was
registered as a company. Its an-
nual reports and statement of
accounts, one would presume,
have been regularly submitted
to the Registrar of Companies as
required by law. Otherwise the
law would have gone after them
especially when the group are
known to be a pain in the BN’s
butt.

Their source of income and law-
ful activities are an open book for
those who cared to scrutinise. It is
unlikely that the government
would have shut an eye if there
was anything questionable or de-
serving prosecution.

We wonder why nothing was
suspected about their activities all

TTTTT

by P Ramakrishnan

ABUSE OF POWER

How come nothing was wrong with their functioning as a human
rights organisation before this political furore broke out?

Continued on page 38Continued on page 38Continued on page 38Continued on page 38Continued on page 38


