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Seven reasons why
Malaysians
are
struggling
to put food on the table
by Anil Netto

visit to the local wet
market is enough to give
you palpitations. Prices
of vegetables and fruit
have soared, perhaps by as much
as a third over the last few years.
One news report even said that the
price of kangkung rose in December 2013.

A

The higher prices of basic foodstuff, along with the overall higher
cost of living, is a major issue in
the Kajang by-election. In an
Umcedel survey, 69 per cent of respondents in Kajang reportedly
felt that the increasing cost of living would raise support for
Pakatan Rakyat.
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This may be a fair reflection of sentiment across the country and
could favour opposition parties.
The soaring price of produce,
along with higher property and
motor vehicle prices, has emptied
the pockets of low-income and
even middle-class households. In
coffee-shops and private homes,

EDITOR'S

NOTE

The Kajang by-election on 23 March is fast approaching. And the higher cost of living, especially soaring food prices, is proving to be a major issue. In our
cover-story, Anil Netto suggests seven reasons why
Malaysians are struggling to put food on the table –
which could have a bearing on the outcome of the
by-election.
The poll could be a game-changer but was the
‘Kajang Move’ a wise strategy? Azmil Tayeb analyses the backdrop. But wise or not, some quarters
appear anxious to put Anwar away, notes P
Ramakrishnan. There even seems to be exceptional
interest in the government's appeal against Anwar’s
acquittal says Hishamuddin Yahaya. Meanwhile,
there are those who want to put away another opposition stalwart, Karpal Singh, laments Rama, who
also wonders why no action has been taken against
some real trouble-makers.
In these difficult times, we desperately need real
statesmen, writes Henry Loh in our back-cover story.
Malaysians must step up to the plate. Douglas Teoh
says it is time we look beyond Mahathir’s Old Politics and he apologises to East Malaysians many of
whom feel they have not been treated fairly. If we
don’t tackle some of these issues, more Malaysians
might leave the country – an issue that Syerleena
Abdul Rashid tackles in her article on Bangsa Malaysia and citizenship. In a separate piece, she says
it is no point censoring critical views in this digital
age when intellectual argument should be used to
engage with the people.
Finally, a couple of readers, Henry Soon and Tih
Seong Pin, have responded to our previous coverstory, ‘Education system in crisis?’ We feature their
perceptive insights in our centre pages.
Aliran is an organisation for social and democratic
reform. We advocate freedom, justice and
solidarity; comment critically on social issues, offer
analysis and alternative ideas keeping in mind
the national and global picture based on universal
human rights and spiritual values. We are listed
on the roster of the Economic and Social Council of
the United Nations. Founded in 1977, Aliran
welcomes all Malaysians above 21 to be members.
Contact the Hon. Secretary or visit our webpage.
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friends and relatives huddle together and grumble about the latest price increases in the local wet
market.
Soaring food prices is a symptom
of something deeper at work and
signals that all is not well with
the economy, which is also exposed to global forces.
This article will discuss some possible reasons why people are feeling burdened despite fairly rosy
GDP growth figures.

Removal

of

subsidies

The removal of subsidies for oil
and higher electricity and gas tariffs will result in higher costs
(shipping, lorry transport, refrigeration etc) incurred in bringing
fruit and vegetables to the public.
These charges will invariably be
passed on by food vendors and
suppliers through higher prices.
The removal of subsidies followed
concerns expressed by an international rating agencies, which
downgraded Malaysia’s credit
rating from stable to negative.
Fitch Ratings cited concerns over
public finance as a key issue.
But instead of cracking down on
wasteful spending and rampant
corruption, the government
adopted a neoliberal approach by
slashing subsidies. While some
subsidies like those on petrol may
also benefit the rich, the government has not invested enough in
public transport across the country to ease the burden of the lowerincome group who will find the
higher fuel prices a burden.
The removal of subsidies has

had the effect of reducing disposable income among the ordinary people, making it more difficult for them to afford higher
food prices.

Monopolies
and
cartels
When basic food supplies such as
rice and sugar are controlled by
well-connected monopolies or
cartels then the public is at the
mercy of these companies when
prices are set.
For example, the Padiberas
Nasional Berhad (Bernas) group
of companies, owned by Syed
Mokhtar Al-Bukhary, is involved
in the procurement and processing of paddy along with the importation, warehousing, distribution and marketing of rice in Malaysia. The firm controls about 24
per cent of the paddy market and
45 per cent of local rice demand.
With the removal of rice subsidies
in Thailand, more Thai rice could
reportedly be made available on
the international market and with
the increased supply in the regional market, the price of rice
imports into Malaysia could fall.
Concern has been expressed that
the benefit of this lower-priced rice
could be reaped by Bernas while
the public and the 142,000 local
rice farmers may not be any better
off.
Or take the sugar market, which
is controlled by the well-connected Malaysian Sugar Manufacturing Bhd and Tradewinds
Bhd. Opposition politicians have
claimed that the removal of the
sugar subsidy at the last Budget
would result in higher profits of
up to 100 per cent.
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In addition, MP Tony Pua claimed
that the government had committed to a three-year raw sugar import deal at US$26 (RM78.54) per
100lbs (45.3kg) in January 2012,
when the global market price for
raw sugar then was at US$23.42
(RM73.57). But by January 2014,
the global price had dipped to below US$16.

Shrinking
agriculture
land
Increasingly, as agricultural land
in urban centres and their fringes
is converted to ‘mixed development’, high-rise condos have
sprouted on former farm lands.
Elsewhere, priority has been given
to monocropping and cash crops,
which can damage the overall
environment
and
reduce
biodiversity.
Urban vegetable farms are vanishing as they make way for high-rise
super condos. Unfortunately, we
do not have community organic
gardens to make up for the loss of
local supply. Where once it was
common to see banana trees growing in our neighbourhood, that is
not so anymore. Local bananas,
which used to cost RM3.50 per kg,
are now sold at RM5.
This means more food has to be
transported from a longer distance,
usually Cameron Highlands or
even imported. It is not uncommon
to see people waiting at a vegetable
stall for the lorry from Cameron
Highlands to arrive.
As petrol prices inch upwards,
the cost of transporting food follows suit, what more when food
has to be transported from farther
away, and this invariably pushes
up the price of food.

Case

study:

Eating

Let’s take a look at why eating out is no longer as affordable as it once was and how
this could be linked to higher
property prices.
As property prices soar,
those who have invested
their funds in property expect higher returns from the
property they already have.
Thus rentals are increased.
In one case in Penang, a
property owner was said to
have asked his tenant, a
food court operator, to
cough up a whopping 66
per cent increase in
monthly rental for the food
court premises. The food
court operator, who had

out

becomes

more

expensive

too

sub-let stalls to about two dozen
hawkers, felt the higher rental
would reduce his profits substantially.

be an upmarket ‘kopitiam’
operator or a car showroom
business, willing to pay the
higher rental.

Unwilling to pay such a high
rental, the food court operator decided to shut down the food court
he was operating and moved out.
The hawkers - many of whom
were selling low-priced meals (below RM5) to students, nearby residents and working adults on a
tight budget - were relocated by
the operator to another food court
he was operating, much further
away.

For the local residents and
students, what this means
is that a food court that
they had patronised for
the affordable meals it offered has disappeared,
leaving behind more upmarket restaurants and
kopitiams in their area.
These eateries charge 50100 per cent more for the
meals they serve in order
for their owners to meet
the steeper property loan
repayments or rentals arising from higher property
prices.

Meanwhile, the landlord of the
food court, now closed down,
found a new tenant, believed to

Food
imports
and
depreciation
of the ringgit

No wonder our food trade deficit
has soared from RM1bn in 1990
to RM13bn in 2013.

If you visit a stall selling vegetables and fruit, chances are half
the produce is likely to be imported from countries such as the
United States, China, Australia,
New Zealand, India and South
Africa. Imported fruit may even be
displayed more prominently than
their local counterparts in such
stalls. Moreover, a significant portion of our rice requirements is
also imported. We may be self-sufficient in poultry, eggs and fisheries – but we are also importing
beef, mutton and milk.

Along with this external dependency comes vulnerability to fluctuations in the exchange rate of
the ringgit against the US dollar.
Over the last year, the ringgit has
steadily weakened against the US
dollar from about 3.00 last May to
about 3.30 now. That is a weakening of about 10 per cent and it is
bound to be reflected in the rising
price of imported produce.

This makes us highly dependent
on imports for our food security.

Over time, as interest rates were
kept low and as cheap money

Property
development
and
higher business costs
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flooded this region, speculation in
property development intensified
as people tried to maximise their
returns. This has driven up property prices and rentals in the country. In turn, the cost of doing business has risen.
As property prices and rentals go
up, two things happen.
These higher business costs have
cut into business profits, thus putting downward pressure on workers’ wages, which in turn reduces
the purchasing power of ordinary
people.
They also translate into higher
prices of foodstuff as fruit and
vegetable wholesalers and retailers, who themselves are con-

fronted with higher property
prices and rentals, pass on their
costs to customers. Even the price
of food and drinks at hawker
stalls and food courts has escalated.

Stagnant

real

wages

Despite years of economic growth
as indicated by positive GDP
growth figure, many people do
not feel better off.
For one thing, in many households, real wages have not kept
pace with the cost of living and
productivity increases.
The share of wages compared to
the overall income of the country has fallen. Wages make up
only 28 per cent of Malaysian
GDP (based on the income

method) while business profits
account for a whopping 67 per
cent. And 78 per cent of EPF contributors earn less than RM3000
per month.
This suggests that many workers are being underpaid relative
to productivity increases while
firms and banks post large profits. This disconnect is being
aided by the existing policy of
using (exploiting?) migrant
workers to depress local wages
while workers’ and trade union
rights are suppressed.
This unhappy situation is masked
by unrealistic official household
poverty line income levels of
RM830 in the peninsula, RM1090
in Sabah and RM920 in Sarawak.
These figures are unrealistically
low and seriously understate the
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real poverty rates.
The real poverty line threshold for
a household should be closer to
RM2000 while even the BR1M
handouts recognise that households earning below RM4,000 per
month need assistance.
As for the official minimum wage
of RM900 (RM800 for Sabah and
Sarawak), that is hardly enough
for a household of four or five
people to meet food, rental, transport, education, and health care
expenses. Why food expenditure
alone would swallow a huge
chunk of that RM900!

GST will make
things
worse
The neoliberal system of
privatisation that favours Big

in Kajang and elsewhere in Malaysia.
Unfortunately, the BN government does not appear to have
zeroed in on the real factors behind these significant price increases. Without accurately
identifying the root causes of the
price increases, how is it going
to lighten the people’s burden,
other than by the occasional
BR1M payments, which are like
band-aids too small to plaster
over festering gashes?
Meanwhile, Malaysians are being
hit by a triple whammy: as household debts soar following the
sharp increase in property prices;
as disposable income shrinks following the removal of subsidies
and the suppression of real wage
(and with GST looming), the rising food prices come at the worst
possible time.
Business – reducing corporate tax
rates for the wealthy, cutting subsidies, and privatisation of essential services – has resulted in
higher tariffs that have weighed
down on the people.
Moreover, speculation in housing
and poor public transport have
forced many Malaysians to take
up burdensome housing and car
loans. The removal of subsidies for
higher education and the
corporatisation of state-run universities have led to higher university fees, forcing many students to take up study loans.
Taken together, these loans have
driven up household debt. Loan
instalments and debt servicing
have whittled away the disposal
income of many households.
Meanwhile, doctors’ fees, phar-

maceutical charges and even
health supplements have soared.
And now, the Ministry of Health
has approved higher consultation
fees for doctors – which adds to
the people misery. These higher
medical charges have further
shrunk the disposable income of
many Malaysians, making it difficult for them to cope with the
higher prices of fruit and vegetables.
As the government introduces a
regressive taxation system, (GST),
available disposable income in
many households will shrink
even further, adding to the burden
of the lower-income group.

In such a situation, news that
GDP is rising and FDI is doing fine
means very little to the person on
the street, struggling to put food
on the table.
For this, the BN federal government’s misplaced economic
policies and priorities (including property-centric development and cash crop cultivation)
and its inability to remove crony
cartels and wipe out corruption
must take the blame. The various state governments’ failure to
protect farmland and prioritise
food security is also disappointing and worrying. q

Conclusion
It is obvious that rising food prices
are a major issue among the folks
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Anil Netto is treasurer of
Aliran.

ELECTIONS

The
to

dark treacherous
Putrajaya

road

Rafizi Ramli is right; the Kajang by-election will be a gamechanger – but not in the manner that he thinks
by Azmil Tayeb
ince when have Malaysians ever voted for the
Prime Minister? The nature of the parliamentary
system is such that the electorate
chooses which political parties
that best govern the country,
which in turn choose who
amongst their leaders should
head up the executive branch i.e.
to become the Prime Minister.
There is no direct election for
Prime Ministership, unlike in a
Presidential system.

S

Thus, I am utterly puzzled at the
examples proffered by the supporters of Anwar Ibrahim’s latest
move to contest in the soon-to-beheld Kajang state seat by-election.
The comparison to Jacques
Chirac, Lee Myung-Bak, Reccep
Erdogan, Joko Widodo, among
others, is totally inept and simply
strains credulity.
It is established then that the political party is the lead actor in a
parliamentary system, not the individual politician. So what is the
point of having Anwar Ibrahim to
take over the Chief Ministership
of Selangor from Khalid Ibrahim
(as much as Anwar is playing it

Rafizi Ramli

down for now)? The electorate
votes for the party, not the personality that embodies it. Anwar
Ibrahim is not the be-all, end-all
of the Opposition.
If it is about showcasing achievements of an Opposition-led state
government to garner the people’s
vote of confidence for the ultimate
prize, Putrajaya, then replacing
the Chief Minister of a well-performing state such as Selangor for
no good reason is just folly. It is
not clear what Anwar Ibrahim
can do to promote the success of
an Opposition-led state especially
in the Umno/BN strongholds in
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the rural areas.
The questions remain: 1) How
does showcasing the achievements of Selangor, Penang and
Kelantan governments translate
into possible victory of Pakatan in
the next general election? 2) Since
the successes of the Selangor and
Penang governments have been
evident since 2008 but somehow
did not help Pakatan to win other
states in the last general election,
what else is new now? But these
two questions are heavily premised on Pakatan’s eventual victory in a highly flawed and biased
electoral system.

Instead of replacing the Chief Minister and creating unnecessary
attention to its own ineptness
maybe Pakatan should find better and more effective ways to
publicise and market the achievements of Selangor and Penang to
the wider audience against the
stifling restrictions on the freedom
of press and speech. It does not
matter who is at the helm of the
Selangor state government if the
stories of its success only reverberate among its supporters and
fail to make a dent among nonPakatan voters.
There is also the 800-pound gorilla that still sits uneasily in the
room: Why did Lee
Chin Cheh abruptly
resign from his state
seat? So far no explanation has been offered by PKR. If Lee
Chin Cheh had resigned with reasons
that are less than dire,
then it is a dereliction
of his duty to serve the
people who overwhelmingly voted for
him in the last general election.

In the end the rakyat may just vote
for the “evil that we know,” as
opposed to the “angel we don’t
know,” thus fulfilling Mahathir
Mohamad’s crystal-gazing prognostication. Is this the Machiavellian “democracy” that PKR, and
by extension Pakatan, envisions
for Malaysia? A victory brought
on by any means necessary rings
hollow if the rakyat ends up as
the collateral damage.
In regards to being an effective
wakil rakyat, is it advisable or
even possible to simultaneously
service two constituencies that
differ greatly in geography, culture, socio-economic background

and ethnic makeup? Is it even
democratic to begin with?
Being elected into office means
carrying the heavy burden of the
rakyat’s hopes, dreams and aspirations and trying to fulfil them to
the best of one’s ability. It does not
give the wakil rakyat the carte
blanche to treat the constituents
like some meaningless pawns on
the grand political chessboard to
be manipulated with whenever it
is politically expedient.
How will Anwar Ibrahim explain
this to both the constituencies of
Permatang Pauh and Kajang?
Simply setting up legislative service centres in the constituency while only
visiting it right before
the general election
does not make for an
effective and trustworthy people’s representative.
Plus, the job scope and
focus of an MP and
that of a state assembly member differ in
many ways: one deals
with the burgeoning
national deficit in the
Dewan Rakyat and
the other deals with
potholes behind Pak
Mat’s house in Taman
Kajang Bestari – and
how does Anwar
Ibrahim plan to reconcile them?

It is a sheer betrayal
of
the
Kajang
people’s trust of their
representative and
the political party he
is part of. It is simply
impossible to claim a
moral high ground
when the party is engaging in the same
manipulative politics
as its nemesis. One is
then left to choose between Tweedledee
and Tweedledum.

The whole brouhaha
started with the internal party bickering between Khalid Ibrahim
and Azmin Ali, which
somehow necessitated
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Anwar Ibrahim’s foray into state
politics to purportedly defuse the
tension. In what way does including Anwar Ibrahim in the state
government – either as a state assembly member and/or Chief
Minister – help quell the infighting within Selangor PKR?
More pointedly, what has Khalid
Ibrahim done wrong in the past
six years for him to be replaced
before his term ends? Rafizi Ramli,
PKR’s MP for Pandan, states that
with Anwar at the helm nobody
will be able to mess with him politically because he is the head
honcho.
But what about using Anwar’s
gravitas instead to prop up Khalid
Ibrahim’s creaky position within
and without the party and make
it unassailable? If Anwar Ibrahim
makes it perfectly clear to every
PKR cadre, especially the ones in
Azmin Ali’s camp, that he is solidly behind Khalid Ibrahim and
all are required to put on a united
front, then this fiasco would not
have escalated and festered into
what it is now.
Rafizi Ramli’s sincere but rather
opaque written statement regarding this issue also mentions the
need to fortify Selangor against an
impending BN onslaught, hellbent on wresting back the richest
state in the federation even if it literally ends up in ashes and embers.
But the reasoning begs the question: what is the BN, or particularly Selangor Umno, doing now
or planning to do later that is different than from what they had
done in the past? Lest we forget,
the Selangor Umno launched the
Selamatkan Selangor campaign

right after the 2008 general election to spread misinformation, lies
and slander and concoct many
nefarious plans to sabotage the
Pakatan state government, including stoking racial and religious
flames.
But instead, the Selangor voters
returned Pakatan to the state government in the last general election with an even bigger majority.
If anything, setting up Anwar
Ibrahim at the top of the state government will only serve as a lightning rod for Pakatan’s detractors,
as opposed to the more low-profile Khalid Ibrahim.
If proof is what Pakatan needs in
order to show the public that it can
effectively govern at the national
level, then one of the better ways
is to form a shadow cabinet. This
idea has been mooted many times
over the years but somehow perplexedly has never been taken up
by the Pakatan leadership.
A shadow cabinet would demonstrate first, the Pakatan component parties’s ability to work together and agree on specific policies in response to the official ones
issued by the BN government;
and second, the Pakatan’s readiness to govern and hit the ground
running when the time finally
comes.
The current uproar concerning
the Allah use in Malay-language
bibles is a good case in point highlighting the need for a shadow
cabinet. If there had been a
shadow Home Minister or a
shadow Minister in-charge of Islamic affairs in the Prime
Minister’s Office issuing unified
statements to counter the cynical
ploys of Umno to politically ex-
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ploit this issue, the crisis might not
have ratcheted up to the level we
are seeing now.
Instead, we have contradicting
and convoluting pronouncements coming out of the Pakatan
camp regarding this matter.
Maybe Pakatan should tackle this
issue first and successfully so, as
a way to show the general public
it is able to govern and solve problems cohesively as a coalition,
which would be no mean feat
since it is comprised of partners
of equal standing; unlike BN,
which is overwhelmingly dominated by Umno, hence the enactment of Umno-centric policies.
Rafizi Ramli is right. The Kajang
by-election will be a gamechanger but not in the manner
that he thinks. It is indeed a dark
chapter in Malaysian democracy,
and more importantly, the
country’s transition to a genuine
two-party system. One commentator in Malaysiakini wrote that
this will be Anwar Ibrahim’s Waterloo. Maybe that is what it takes
for a more people-centric democratic practice and a generation of
young leaders unencumbered by
old political culture to blossom in
Malaysia. In the meantime, it is
going to be a long dark journey to
Putrajaya for Pakatan with democracy taking a back seat. q

Azmil Tayeb, an Aliran
member, is a PhD candidate at the Department of
Political
and
Social
Change, College of Asia
and the Pacific, Australian
National University.

POLITICS

Anwar Ibrahim has to
put away, otherwise
Umno is doomed!

be

But all the lies concocted against Anwar have not made
any impact on the people
by P Ramakrishnan
he survival of Umno in
the forthcoming GE14
is hanging by a thread.
By all counts, it may be
the end of the road for the party
that has dominated Malaysian
politics for more than half a century.

T

Umno is aware of this. And that
is why it is desperately trying to
put Anwar Ibrahim away to save
its skin. A free Anwar will sound
the death-knell for Umno.
Politically it may not succeed in
its attempt to do away with
Anwar because his influence is
wide and far-reaching. He is seen
by the majority of Malaysians as
the only hope of toppling Umno
from its power base — which will
pave the way for an alternative
government.
All the lies that Umno has concocted against Anwar have not
made any impact on the people.
This approach has been tried since
1998 — to tarnish his reputation
and smear his image — but every

attempt failed miserably. People
have wised up to the tricks and
manipulations resorted to by
Umno at every opportunity and
during elections, but such ploys
have had no effect to benefit
Umno.
Moreover, the people are aware
that Umno is no longer the sole
mouth-piece for the Malays. Pas
and Keadilan are equally capable
of representing the Malays and far
more effectively when compared
to Umno. To add to their headache,
the Malays are even turning to the
DAP and supporting their candidates. Clearly, it is a losing battle
for Umno.
This is why Anwar’s pending
court cases are so crucial. Malaysians are convinced that what
cannot be achieved politically by
Umno can perhaps be achieved
through the courts. This is possible simply because only a few
judges seem to be pro justice
whereas many are inclined to dismiss cases based on mere technicalities.
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Anwar’s application to recall
former investigation officer Supt
Jude Blacious Pereira was based
on the fact that the Kuala Lumpur
High Court had found him “not a
fit and proper person” to be admitted as a lawyer to practise at
the High Court of Malaysia. But
the court dismissed Anwar’s application on the grounds that
there was no need to adduce further evidence from Pereira.
Suhakam in its investigation with
regard to the detention of lawyers
had concluded that Pereira was
not a reliable and trustworthy
witness.
When a person’s integrity is in
serious doubt, it is natural to wonder whether he could have acted
honourably and truthfully in
Anwar’s first sodomy trial. It was
also established in that trial that
he had tampered with an exhibit
concerning the DNA.
It is, therefore, reasonable to believe that a person of such character might not have told the

whole truth during the trial. If
Anwar wants him to be recalled
to be further questioned, what is
wrong? Isn’t he entitled to maximum defence in all fairness?
Then we have the other case
where Anwar wanted to remove
Muhammad Shafee Abdullah
from leading the prosecution team
in the government’s appeal
against the Sodomy II verdict.
Anwar depended heavily on
Kuala Lumpur CID chief Mat
Zain Ibrahim’s statutory declaration to disqualify Shafee from prosecuting Anwar. In that declaration, Shafee was painted as someone who was part of a plot that
took place in Tun Dr Mahathir’s
house.
The court ruled that since Mat
Zain did not affirm any affidavit
in support of Anwar’s application, the former’s statutory declaration was viewed as statements
that were made outside the court
and, as such, there was no prima
facie material before the court to

establish a case. And hence,
Anwar’s application was dismissed.

to prove his innocence and for that
he needs the assistance of the
court.

Much earlier, in the case concerning whether Anwar could submit
Mat Zain’s statutory declaration
as a supporting document, the
court threw out the statutory declaration on technical grounds: the
name and address had been left
out, the IC was wrong – all not
serious omissions. In any case, the
court had its inherent right to
summon Mat Zain to affirm his
declaration and rectify the errors
in it. That would have been in the
interest of justice. But unfortunately that wasn’t the case. It was
rigid justice, which Thomas
Fuller, the writer, termed as “the
greatest injustice”.

If the court deprives him of this
assistance and becomes an obstacle to his defence, then the judicial process becomes a farce. At
the conclusion of the hearing,
people should not come to the conclusion that the court was prejudiced against the accused.

How fatal was this error?
Shouldn’t the accused be given
every means and opportunity to
defend himself? If that defence is
denied through technicalities, the
court is grossly unfair to the accused. It is the accused who has
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It is no use to quote this law and
that regulation to prevent access
to material that may be crucial to
the accused to establish his innocence. In the end, what is important in any hearing is fairness to
the accused. But certain judges
don’t seem to be very bothered
about this principle. It is to them
only cut and dried, applying rules
and regulations without any notion of fairness.
If this were the case in Anwar’s
appeal, then the judiciary will put
away Anwar for good and save
the skin of Umno. q

JUDICIARY

Unexceptional
exceptional

case
with
interest

Why didn’t the prosecution appeal as soon as the verdict was
given, which is normally the case
by Hishamuddin Yahaya
ith regard to Dato Seri
Anwar’s case, the prosecution decided to appeal against his acquittal. After a long lapse, following
his acquittal, when the public
thought that a fair hearing had
been given and the verdict had put
the case to rest, it suddenly hit the
headllines once again. The searching question is, why didn't the
prosecution appeal as soon as the
verdict was given, which is normally the case? It only acted long
after the verdict was pronounced
when the complainant’s relative
urged through the press that the
government should appeal on behalf of the complainant.

W

We are prompted to ask whether
the prosecution was interested in
appealing or was it an afterthought. Taking into consideration that the prosecutor conducted the case, witnessed the
entire proceedings, saw the
demeanour of the witnesses and
endured the unrelenting assault
by the defence that eventually
shred the prosecution’s evidence
to pieces - surely, by then, the prosecutor lamed and injured, knew
and accepted that it was a case
for the defence. The DNA evidence

in particular, which the prosecution depended so much upon to
secure a conviction, was ruled out
as absolutely unreliable. As an experienced lawyer and based on
evidence adduced, the prosecutor
could agree with the Judge’s inevitable conclusion that the case
had not been proved beyond reasonable doubt. With that, the prosecution had no case to appeal. In
fact, it would have been against
his conscience to do so.
Of course, an appeal by the aggrieved party is a fundamental
right — whether it has merit or
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no merit, it is the right of the aggrieved party. Experienced lawyers will study the merits and demerits of the case before proceeding with the appeal. This is to save
costs and the court’s time. In borderline cases, an appeal is always
encouraged if it is of constitutional importance or where it involves an important interpretation of the law. But in other cases,
there must be a strong basis for
the appeal - for example, if the
judge had made a glaring mistake
and the judgment delivered was
contrary to the evidence given or
if the judge was seen to be biased

in his or her judgment.
Anwar is a political maverick. He
is a politician feared by the ruling
party for his unblemished track
record and his commitment to the
politics of the downtrodden. Fearless and selfless and known for
outmanoeuvring his political opponents, he has won elections
without much effort and is accepted as a potential PM by the
people. The ruling party, on the
other hand, regards him as a malignant tumour that must be eliminated for its own good. Ironically,
Anwar is more known internationally than any of the leaders in
this country. What he said to me
the other day is true: “They are
restless as long as I am still
around.”
Because this being Anwar’s case,
with the prosecution finally appealing against his acquittal, it
creates the public perception that
this is a “forced appeal”. This
perception is further strenghtened
by the fact that a senior counsel
outside the AG’s Chambers has

to be appointed to lead the appeal.
Is it because no one in the AG's
Chambers believed that it was a
justified action to take?
The appointment of someone from
outside the AG’s Chambers is perfectly lawful and proper but rather
unsavoury. Whether there is a precedent or not is not our concern.
Under normal circumstances, this
case would be regarded as unusual and exceptional to warrant
external expertise. Or is it because
it has all to do with Anwar?
We cannot avoid several negative
perceptions one of which is that
the appeal is a joke. The appeal is
a “forced appeal”. It is indeed a
strange move initiated by the AG's
Chambers. Are there no senior
Federal Counsels experienced
enough to lead the appeal? Is it a
complicated case? Are the AG's
boys happy to be bypassed this
way, belittling their professional
capability to handle a simple appeal as this? Above all, whose
idea was it to appoint someone
from outside the AG’s Chambers?
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The most negative public perception is the outcome of the
appeal. This is not to cast any
aspersion on the court. But human beings being what they are,
the build-up of the mindset is
natural and unavoidable, more
so if the appeal is seen by them
as a “forced appeal”. For the
powers that be, it is not their
concern or their doing; it will be
projected as the decision of an
“independent tribunal” (the
court), for which they are not responsible and therefore cannot
be blamed.
When the judgment is delivered,
we hope that our judges will be
mindful of the Hadith (saying of
the Prophet s.a.w) that out of
three judges, two are dwellers of
hell. q

Dato Hishamuddin bin
Haji Yahaya, lawyer by
profession, is the former
MP for Maran.

RULE OF LAW

Karpal – a victim of
political
prosecution
by P Ramakrishnan
f what he had said during the 2009 constitutional crisis after the overthrow of the legitimately elected Perak state government
was deemed as seditious, why then has the
Sedition Act not been applied to the many recent
cases when so many extremists had uttered statements that were inciting and provoking?

I

It is clearly an act of selective persecution and prosecution. Malaysians are wondering if this is the forerunner to more court convictions of other opposition leaders and critical social activists whose cases
are still pending?
Karpal had consistently maintained that it was not
his intention to criticise His Highness, the Sultan of
Perak. His stand was that he had expressed an opinion based on the Constitution, which provides for
special courts for the Rulers to be charged. His opinion was based on the fact that there was room for
this expression as provided for in the Constitution.
Karpal Singh had not shown any deliberate disrespect to the Sultan of Perak. But police reports were
lodged against Karpal in defence of the royalty –
which set in motion the process for Karpal to be
formally charged.
It is an irony that no one felt offended when, way
back in the 1980s, mammoth Semarak rallies were
held to vilify the royalty by the then prime minister,
Mahathir Mohamad. No one was outraged. They
followed their leader and cheered him on in his onslaught on the royalty. Mahathir condemned their
lifestyle, ridiculed their court language and clipped
their wings.
Those who can remember may recall the incident

when the Johor hockey coach, Douglas Gomez, was
summoned and slapped by His Highness, the Sultan of Johor. It was this incident that led to the constitutional amendment that removed the legal immunity of the royalty and provided for the setting
up of special courts.
Karpal was obviously referring to this provision in
the constitution.
The Bill that Parliament subsequently passed allowed for rulers who violated the laws to be prosecuted, while the Sedition Act of 1948 was also
amended to allow public criticism of the rulers. A
special court was created – presided by the Lord
President of the Federal Court – to empower and
prosecute members of the rulers’ coterie and immediate members of the royal household.
Under the circumstance, Aliran is really upset by
this turn of events. q
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POLITICS

Are we heading for
emergency
rule?
Is that why no action is taken against trouble-makers who whip
up ethno-religious sentiment – because unrest is necessary for
emergency rule
by P Ramakrishnan
t was reminiscent of the
lawless Wild West when
rough-necks went on a
rampage to assert their
authority over the helpless town
folks.

I

There was nobody brave enough
to stand up to the mayhem they
created. There was no Sheriff, no
Deputy and no hero to take on
these hooligans.
That was what happened last
Thursday, 6 February 2014, when
troublemakers took to the streets
in a frenzy of hatred to incite and
provoke Malay extremists to partake in acts that would threaten
our peace and harmony. It was no
ordinary gathering; it was a gathering of racists and bigots
out to create mischief.

on the banner bearing the faces of
DAP and PKR representatives.
They then slaughtered four chickens and smeared their blood on
the faces of Teresa Kok, Penang
Chief Minister Lim Guan Eng,
DAP adviser Lim Kit Siang and
Machang Bubuk assembly member Lee Khai Loon (PKR) in a
ritual intended to cause calamity
in the country.
This bloody act was committed by
these trouble-makers claiming to
belong to the Council of Islamic
NGOs as proclaimed in the banner to “Protest against insults of
Malay leadership, the Yang diPertuan Agong and Islam and
Malay dignity by a splinter of politicians, leaders and Chinese chau-

In blatant defiance of the law,
these members of several
Muslim NGOs gathered in
the afternoon near the busy
Puduraya bus terminal and
government offices at Jalan
Tun Perak in Kuala Lumpur.

vinists”.
These claims are clearly farfetched without any justification.
Who in their right minds would
want to insult the Yang di-Pertuan
Agong? He is the national symbol of our unity. He is respected
and held in high esteem.
But these mischief-makers blatantly claimed that the Yang diPertuan Agong was insulted. Can
they provide concrete evidence
when this insult was perpetrated
and by whom?
Who would want to insult Islam?
Malaysians are peaceful people
and are sensitive to the ethos of
the different communities and traditions. Who would want to
court trouble consciously
and disturb our harmony by
being disrespectful?
What Malay leadership was
insulted? Please don’t lie if
you are truly a believer in the
true sense of your religion.
Disagreeing with the policies and criticising leaders

Some participants stomped
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of the government doesn’t constitute an insult to the Malay leadership. In any case, the government
may be dominated by Umno but
essentially it is a coalition government albeit without MCA representation. But there are Chinese
ministers and others from various
communities in the cabinet which
would suggest that the disagreement and criticism is not aimed
solely at the Malay leadership but
against the Barisan Nasional.
But these trouble-makers deliberately twisted the facts to give a
racial angle to arouse the emotions of unthinking people who
can be easily misled.

Inciting
What was said was clearly and
deliberately provocative and inciting.
Zulkifly Sharif from Pertubuhan
Permuafakatan Majlis Ayahanda
Malaysia
(Permas)
told
Malaysiakini that “the chicken
slaughter and blood smearing
ritual was a hark back to the
‘bloody’ May 13, 1969 racial riots”.

should have landed on them so
that it would not encourage similar provocative demonstrations
and protests elsewhere.
But that was not the case. Where
was the AG? Where were the police, the guardians of law and order? Above all, where was the
Prime Minister, the supreme
leader of the nation? Why did
none of them criticise this act of
lawlessness? Why were these racists and bigots not condemned for
their reckless irresponsibility?
It is this lack of response from the
keepers of the law that encourages
this unbecoming behaviour. For it
can be construed with justification that they will not face the
wrath of the law and that they
have the implicit backing of the
law enforcement agencies.
This demonstration was held apparently as a reaction to Seputeh
MP Teresa Kok’s New Year video
entitled ‘OnederfulMalaysia CNY
2014’.

“The blood represents the May 13
incident…It should be easily understood,” he said.

Various claims and accusations
were made in connection with
this video. But what was it all
about? Was there any disrespect
shown to the Yang di-Pertuan
Agong? Was Islam insulted in this
video?

In other words, he is actually
threatening a repeat of the May 13
incident. This is clearly seditious;
it is an incitement; it is definitely
a provocation. It had the potential to spark chaos and disturb our
harmony. Things could go out of
hand to the detriment of the nation.

It is very disturbing for Zulkifly to
state with reference to the slaughtering of the chicken, “It is symbolic of the bloody incident, –
meaning May 13 – this means we
are sending a serious warning to
Teresa Kok not to provoke and create something that threatens the
peace and feelings of the Malays.”

It should have been nipped in the
bud. The full force of the law

Was he correct in what he stated?
Did Teresa “provoke and create
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something that threatens the
peace and feelings of the
Malays”?
It seems that the video was in
Mandarin. Do these rabble-rousers understand Mandarin? Could
it be possible that while translating misrepresentation could have
occurred?
Why not broadcast this video over
TV so that the truth can be unveiled and facts revealed to the
entire nation before things get out
of hand through misunderstanding and misrepresentation? This
is what should be done if we are
really interested in the truth. But
would the BN dare to do this? Or
will it take advantage of this mindless reaction for its own political
purposes?

Trivialised
These mischief-makers went beyond threatening. They even offered a bounty to anyone who is
willing to slap Teresa. Just like in
the Wild West when rewards were
offered to bring in the outlaws
“dead or alive”, and bounty hunters would take up the offer and go
after their quarry. Similarly, in this
instance, a reward of RM500 was
offered which was later increased
to RM1,200.
Imagine if one stupid hothead
goes up to Teresa and slaps her,
what would happen? Perhaps
those with her may react and assault him which could in turn
lead to a racial conflict. Is this
what they want to happen? Is it a
ploy to create unrest and unleash
an ethnic clash that would benefit the BN?
The situation was so serious

and yet there was no urgency to
address it. Even Home Minister
Datuk Seri Dr Ahmad Zahid
Hamidi foolishly and flippantly
trivialised the whole episode by
claiming that it was not a threat
to Teresa and unbelievably
stated that it would have
amounted to nothing except if a
death threat had been issued
against Teresa. For a Home Minister not to see the danger in this
emotionally-charged affair is
mind-boggling.
Not to be outdone in foolishness,
the Housing and Urban
Wellbeing Minister Datuk Abdul
Rahman Dahlan also criticised
Kok, saying that she should not
play victim when threatened by
Muslim groups as the DAP had
“relentlessly attacked the position
of Malays and Muslims…The
DAP had also insulted the Yang
di-Pertuan Agong and Islam”.
If that was the case, how did the
DAP garner so many Malay votes,
make a break-through in the
Umno fortress of Johor, and get its
Malay members elected as members of parliament? Without
Malay votes, all this could not
have been possible.
How ridiculous they are can be
seen when Zulkifly accused the
politicians whose faces adorned
the banner of manipulating the
price hike issue. According to him,
“The increase of prices of goods
has been turned into a kind of propaganda to bring down Malay
leadership. They are trying to provoke hatred and belittle Malay
leadership.”
The lives of Malaysians have become a nightmare because of price
hikes which have made life very

difficult for people. It is felt by everyone on a daily basis and their
sufferings are nation-wide. It is not
confined to any ethnic community.
To blame these four leaders as
manipulating the price hike to
bring down the Malay leadership
is grossly unfair and wrong. It is
utter nonsense!

Heart-warming
The price hike demonstration
organised by various NGOs in
Penang effectively debunked the
atrocious statements and the
sweeping claims made by the
trouble-makers.
More than 1,000 turned up to oppose the price hikes and the implementation of the GST. The crowd
was largely Malay with good support from the Chinese and the Indians. What transpired was heartwarming and encouraging. It
showed that whatever ploy that
is used by Umno and its henchmen to drive a wedge between the
Malays and non-Malays will not
work.
The Seberang Jaya Municipal
Councillor Zulkifli Saad said the
gathering was a show of solidarity among Malays, Chinese and
Indians.”We are not racists, this
is a gathering of people.”
Solidariti Anak Muda Malaysia
(SAMM) spokesperson Badrul
Hisham Shaharin, better known
as Chegubard, asked who were
the Malays who felt insulted by
Lee’s act of stuffing kangkung into
a replica of Najib.
“Hello! Who says Malays are insulted? We are insulted because
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we have a PM who cannot manage the country,” he said.
He also warned groups who
threatened violence and racial riots, saying that their non-Malay
brothers and sisters would be protected even if “one hair of yours is
disturbed”.
Pandan MP Rafizi Ramli said
that anti-price hikes groups
would protest in all the states,
culminating in a massive protest
in Kuala Lumpur on 1 May,
themed Gasak Sampai Tumbang
(GST).
Rafizi emphatically said, “There
is also no link between race and
price hikes.”
“It is just their way of putting fear
in us as they are racists,” he
claimed.
“If there is one Chinese youth
among us who is threatened, 10
Malays among us will be there to
protect him,” he assured, followed by shouts of support.
Afif Bahardin, the Seberang Jaya
representative, drove home a valid
point rather forcefully, “The price
hike is suffered by not only DAP,
PKR or Pas but by Umno members
as well.”
It is this kind of solidarity building up that is worrying Umno.
Their usual divide-and-rule
policy is no longer working. Race
and religion can no longer be an
effective campaign strategy to retain power.
So, it seems, an unrest is necessary for emergency rule and is that
why no action is taken against
these trouble-makers? q

EDUCATION

Education
system:
Take the bull by the horns
The Education Ministry must have the courage to admit the
serious shortcomings in the system and to think out of the box
by Henry Soon
he dismal performance
of our students in the
Programme for International Student Assessment (Pisa) in 2013, where 51.8
per cent of our 15-year-old students failed to reach even the
baseline level for Reading, Math-

T

ematics and Science, has rightly
alarmed many concerned Malaysian parents and educationists.
It bears repeating that the quality
of an education system simply
cannot exceed the quality of its
teachers, no matter how many billions of ringgit we
pour into grandiose educational
development
plans or blueprints
to improve our
school system.
Zaid
Ibrahim,
merely calls a
spade a spade
when he wrote in
his book “I, Too,
Am Malay” that “
... We are afraid to
admit that the
teachers, most of
whom are Malays,
are poor in quality;
that the school curriculum is irrelevant and the administrators too
political....”( Chapter 7, Pg 245).
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Our cover story in the
previous issue ‘Political
parties, stay out of our
schools!’ by Francis Loh
drew reaction from a
couple of readers. We reproduce them below.
More readers' reactions
are welcome. Email to
aliran.malaysia@yahoo.com

Think
before
tinkering
And the very fact that 70 per cent
of our English teachers failed to
make the grade in the Cambridge
Placement Test speaks volumes of
why and how we continue to witness a drastic decline in English
proficiency in our schools and
universities over the years.
And if it is true that a large number of our teachers are incompetent and of poor quality, then it
stands to reason that before we
start to make drastic changes to
fine-tune or transform our education system, the policy-makers
have to do certain things. They
have to get the views of all the

major stakeholders, be willing to
accept sound suggestions from
various quarters, do some real
hard thinking of the pros and
cons of their proposed changes
before they attempt to tinker with
our school system.

lane to review how effective, practical or meaningful the educational reforms or changes that the
Education Ministry has implemented in our schools over the
years to see how things really are
at the school level.

M Bakri Musa, the good doctor
who, wrote among other books,
“An Education System Worthy of
Malaysia”, has pointed out that
the greatest weakness of all our
educational reforms is the
government’s exclusive dependence on in-house or Ministry of
Education staff. The personnel
have somehow failed to improve
the quality of our education system over the years - in spite of all
their grand dreams and schemes.

Unfair
co-curricular
points
system

Let’s just take a trip down memory

When the co-curricular points
system was first implemented
in our schools, it did appear to
many that it would be a good
way to motivate our students to
participate more actively in
sports clubs, societies and uniform bodies to enable the latter
to become more well-rounded
students. But as they say, the
road to hell is paved with good
intentions.
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In the first place, the system was
never implemented in good faith.
Students sitting for the tough
STPM exams are already facing a
serious handicap when it comes
to applying for admission to local
universities for critical degree
courses compared to Matriculation students, who study for a
shorter period of time and sit for
their relatively easy internally
marked exam papers.
And as if things are not bad
enough for STPM students, it
looks like the co-curricular points
system was designed to make university admission even easier for
Matriculation students by making
it relatively easy for them to secure
high marks for their co-curricular
activities, which account for 10
per cent of the entry-score require-

ments for public university admission.
Co-curricular activities among
hostel block members in Matriculation Colleges are given
marks meant for district level;
activities within Matriculation
colleges are deemed fit for marks
meant for state level and merely
competing against another Matriculation college in a particular game is good enough to be
awarded marks meant for national level!
Now, any wonder why so many
SPM students choose not to do
their Form Six? Well, not when the

Stem

the

system is so biased in favour of
Matriculation students and the
academic playing field is so
unlevel that to gain university
admission to their dream degree
courses is often a pipe dream for
Form Six students, even though
they may have worked doubly
hard and secured four solid A’s
in the so much tougher STPM exams.
As such, many bright post-SPM
students simply don’t want to do
Form Six and experience the mental agony of getting four straight
A’s in the STPM exams and being
denied places to pursue critical
degree courses like medicine and

tide

of

frustration

pharmacy on the simple pretext
that their co-curricular marks were
not good enough compared to others.
Simple common sense will dictate
that we should only deny these
brilliant students their dream
courses in favour of other university applicants who obtained similar results but scored better cocurricular marks - if our public
university admission process is
truly based on merit. Using the cocurricular points system so inflexibly and indiscriminately as an
end in itself will only do injustice
to many of our nation’s talented
students.

over

education

by Tih Seong Pin
I refer to the Aliran Monthly
Vol.33 No.8 cover story
‘Malaysia’s Education System in Crisis?’ and as a patriotic and forward-looking Malaysian, I would like to respond in two areas.
English is now the third
most spoken language
worldwide (after Chinese
and Hindi) with some 400m
speakers. Due to its widespread use in many sectors,
it is now the most widely
learned second language in
the world. Many students
across the world are required to learn and master
English, both spoken and
written. A working knowledge of English is a must for
anyone to excel in any field.

Since the phasing out of English
as a medium of instruction in the
Malaysian education system beginning in the 1970s and with
English being relegated to a second language in our schools, the
standard of the language has
plunged. Consequently, English
has become the weaker language
of most Malaysians - which is detrimental to national interest in the
long term.
Many local graduates are unable
to find employment in the private
sector due to their poor command
of English - which is not their fault
as they are the product of the national education system. It pains
me to see so many young Malaysians both in the private and public sectors struggling even to communicate in simple language.
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How do we expect them to represent the country on international assignments?
The government has realised
the seriousness of the decline
in English among our students
by making English a compulsory subject to pass in the SPM
examination, starting from
2016. This is something to be
lauded. But as students only
study and learn English as a
single subject, more must be
done by the government, parents, and the community to
boost its learning, especially
spoken English. Many students struggle to communicate
in English due to limited opportunities, the environment,
their mindset and a lack of selfconfidence.

Uninspiring

subjects

Brain research suggests that superior learning takes place when
classroom experiences are enjoyable and relevant to students’ lives,
interest and experiences.
But our education system is already failing to provide students
with appropriate problem-solving, critical and analytical skills
and knowledge contents especially in Science and Mathematics to enable them to compete in
the challenging global environment. At a time like this, it is rather
unfortunate that our policy-makers saw it fit to make all students

Being knowledgeable and
competent in English, besides
our own mother tongue and
the national language, is vital
in today’s globalised and competitive world. Fail to master
English and we will be left behind; this is the reality we have
to accept. Therefore, the government urgently needs to
bring back English-medium
schools in the country to arrest the total decline of English
in Malaysia and start producing students who are wellversed in the language to meet
the needs of the country.
Another equally important issue is the question of the official recognition of The Unified
Examination
Certificate
(UEC), which was first established in 1975 by the Association of Chinese School Teachers and Trustees (Dong Jiao
Zong). This is a standardised
exam taken by all students of

study History (now made a compulsory subject to pass in the SPM
exams) with a syllabus and content that seem hell-bent to promote
crass nationalism and blatant
Islamisation - all in the name of
promoting patriotism and national unity.
Instead of learning World History
and exposing our students to all
the lessons we can learn from
world-shaking historical events,
much of our Form Four History
textbook alone is devoted to the
study of Islamic civilisation and
a detailed study of the life of
Prophet Muhammad. This has
given rise to suspicions that the

all 60 Chinese independent secondary schools in Malaysia.
These independent schools are
supported by students’ fees and
donations by the public (mainly
the Chinese Malaysian community). These students also sit for
the SPM as private students.
At present, the UEC is recognised
as an entrance qualification by
many educational institutions in
the UK, US, Taiwan, Macau, Hong
Kong, Singapore and most local
private colleges. But strangely and
sadly, after 39 years, the Malaysian government has not yet officially recognised the UEC for entry into local public universities.
This has created much frustration
and unhappiness among the Chinese community.
Along with mission and English
schools, Chinese education has
been around in this country for a
long time, way before Merdeka.
They have played an important
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school history syllabus is written
from a religiously biased viewpoint for the political and religious indoctrination of our students.
Pray, tell me, when we impose a
particular version of our past and
force it down the throats of students to study a racially and religiously bigoted history, can the
learning of History ever serve to
foster patriotism and national
unity? Or will it, on the contrary,
breed resentment and contribute
to greater racial and religious
polarisation in our school system?
And why bother to introduce the

and meaningful role in nationbuilding.
There is no reason for the government not to recognise the
UEC. For the ultimate good and
prosperity of the nation, the authorities must view the UEC
solely from the education and
labour point of view and come
up with a positive announcement soon.
Otherwise, we would continue to lose many talented,
bright and capable students
to other countries like Taiwan
and Singapore. With just six
years left beforee we attain
Vision 2020 in turning Malaysia into a fully developed
and high-income country, we
cannot afford to lose any
more talent. We must harness
our people’s talent and use
them fully to propel the nation forward to achieve its
noble goals.

SPM Open Certification Exam in
the first place when we have no
real intention to offer our students
real flexibility in their choice of
subjects and electives based on
their interests, abilities and aptitudes?

Why should we stifle our students’ initiative, curiosity and creativity by burdening them with
more and more uninspiring and
quite unnecessary subjects that
have made school life such a
dreadful and boring affair for so
many of our students.
And yet, despite repeated calls to
scrap the subject of Moral Education that hardly serves to make
our students more ethical and develop high moral standards as
moral values are really ‘caught’
and not taught, such pleas fell on
deaf ears. The Moral Education
taught in our schools, instead of
exploring how we can effectively
teach and test moral reasoning
and present moral dilemmas without prejudice (which do not insist
on yes or no answers), only serves
to indoctrinate our students with
norms and subject them to mindless memorisation of core values.

such heavy satchels to school. And
it may not be long before other subjects such as Consumerism and Financial Literacy will make their
appearance in our schools.

So little PE
Our National Education Philosophy emphasises the holistic development of our students. That
being the case, surely Physical
Education plays an important
role in schools to produce physically fit and well-rounded students?
And yet with our students experiencing so much stress in their
school life and so eager to have
games and exercises in their daily
school routine, they have to make
do with just two miserable periods for Physical Education! If that
is not bad enough, some schools
even use those periods to teach
“more important subjects” in their
respective schools.
But sorry, students in reality can’t
even enjoy these two measly periods of Physical Education per

To make things worse, after some
years, our policy-makers decided
that learning Moral Education is
not good enough. In order to make
our students more civic-conscious, public-spirited and patriotic, they went on to introduce yet
another subject called Civics and
Citizenship for our secondary
school students starting from
Form One in 2005.
Little wonder, why our students’
time-tables are so bloated these
days and why they have to carry
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week as they have to study Health
Education as well once a fortnight
or so during such periods!

Are teachers ready
for
school-based
assessments?
And what about our PBS or
school-based assessment? Various concerned quarters have already pointed out that simply
scrapping the UPSR and PMR
exams to introduce the current
PBS may not necessarily serve to
enhance learning and make
school life more enjoyable for our
students.
When PBS was introduced to
schools in 2011, it was assumed
that individual schools and
teachers are capable and better
equipped and strategically placed
to assess their students’ abilities
and potential.
But with so many poor quality
teachers in our schools, it is really
a false assumption to claim that all
teachers are sufficiently and

equally equipped to evaluate their
students based on internally prepared assessments, and that they
would take pains to assess their
students properly, and that they are
unbiased towards their students.
Well, that’s really a tall order.
Already we have heard stories
from schools of incompetent and
indifferent teachers teaching
weak classes and yet awarding
their students Band Six, no less,
in their respective subjects! And
as usual, many schools are already resorting to buying PBS
workbooks in the market instead
of getting their teachers to come
up with their own worksheets and
materials to assess accurately
what they really need to assess in
their students, making a mockery
of introducing the school-based
assessment in the first place.
But we can hardly blame the poor
teachers, not when they are overwhelmed with so much paperwork and keying data online into
the SPPBS (System Pengurusan
Pentaksiran Berasaskan Sekolah).
It is worth noting that our current
PBS , at the end of the day, is not
much different to the A-B-C-D-E
grade system or even the Percentage Score system. So why should
teachers need to waste time with
the banding exercise when they
in their daily dealings with their
young charges can easily discern
the band(s) the latter actually deserve for the topics taught?
Wouldn’t it be much better to give
our teachers more time to reflect
and deliberate on their teaching
approaches and methodologies
and enhance their professional
knowledge of their respective subjects rather than wasting so much

time with all the paperwork and
keying data online into the computers?

Take the bull
by the horns
Really, it is high time to address
immediately the woes facing our
education system. For a start the
government should really take the
educational bull by the horns. It
should
undertake
greater
decentralisation of power and
grant greater autonomy to good
schools in both urban and rural
areas to adopt a broad based curriculum, save for a few core subjects under the supervision of the
Education Ministry, to let students learn what they ought to
learn in this challenging age of
globalisation.
Get dynamic and open-minded
school principals to head such
schools and empower them to
make decisions on significant
matters related to school operations with the active participation
of parents and the local school
communities.
Such school principals can be empowered to hire competent teaching staff, even from the private sector, if need be, by charging school
fees and being accountable for
their performance to parents and
the local school communities.
Then perhaps we stand a better
chance to make flexible and effective changes to improve the quality our education system at the
school level, especially when we
are now in a position to compare
the performance of such autonomous schools with our national
schools.
With so many parents paying so

Aliran Monthly : Vol.33(9) Page 24

much money for tuition classes for
their children these days when
they lose faith in the school system, they would gladly pay some
school fees to get their children to
study in such autonomous
schools. When such schools, especially when they are allowed to
teach Science and Mathematics in
English, gain a reputation for
solid and sound education, the
curse of our Malaysian tuition
syndrome will slowly die a natural death. More non-Malay parents would then choose to place
their children in such schools
rather than vernacular schools or
international schools, resulting in
a truly win-win situation!
With the current rot in the school
system, the Education Ministry
and policy-makers should no
longer guard their educational
turf so jealously.They must have
the courage to admit the serious
shortcomings of their plans and
policies and display greater courage to think out of the box. They
must do what needs to be done to
meet the expectations of the longsuffering Malaysian parents from
all walks of life who yearn to have
their children educated in line
with the best educational practices in the world.
The ball is really in the Education
Ministry’s court. q

Henry Soon is a retired
teacher who has served
over
32
years
in
goveernment service. He
is currently serving as
the head of the English
Department in a private
school.

ETHNICITY

Pseudo-theory
on
origins
of the ‘Malay race’
A new ‘Malay race’ theory reveals the rise of folk-scholars
ready to deploy racialised historiographies in the service of a
political hegemony, observes Lilianne Fan
nthropological theory is so many parts of the world, still
rarely the subject of news matter so much in Malaysia?
headlines. In Malaysia, And what does the rise in rehowever, over the past search on racial origins and auseveral months, a new ‘theory’ of thenticity actually reveal?
the racial origins of ‘bangsa
Southbound
invasions
Melayu’ (Malay race) has caught
and
civilisational
envy
the attention of the media and
generated reactions from the public. Some have embraced these The ‘theory’ surfaced publically
t h e o r i e s
uncritically as
breakthroughs
Zaharah Sulaiman
in anthropological and scientific
research while
others have condemned them as
being downright
racist.

A

These reactions,
largely
exp r e s s e d
through social
media, have yet,
however, to lead
to a critical
scholarly and public debate.
Such a debate should interrogate
not just the content of the theory
itself, but also the very persistence of the concept of ‘race’ in
Malaysian public life. Why does
‘race’, an outdated category in

on 28 September 2013, when
Zahara Sulaiman, a so-called historian affiliated with the Malaysian Archaeological Association,
came under the media spotlight
for her now-infamous Nam Tien
lecture.
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In her presentation, Zahara inventively extended the concept of
‘Nam Tien’, a term long-used to
refer to the migration from the Red
River Delta to the Mekong Delta
that occurred between the 11th
and 18th century, to present an
argument that the Malay race (a
category in which she included
Mons, Khmers and Chams) has
for thousands of
years been the target of a deliberate
southbound invasion from the
Northern peoples
(namely, the Chinese) who have
been allegedly
jealous of the superiority of Malay
civilisation and
innovation.
Zahara’s
‘research findings’
came from a research project that
seeks to trace the origins of the
Malay race. Datuk Seri Mohd Ali
Rustam, former Chief Minister of
Malacca and president of the
state-linked organisation Dunia
Melayu Dunia Islam (Malay-Islamic World) announced that the

project, which also involves professors
from
Universiti
Kebangsaan Malaysia and the
University of Malaya, apparently
after some 20 years of ‘scientific’
research, has generated ‘groundbreaking’ new findings that trace
the origins of the Malay race all
the way to the Middle East.
Neither scientific nor anthropological research seem to have been
taken seriously in the development of Malaysia’s latest racial
origin theory. While this pseudotheory was presented as an important contribution to ‘scholarship’,
it bears, alas, little trace of academic rigour.
In late November, a video showing Zahara expounding the findings of the new research at a seminar began circulating on
YouTube. In her introduction, she
states that the Malay race “is the
most-envied race”, envied, indeed, “by the entire world”.
She then goes on to describe the
prehistoric nature and widespread existence of the ‘Malay
race’, a label conveniently applied
to all Austronesian linguistic
populations, from Madagascar to
the Pacific.
The story becomes more complex,
however, as a category of ‘pure
Malays’ (‘Melayu Tulen’) emerges
from the wider Malay stock with
the migration of the lineage of
Cyrus the Great (Zulkarnain yang
Agung) whose ancestry can apparently be traced directly to
Prophet Abraham.
While this pseudo-theory was presented as an important contribution to ‘scholarship’, it bears, alas,
little trace of academic rigour. Con-

tradictory theories are clumsily
lumped together as ‘evidence’ to
support three principal claims —
that the ‘Malay race’ is ancient,
populous and superior; that the
Abrahamic religions (namely, Islam) are not external influences
but an originary structure of
‘Malayness’; and that the greatness of the ‘Malay race’ has resulted in jealousy from foreigners,
Chinese invasions, colonialism,
and ongoing plots to weaken and
destroy Malay civilisation.
Indeed, the theory blatantly ignores decades of sound scientific
and anthropological research on
human variation and diversity
that indicate that the whole category of ‘race’ as a classifier of human difference is ultimately a
product of philosophical, political and colonial history, not, as it
is still assumed in some circles, of
real biological variation.

Race, nativism, and
origin
myths
The idea of a Malay race was first
proposed by the German anatomist and anthropologist, Johann
Friedrich Blumenbach, who included ‘Malay’ in the 1795 taxonomy of the five major races in
his highly influential but longdenounced system of racial classification.
The concept was reinforced and
elaborated by British colonial administrators of the likes of Thomas
Stamford Raffles and Frank
Swettenham, through their highly
influential writings, and was inscribed as a legal category when
the 1891 Straits Settlements census replaced the 48 ethnicities
registered in the previous census
into six major racial categories:
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Europeans, Americans, Malays
and Other Natives of the Archipelago, Chinese, Tamils and other
Indians, and Other Races.
Today, however, the typology of
‘race’ is regarded as out-of-date in
most parts of the world. This is
not only because it has come to be
considered increasingly politically incorrect in a post-colonial
world, but also because it is now
recognised that there is, in fact, no
scientific evidence that race based
on unambiguous groupings with
visible physical traits (skin
colour, hair texture, bone structure, etc.) is a natural category at
all.
On the contrary, recent genetic research, including that conducted
by the Human Genome Project,
has shown that the concept of
‘race’ as a biological reality conceals the fact that human beings
are 99.9 per cent genetically identical, and that 94 per cent of physical variation actually takes place
within so-called racial groups.
In the social sciences, the discipline of anthropology has come a
long way from its own colonial
roots and the study of ‘native
tribes’ and is now at the forefront
of critiquing race and situating it
in its historic context as a socially
constructed and politically salient
concept.
In 1998 the American Anthropological Association issued a
‘Statement on Race’, which declared:
Race… evolved as a worldview, a
body of prejudgments that distorts
our ideas about human differences and group behavior. Racial
beliefs constitute myths about the

diversity in the human species
and about the abilities and behavior of people homogenized into
‘racial’ categories. The myths
fused behavior and physical features together in the public mind,
impeding our comprehension of
both biological variations and
cultural behavior, implying that
both are genetically determined…
Scientists today find that reliance
on such folk beliefs about human
differences in research has led to
countless errors.
But neither scientific nor anthropological research seem to have
been taken seriously in the development of Malaysia’s latest racial
origin theory.
In place of credible evidence and
rigorous academic analysis, what
the so-called theory does possess
are the workings of an origin
myth, with its meta-narratives of
the genealogical purity of a
people who share a single traceable point of origin, both biologically and culturally.
The subtext of the narrative is a
teleological message of a pre-destined return to the original state
of glory, but one that will only be
possible with a conscious striving
to protect the ‘native race’ from external threats.

The rise of folkscholarship
and
decline
of
academic
integrity
In 1981, renowned Harvard evolutionary biologist Stephen Jay
Gould published his now-classic
book, The Mismeasure of Man, critiquing scientific racism and the
ways in which academics manipulated research to conform to
particular ideological agendas,

both consciously and unconsciously.
These are lessons worth learning
in Malaysia. If anything, what the
new ‘Malay race’ theory revealed
is the rise of a new class of folkscholars who are ready to deploy
racialised historiographies in the
service of a political hegemony
that depends upon the reinforcement of racial difference and privileges.
Indeed, it reveals the degree to
which academic institutions are
motivated by particular political
ideologies and the readiness to
put research so thoroughly at the
service of politics. One need only
examine the institutional contexts
within which the theories were
generated to understand that they
were both more political than academic.
‘Nam Tien’ was presented at a
symposium entitled ‘Malay Leadership Crisis: Facing the Foreign
Agenda’, discussing key ‘threats’
to Malays (identified as the Chinese invasion, Shia teachings, free
trade
agreements,
Americanisation
and
Christianisation). In addition, the
close political links of many of the
university institutions involved in
race/civilisational research to
Umno compromise their academic
credibility.
The issue is not one that is limited
to the ruling coalition, as the exact same concerns would apply
to the opposition and any links
they may have with academia. The
issue here is the subsuming of academic freedom and integrity to political agendas, which is the biggest threat to the very principles
of objectivity, neutrality and inde-
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pendence on which academia is
founded. This in itself should be
of concern to the Malaysian public, who, regardless of political
views or affiliation, are entitled to
expect that scholarship and academic institutions are impartial,
credible and independent from
political influence.
In a country as diverse and complex as Malaysia we need to find
ways of moving beyond the problematic discourse of race that reduces people to one-dimensional
racialised caricatures and forecloses the emergence of a civic sensibility and nationalism that is
based on equality, respect for diversity of all kinds — cultural,
socio-economic, intellectual and
even political.
Perhaps what is needed is a much
more systematic public critique of
race-thinking, its intellectual genealogy, its political beneficiaries,
and the institutions that produce
the power/knowledge that maintain the hegemony of racial discourse. Anthropology, precisely
because of its reckoning with its
own colonial and racialised history, has a lot to offer in the way of
contributing to that critique, and,
possibly, in finding ways of moving beyond it. q

Lilianne Fan is an anthropologist and independent
researcher on religion,
race, nativism and political violence in Southeast
Asia.
Source:
themalaysianinsider.com

POLITICS

Time to move on: Beyond
M a h a t h i r ’ s O l d Politics
Mahathir, stuck in his framework of Old Politics, is wrong in
his conception of human beings – we are fluid, dynamic,
and capable of progress
by Douglas Teoh
n a particularly alarming tenth-anniversaryof-retirement interview,
Dr Mahathir has reiterated (and added new comments
to) his views on Malaysian politics and intercultural differences
in Malaysia.

I

Sad to say, any serious listener in
politics and human rights would
come to the same conclusion –
that the Malaysian Maverick has
overstayed his welcome as a political advisor to Malaysia.
Even more worrisome is the fact
that there are still staunch and
loyal Mahathirists (such as former
Minister Zainuddin Maidin) who
advocate the ex-premier’s return
to politics to “set things straight”.
I don’t think this is a good idea at
all. Mahathir’s perspective on
politics are not just dated (following from his days of writing the
Malay Dilemma); it is also, for better or for worse, easily contestable
with some knowledge and basic
reasoning.
In

my

understanding

of

Mahathir’s thoughts, bad things
happen when one attempts to
question and subvert conventions
and traditions associated with
our past. We have achieved harmony in the past, whether between
ethnic groups, between religions,
and/or between parties through
efforts to respect (a supposedly
crucial ingredient in all intergroup communications) one another.
These days – Mahathir would
probably argue – such respectfulness is totally absent from our discourses, in which selfish people
(presumably the Catholics, liberals, Chinese, so on and so forth)
attempt to manipulate the situation to best benefit themselves at
the cost of others.
Regardless of how it’s articulated,
Mahathir’s philosophy can perhaps be exemplified and traced
back to his archaic conception of
the social contract, presumably
following the footsteps of one of
his predecessors (who set the
stage nicely for the Malay capitalists post-May 13th; see Kua Kia
Soong’s May 13: Declassified Docu-
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ments).
My aim in writing this essay is
two-fold: firstly, to refute and provide some arguments as to why
his ideas are altogether obsolete,
as well as to contemplate and suggest an alternative conception
which I find to be more useful and
applicable.

Mahathirism:
Social
contract
and
harmony
between
groups
Mahathir’s views on the social
contract have never changed, and
it probably can be summarised
thus: that the Malays and nonMalays have always lived in
peace post-1969 because they
honour and respect the implicit,
unwritten agreement which was
put in place.
This agreement is basically a
promise of sorts. In return for Malaysian citizenship (which, according to him, is only possible
due to the niceness, tolerance, and
accommodative attitude of the
Malays), it is mandatory for the

more of the pie while the Malays
are not looking — while the Chinese are always afraid of forceful
silencing and violence by the
Malays. Fear and threats fuel this
relationship between Malays and
the Chinese.
Our inter-ethnic (or indeed interfaith) relationships have seen a
turn for the worse lately, with ethnic and religious sentiments
dominating our headlines. But I
shudder when considering this:
have our ethnic relations (post-independence) ever been good in
the first place? Building relationships between ethnicities has
never been much of a consideration as much as the economic inequalities and working our ways
around it.

non-Malays to respect and not
question Malay special rights and
the Islamic religion.
Disruption of harmony happens
only as a result of either party
turning their back against this
contract. Since the Malays never
actually demand that the Chinese
or Indians turn in their citizenship
thanks to their laid-back attitude,
the fault (presumably) would lie
with the non-Malays, who are asking for more (and the unacceptable).
The non-Malays, he reasoned, no
longer want the Malays to have
special rights only because they
no longer need governmental help
themselves. These ‘ingrates’ are
unable to empathise with the
plight of the Malays, and wish to

‘remove the crutches from the disabled’ (Dr M talks about this in
his blog post: ‘Hijacking the Social Contract’) simply because
they themselves are no longer disabled. They forget that it was the
government and the Malays who
allowed them to live good lives.
But what Mahathir neglects (or
rather, hides from plain sight) is
the fact that this social contract,
or the harmony that results from
it, can never be attributed to respect. In fact, it is an innate fear,
as a consequence of the constant
display of media manipulation
and politicisation of history — of
imprisonment, of harm, and of the
‘Other’ race which threatens the
livelihood of its own. The Malays
constantly fear the insatiable Chinese greed, who take more and
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This, I argue, is the result of
Mahathir’s policies on media control, education, as well as democratic institutions such as elections, Parliament, and the Judiciary. By focusing on progress and
developmentalism (Francis Loh,
Old vs New Politics in Malaysia),
the never-resolved tension between races has been swept under the rug and is allowed to fester and boil over a good number
of years – only to emerge with a
vengeance.

The
Manichean
relation:
Fundamental
differences
between
Yellow,
Brown and Black
In my opinion, there is also a hidden paradox that Mahathir’s
logic would always fail to account
for: in engaging different communities of various ethnicities or
faiths, differences should never be

the emphasis. Breaking down
Mahathir’s philosophy ultimately
leads to one fundamental conclusion: that of human determinism.
The Malays HAVE TO be the lords
of the lands. They can’t ever be as
business-savvy as the Chinese.
The Chinese HAVE TO be businessmen. They can’t ever be politicians because they are unscrupulous immigrants.
This is the consequence of a conception of society based on differences – if everybody is given a
fixed role to play, then the imagination of our present as well as
future hits a stalemate. Indeed,
morality itself arrives at an impasse. After all, quoting Orwell:
“All animals are equal, but some
are more equal than others”. A relation of differences is consequently a relation of hierarchy
and of dominance and subordination.
My question regarding the social
contract is ultimately this: at a time
when the understanding of egalitarianism is advanced, pluralities
of perspectives appreciated, and
empathy crucial to the communication between people – can we
still hold on to a dated social contract whose origins come from fear
and threats and results in an unchanging and stagnant humanity? I do not believe so. There needs
to be a more optimistic, more open
and more empathetic way of engaging different ethnicities.
Mahathir’s views are obsolete.
His ideas of stability and progress
for the nation are found on disturbing building blocks – that of
fear and threats (disguised and
ideologically manufactured as
“respect”) – which paints a bleak

picture of humanity as a whole
and grants an ethics no longer
suitable for our times.

Time to move on:
Beyond Old Politics
Going beyond Old Politics is difficult – it requires us to recognise
that in terms of inter-ethnic conflict, it is mostly a personal irrational judgement of the other race
that fuels it. By attributing race to
being a “floating signifier”, Stuart
Hall asserts that difference in races
are constructed – people give
meaning to ‘race’ before it is understood as something that is important.
Hence, these conceptions about
others always originate from our
fickle minds, which are perfectly
capable of making mistakes and
prejudicial errors. The “intimate
enemy” (aptly described by political psychologist Ashis Nandy) is
one who originates from and constantly intertwines with our self.
Improving relations between the
Self and the Other is a constant
re-negotiation of our own moralistic positions in relation to others.
Aiya, the Malays always work
slow-slow one. Chinaman mah,
everything also money. Stupid Indians always con people.
But are those statements above in
any way true – or are they but
unfair thoughts which we force
our ‘opponents’ to accept? In fact,
are we not playing into the fundamental determinism of human
beings (not unlike Mahathir’s social contract) by doing so?
Moving beyond into a harmonious future, then, requires self-re-
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flexivity; one that does not attribute mistakes to others without
first evaluating ourselves. Of
course, this is difficult to do: it requires us to take apart the beliefs
which we hold so strongly about
the Others and rely on to build our
own identities. “Maybe I’m mistaken here. Maybe I’m the one who
misjudged these people. Do they
have any other reasons for doing
this?” are possible starting points
to critically evaluating people.
This is related to what Ashis
Nandy proposes: “the tradition of
reinterpretation of traditions to
create new traditions”. By questioning our own assumptions, we
can come up with more insightful
answers to and (as importantly)
further questions about how to
make progress in Malaysia.
To conclude, Mahathir is wrong
in his conception of human beings – we are fluid, dynamic, and
capable of progress. We need not
be boxed into a predetermined
notion that someone constructs
on our behalf – but then the opposite has to be logically true as
well. Getting out of a prejudicial
ethnic- and faith-based system requires us to actively deconstruct
the boxes which we force upon
others. When more and more
people do the same, ethnic- and
faith-based politics and violence
will eventually cease being an issue. q

Douglas Teoh is currently
a psychology tutor in a local private university who
intends to pursue his postgraduate degree in politics.

CITIZENSHIP

Bangsa
Malaysia:
Our
citizenship
defined
With the jarring inequalities and discrimination targeted at
some Malaysian communities, can we really blame those who
pursue greener pastures elsewhere
by Syerleena Abdul Rashid

T

he issue of citizenship
has always been a sensitive topic for Malaysians

And xenophobia appears to be
escalating: look at how Malaysians handled anyone who
“looked” foreign during GE13
and note the incessant remarks
made by several politicians telling other Malaysians to “Balik to
… (wherever they are assumed to
have come from…insert ancestral
country here)”.
In the midst of this, we need to ask
ourselves what is our citizenship
worth? Citizenship has been defined as ‘a state (that) consists of
a number of people’; however, not
all of its people may be citizens.
Generally, a person’s citizenship
is assumed by the passport they
hold. Whatever it is, citizens are
members of a state, who owe allegiance to it and are entitled to its
protections or benefits, whichever
is prioritised by the immediate
government.
These benefits come with condi-

tions and these conditions guarantee several important political
rights, such as the right to vote,
and civil and basic rights such as
public health care. (Public health
care is a basic human right which
can be claimed by migrants also.)
In addition to the rather technical
aspects of citizenship, positive
concepts are also distinguished by
modern thinkers. Citizens are
highly encouraged to participate
in active roles and contribute to
the community to the fullest extent possible. They must engage
and facilitate societal advancements in terms of morale and material progression.
Education must be a government
priority, with the quality and level,
well considered. This enables fellow citizens to form intelligent
opinions in public affairs. Why is
this important? To ensure that actions and ideas which are presented, at any level, are conducive
to the general well- being of the
community.
In Malaysia, it has become strikingly evident that our communiAliran Monthly : Vol.33(9) Page 31

ties are broken into three classes:
citizens who enjoy full benefits,
citizens who do not enjoy full benefits, even though they are citizens, and foreigners.
Up to a certain level, the first two
classes may enjoy the same privileges but these come with conditions such as the enforced quota
system by our government. Additionally, these two classes may
both receive the protection of the
state in which they live, in respect
of their life and property. Both are
expected to pay taxes and respect
existing laws.
But there are important differences between the rights and
privileges conferred on these
two classes of people by the
state. Enter the ‘Bumiputera status’ that clearly influences who
will get a bigger slice of the Malaysian pie between the first two
classes.
This policy provides preferential
quotas for places in the local universities and comfortable government jobs. Under this quota system, ethnic considerations and not

just academic achievements determine which candidates are successful.
Malaysia has certain policies and
regulations that exclude nonBumiputeras from receiving certain privileges, although the Constitution provides certain guarantees of rights to all citizens regardless of racial/ethnic background.
To further drive a wedge between
communities in society, a handful of politicians insist on playing a dangerous political game of
(mis)using religion, fear and ignorance. These three elements make
up a malevolent concoction that
threatens our constitution and
societal well-being.
Some politicians are aware of how
vital the role of education is and
how it can be used as a tool to
manipulate and regulate the
people. Escalating issues of racism and crumbling morality can
be blamed on our lack of education standards.
Having our ministers assure us
that our education level is on par
(if not, better than) European standards is a cruel joke. In present
day society, achieving 20 A’s does
not mean a thing when our students are incapable of forming
critical opinions and lateral
thoughts.
The third class is a class by itself: the foreigners. The foreigners do not possess citizenship
and are not allowed to enjoy the
benefits, privileges and rights of
the first two classes. They may
be migrants, expatriates (although expats may enjoy certain
benefits more so then the others),
undocumented immigrants,

refugees (in the eyes of the government and the law, a refugee
is considered an “illegal immigrant”; therefore subject to deportation and other acts that
breach human rights), and stateless Malaysians.
The issue of ‘stateless Malaysians’ and how a thing like this
could happen to any one of “us”
needs serious attention. There are
many reasons why, but it all boils
down to two factors: exploitation
and manipulation. There is no
denying that a majority of stateless Malaysians are illiterate and
are of a lower socio-economic status.
But what makes the whole issue
unnerving is that just like the first
two classes, stateless Malaysians
were born in Malaysia. The system that oversees citizenship application processes needs further
scrutiny and if possible, an overhaul.
At present, the Malaysian government does not implement jus
soli, where, if a person is born
within the jurisdiction of the
state (i.e. Malaysia), he or she
acquires citizenship irrespective of the nationality of the parents. The notion was aggressively refuted during the
Federation’s infant years. So, it
is not uncommon to come across
a ‘Malaysian’, born and raised
here, but after 50 years is still
waiting to obtain a simple
MyKad, however fundamentally wrong this may be.
‘Stateless Malaysians’, although born and raised here, are
denied proper health care and
education, and are not permitted to contribute to society. But
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their skills are permitted to be
exploited (e.g. in estates where
a majority of stateless Malaysians are reported to have come
from)! And just because the media have stopped reporting their
plight, it does not mean the problem ceases to exist.
With the jarring inequalities and
discrimination targeted at some
Malaysian communities, can we
really blame those who willingly
give up their citizenship to pursue greener pastures elsewhere?
And how can we justify overlooking the foreigners and stateless
Malaysians who want nothing
more than to be integrated into our
society, hoping that one day, they
too, can be Malaysians?
Malaysians are fond of taking
things for granted. We are famous
for our apathy and complacency
but in the light of the recent incidents that violate our basic human
rights, just what is our citizenship
worth? But we just can’t afford to
continue with our apathetic ways,
if we are to fully embrace a Bangsa
Malaysia – which surpasses the
Malay, Chinese, Indian and “lainlain” communal categories.
We still have a long way to go to
figure out what Bangsa Malaysia
really means. q

Syerleena Abdul Rashid,
an Aliran member, is a
water sports instructor
and part-time postgraduate student in tourism development.

HEART TO HEART

"What comes from the lips reaches the ear,
what comes from the heart reaches the heart" - Arab proverb

An open letter of apology
(and hope) to East Malaysians
Douglas Teoh says sorry to Sabahans and Sarawakians for
the fissure in relating to one another as equal human beings
am Douglas Teoh, a
West Malaysian. I don’t
profess to be the voice of
our leaders nor the majority in Malaysia.

I

But I write this as a letter of apology from someone who is residing in the West, peninsular-Malaysian – just to say I am sorry for
the plight and the gross injustice
that permeate the daily lives of
Sabahans and Sarawakians.
There is little doubt that in many
ways, there is disparity between
East and West Malaysia (ironically, not unlike the East-West dichotomy globally) in almost all
sectors. You are understandably
dissatisfied, after all, over the
share of revenue and resources.
East Malaysia contributes a major portion to the development of
the nation, but relatively little is
seen of the gains which are supposed to go into your states’s development.
I apologise also, for the crony politicians, many of whom are content with having the stream of
wealth flow into Putrajaya –
which hoards the resources and
enriches select families without

much regard to the average East
Malaysian, who lives in conditions far less comfortable than
they deserve. Worse are the lies
spun to magically weave a fabric
of illusion to drape over the eyes
of the expectant poor.
But most importantly, I apologise
for our inability to reconcile differences amongst ourselves. The
gap between East and West is
more than one of geographical
distance; there is a fissure in relating to one another as human
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beings who are equal in the true
sense of the word. The constant
edging of race, religion, class of
West Malaysia presses unfairly
against the tradition and spirit (or
even soul) of Sabah and Sarawak.
Indeed, under such circumstances, many amongst you might
feel it makes more sense to have
an autonomous space away from
the petty politics played solely for
the benefit of the West.
I have no excuses to offer; those

who do merely wish to play the
blame game, deceiving the other
side only as a pretext for their own
gains. “If it’s not my fault, it’s most
definitely yours.” But this is a
game of politics; and ordinary citizens need not engross themselves
in these discourses.

And most importantly, a land
which allows us to truly appreciate one another as fellow Malaysians.

What I’d like to offer, however, is
an ideal – an olive branch for the
future which I carry.

But we have to do this together.

My hope for the future of Malaysia is to see a land where all have
equal access to facilities and resources.
A land where politicians have to
heed the concerns of the people
and are held accountable by them.

What we have to vanquish is the
evil of selfish desires and of greed
and corruption.

If we hold the same hopes, the way
forward is unity, not separation.
Certainly, we can turn inwards
and evoke our self-preserving
mechanisms and protect what is
important by isolating ourselves,
but development and progress
can only be possible if we look
outwards and truly engage with
one another.

A land where tradition is cultivated and passed on without the
interference of self-serving
organisations.

There will be opportunities to
learn from one another in terms of
values, traditions and spirit.

A land where there is no division
between you and me.

There is also room for disagreement – so very vital for the ad-
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vancement of our thoughts and
feelings.
Finally – together, there is safety
in numbers, a much louder voice
for reform, and a far more enormous possibility for positive
change.
Thus, what we need is just a fundamental piece: a solid, united
front – which rejects all forms of
deceptions, all forms of extremism,
and all forms of injustice.
As long as we have that, the East
and West will be many, and at the
same time. q

Douglas Teoh is currently
a psychology tutor in a local private university who
intends to pursue his postgraduate degree in politics
tics..

CENSORSHIP

With rise of internet-savvy
communities,
censorship
no
longer
effective
Intellectual embargos and absolute censorship are far less
effective than literate intellectualism and sound moral logic in
keeping society on a level course
by Syerleena Abdul Rashid
very now and then, Malaysian government (or
the state) propagates
moral crusades against
obscene literature, offensive material and anything considered a
threat to Malaysian way of life.

E

It is not uncommon when the
powers that be go all the way to
ban books and movies. They may
even go as far as censoring ‘sensitive’ words like beer, Allah, drugs
and any human reproductive
part.

self-righteousness to suppress
any ‘threats’ that may influence
or weaken their support. Again,
the Malaysian government has
systematically eliminated all
things considered haram, immoral
or politically sensitive – even if
such material may have scientific
evidence or can be proven to be
historically accurate.
How effective is censoring literature or articles, where one can obtain an uncensored copy through
the Internet?

This is nothing but a form of escapism, an easy way out that the
government adapts when dealing
with anything complex or subjective. It can potentially be a deceptive system to command and force
down moral standards accredited
by the ruling elite (or coalition).

And how can Malaysians deal
with this form of ‘bluenose’ tyranny namely selective censorship?

In general, the rulers of the state
(the authorities) consider themselves the custodians of virtue.
There is an unmistaken sense of

How do we define what is morally and culturally acceptable
without being smothered by the
authorities?

Where do we draw the line between artistic freedom and public
offence?
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The controversy of censorship
and debates over freedom of
speech are not recent phenomena.
Issues surrounding the ethics of
censorship go back to the earliest
times and continue to surface to
this day. For instance, Plato once
famously banished all poets and
writers in Greece – simply because
he thought of the harmful influences they would have in his ideal
republic. To him, the arts, in his
society at least, should subscribe
to his brand of moral and political acquiescence. As a result, Plato
single-handedly subjected them to
absolute government control.
Such matters are sometimes difficult to justify and quite delicate to
mention, as it revolves around
matters that affect public morality. It is a form of public control,
dictated by the authorities that
may or may not have vested interests when implementing such
policies.
In Malaysia, the unfortunate co-

nundrum of Lena Hendry of
Komas who is still waiting for
trial, scheduled for the end of next
month, has been the highlight of
such unnerving hypocrisy. Her
only ‘crime’ was to publicly
screen No Fire Zone: The Killing
Fields of Sri Lanka, a movie which
our government felt could damage
our country’s political ties with
Sri Lanka.
But the reported atrocities committed by the Sri Lankan government are no secret and are well
publicised at the international
level. A simple Internet search will
present you with a cornucopia of
information on any desired topic.
Also, the demolition of Candi 11
at Bujang Valley exhibits a disregard towards historically accurate
account that unmasks the true origins of a pre-Umno, pro-Hindu
sovereign state. The fact that the
government chose not to give
much publicity to the excavations
of the past is a sure tell-tale sign
of the contempt our government
has for anything that can destroy
the propaganda it uses to lull
many gullible citizens.
At the opposite end of the spectrum lies a position that insists on
the importance of unfettered freedom of the arts and the ultimate,
freedom of expression. John
Milton, an advocate of such a concept urged us to reconnect with
literate intellectualism and strong
acts of faith that exist in human
nature. The two elements are emotionally robust and less corruptible than Plato’s view of censorship. According to Milton, individuals should be armed with
sound moral education and a basic understanding of human psychology, to be able to interpret both

good and evil. It is through this
that a person will be able to choose
the good.
The notion of censorship is the
adaptation of both the above ideas
by borrowing something from
both. It argues that the government
should not determine what material, art or literature should be
subjected to censorship. It loosely
promotes the idea of permitting
society some form of control over
the government, for example –
this is the middle ground adopted
by developed nations.
Freedom of expression and other
artistic activities can be viewed as
a form of contribution or a form of
slander to human welfare. In other
words, it can and does have an
effect on a community, society and
ultimately, a country; therefore,
there should be at least some form
of minimal control. In a way, censorship is viewed as a way to protect the adolescent, the emotionally unbalanced and the foolishly
gullible from those who may seek
profit from obscene industries and
twisted ideologies – such as pornography, neo-fascist movements
and religious extremism.
Although, it is evident that the
Malaysian government takes on
a position which advocates total
political control over the media
and the arts, there are some local
groups that lobby for a more
middle-ground approach to censorship.
Recently, the Home Ministry announced the ban of 12 books – literature by authors who pose ‘great
danger’ to our homogenous brand
of Islam. In a just world, the government would be required to give
valid reasons why they’ve de-
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cided to impose such a move.
Alas, Malaysians are taught never
to question the motives of our leaders , as questioning is a form of
dissent and that could result in a
person being branded an enemy
of the state. This, in turn, could
affect any bank loan or student
loan applications made in the future.
Nevertheless, every once in awhile
we hear of the underdogs like Nik
Raina Nik Abdul Aziz, the
Border’s manager who fought
back and held on to her principles
by challenging the government’s
ban on Irshad Manji’s book, “Allah, Liberty and Love”.
In this era of modern
globalisation, with the rise of
internet-savvy communities and
the popularity of social media, we
should realise that intellectual
embargos and absolute censorship are far less effective than literate intellectualism and sound
moral logic.
It is only through a complete understanding of our human motives and consequences that evil
may bring that the virtue of morality will be sounder and society
will be incapable of being led
astray.
The human nature is, after all,
less fragile than what the government wants you to believe. q

Syerleena Abdul Rashid,
an Aliran member, is a
water sports instructor
and part-time postgraduate student in tourism development.

THE RAKYAT EXPECT... STATESMEN Continued from page 40
was becoming unbearable to live
in the sea due to the “rising cost
of living”. The ‘Minister’, in his
infinite wisdom, responded to the
complaint by informing the ‘fish’
that if you are not happy living in
the sea, then you should jolly well
go and live somewhere else.
The author also made another interesting observation: it was the
‘small fish’, the ‘common fish’ that
were jumping onto land while the
‘big fish’ (read that as the rich and
well-connected) remained strong
and secure and presumably lived
on happily in the sea.
The story was of course facetious,
meant to entertain and make us
laugh, but it was also social commentary, that we, the ordinary
rakyat, could easily relate to.

Who

was
Turun

behind the
rally?

The Kuantan Wanita Umno chief,
Zaiton Mat, was quoted as saying, “.... those that dislike the
Barisan Nasional government
should just leave the country”
(theSun, 30 December 2013). It was
a blatant display of arrogance for
her to imply that there is no room
for dissent in this country.
The news report indicated that the
Umno leader was reacting to the
rumour that a group of people
were planning a New Year Eve’s
rally with the intention of toppling
the government. In fact, the protest rally was organised by a group
that called themselves, Gerakan
Turun Kos Sara Hidup (Turun),
led by its chairman, Muhamad
Azan Safar. He explained that the

gathering was organised for the
ordinary people to express their
dissastisfaction with the rising
cost of living.
Zaiton’s statement received brickbats from various quarters. MCA
deputy president Dr Wee Ka
Siong, said Zaiton’s statement
was “unbecoming and uncalled
for”. A University Putra Malaysia
political scientist Dr Jayum Jawan
said, “..people expressing different views from the government
has nothing to do with them being unpatriotic or disloyal towards the country.”
PKR Vice-President N. Surendran,
for his part, said, “It is those who
criticise and question who are
more patriotic then the ones who
remain silent when there are
wrongdoings. To question and
criticise is an act of patriotism. To
hold the government responsible
is an act of patriotism” (theSun, 30
December 2013).
Eyewitness accounts of the thousands that attended the rally revealed that the gathering was
made up of people from all walks
of life and consisted of Malaysians
of different ethnic groups. This is
the reality that the government of
the day should realise and find
workable solutions to ease the financial burden of the rakyat.
Our political leaders should
realise that we are not just talking
about old and infirmed Malaysians who are living in abject poverty. Quite recently, for example,
The Star (13 January 2014) highlighted the plight of a small group
of abandoned elderly folk unable

Aliran Monthly : Vol.33(9) Page 37

to provide and fend for themselves. Such reports tug at the
heartstrings of generous Malaysians, who then unhesitatingly
rallied around to provide assistance. In fact as soon as their
plight was highlighted, it should
be the duty and responsibility of
the government’s social welfare
department to attend to their
needs.
No, we are referring to average
families with three to five schoolgoing children and where the
combined income of the parents
is only RM2000-3000. We are referring to those Malaysians who
need to take on at least two jobs or
work 18-hour shifts so that they
can put food on the table. These
are the ordinary Malaysians
struggling to balance their budgets, and there are thousands if
not millions in our country who
fall into this category.
In the past, such Malaysians may
have been able to make ends meet.
But with the rise in prices of essential items such as petrol and
electricty tariffs and the inflationary effects on other goods and services, many families have started
to experience serious financial
difficulties.
It is these ordinary Rakyat - your
regular wage earner, petty trader,
construction worker, farmer, plantation or factory worker - facing a
financial predicament who made
the effort to attend the anti-price
hike rally. Accompanying them
would be friends and supporters
who sympathise with their plight
and yearn to see a more just and
fair Malaysia. Standing shoulder

to shoulder in unity,they proclaim
this message to the leaders: “provide us with solutions don’t just
tell us to tighten our belts”

Leadership,
kangkung-style
By now, most Malaysian would
be familiar with the gaffe made by
the Prime Minister in a speech in
which he stressed, “Prices have
not gone up for everything, the
price of kangkung (water spinach)
has come down”; so why don’t
the the people acknowledge that?
What followed was a flurry of
parodies, spoofs and sarcastic
jokes made at the expense of the
Prime Minister for his remarks,
and it will be very difficult for him
to live it down. The remarks have
provided excellent (vegetarian)
fodder for both professional and
aspiring stand-up comedians.

The question we should ask and
perhaps more importantly, that
the Prime Minister himself should
reflect on is, why have the rakyat
reacted so strongly to this statement?

Malaysia or the controversial “Allah” issue simmer and cause disquiet, suspicion, anger and mistrust among the multireligious
and multi-ethnic population of
the country.

If the remark had been made by
past prime ministers like Tun
Hussein Onn or PM Najib’s father,
Tun Abdul Razak, there would
have been little or merely muted
reaction. Unfortunately, our PM
does not have the trust and respect
of significant segments of the
Rakyat. He is far from being a
Mandela, whom people from all
over the world would readily
recognise as a true statesman.

A statesman would ensure that he
fully upholds and complies with
the principles of good governance.
He would not tolerate corruption
and any mismanagement of the
Rakyat’s money.

Where are the real
statesmen?

A statesman would certainly take
firm action and respond effectively to the many cases of mismanagement of funds, leakages,
abuse of power and other discrepancies highlighted in the
Auditor’s General’s Report, year
in and year out.

A statesman for instance would
not let the issue of the seizure of
Bibles from the Bible Society of

Each year, the funds that are mismanaged run into millions of
ringgit; yet the Rakyat have not
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witnessed significant prosecutions let alone convictions of the
culprits who should be held accountable.
Then we have the issue of the
government’s spending on official
travels. A report in the Malaysian
Chronicle (22 November 2013)
claimed that PM Najib and his
wife Rosmah had not flown on
Malaysian Airlines planes since
he took office in 2008.
Then there was the controversial
‘official’ trip by Rosmah and her
entourage to Qatar for which a
government jet was used (The
Malaysian Insider, 20 November
2013). The Prime Minister did not
go on this trip. Was this an abuse
of privileges?
Contrast this with the lifestyle that
Pas spiritual advisor Nik Aziz
Nik Mat, who as Chief Minister of
Kelantan, had avoided the trappings of a lavish lifestyle. He had
chosen to live in his own humble
abode and eschewed the official
residence provided for him. Al-

though there are those who may
disagree with Nik Aziz’s political beliefs, the majority no doubt
admire and respect his simple
lifestyle choices.
During such tough and difficult
times, a true statesman would
lead by example and take necessary measures to promote austerity and avoid ostentation. Unfortunately, that is not the case with
our Prime Minister, judging from
available reports.
Is it any wonder then that the
Rakyat has reacted so strongly to
the kangkung debacle?

Rely

on
peace-loving
Malaysians

There have been many calls for
the Prime Minister to show leadership and take a firm stand to
stem out any form of unruly
behaviour that may cuase tension among the people of Malaysia. A case in point is the 30
roadshows planned by Umno
and some Muslim groups, essentially to send a message that
non-Muslims should not be allowed to use the word Allah. A
statesman would stand up and
stop any protests that may lead
to violence.
On this matter, the Opposition
should also take heed that their
protests and dissent, however legitimate, must never take the form
of provocation that could lead to
violence. For instance, did the
flash mob organised by Machang
Bubok Adun Lee Khai Loon cross
the line (Malaysia Chronicle, 21
January 2014)?

Nik Aziz: Humble lifestyle

All concerned should take heed
of the wisdom of Mahatma
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Gandhi, a great statesman who
said, “An eye for an eye will make
the whole world blind.”
Level headed, right-thinking, reasonable, mature and rational Malaysians would very much like to
see our political leaders become
true statesmen.
It is a huge challenge but if our
leaders are guided by and hold
fast to the principles of justice, fairness,
good
governance,
accountabilty, peace, goodwill
and truly have the interests of the
Rakyat at heart, then they have a
fighting chance of becoming real
statesmen.
But we cannot wait for our leaders to become statesmen and provide us with much needed leadership. It may be in vain.
Our best bet would be to rely on
our fellow peace-loving Malaysians who value and treasure
the harmony, understanding
and goodwill that have been
built and enjoyed by the multireligious and multi-ethnic citizenry for generations. Let us
unite and build on those ties
and resist being influenced by
minority, extremist, narrowminded and bigoted views.
Remember 1Malaysia is just a slogan for those who manipulate it
for their own ends. But for those
of us who have lived out that spirit
all of our lives, let us reclaim it as
truly ours.... q

Henry Loh is honorary
assistant secretary of
Aliran.

COMMENTARY

The Rakyat expect political
leaders to be statesmen
But we cannot wait in vain for our leaders to become
statesmen. Our best bet would be to rely on our
fellow peace-loving Malaysians, says Henry Loh
ometime towards the
end of 2013, the social
media was abuzz with
an amateur video recording of a very large school of fish
that inexplicably swam out of the
sea on to the shore and the rocks,
off the coast of Sabah, thereby,
meeting an untimely end.

S

This led to concerned friends
messaging one another to avoid
the coasts as they predicted this
could be a prelude to a disastrous tsunami. As it turned out,
there was no tsunami and scientists were not able to provide
a definite explanation for the
behaviour of the fish.

A week or so later after this strange
phenomenon was observed, an
anonymous person wrote an interesting explanation that duly
went viral.
This person suggested that the
‘fish’ had complained to the “Minister in charge of the sea” that it

Continued on page 37
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