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Ode on the death of
Karpal Singh, MP...
The Malaysian state may now,
If it so chooses,
Be proud of the fact
[And rejoice forever in the ensuing glory]
That its last official act towards this great man
Was to find him guilty
Of upholding the principle The uncontroversial and incontrovertible principle That the rule of law is the rule of law
And that constitutional supremacy means exactly that;
And on those grounds,
Absurdly and outrageously,
To find him guilty of sedition.
Karpal is now dead.
But Malaysia will long have to live
With the punishing cost to itself
Of this tainted and unattractively pursued victory.
There are worse things in life than death.
Among them is the death of honour Personal honour
And, even worse, national honour and reputability.
Karpal is dead.
But in this context A context produced by his government’s action against him Karpal has won,
And the Malaysian state
Out of its own folly
and its false and brutal, because power-driven, sense of pride,
has lost.
“Oh death, where is thy sting,” ...
May Karpal’s memory long remain
A blessing and inspiration
To all who care for justice And a continuing reproach
To those who live by obstructing it
And frustrating its purposes.
- Clive S Kessler
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Clive S Kessler is Emeritus Professor, Sociology
& Anthropology, School
of Social Sciences, The
University of New South
Wales, Australia.

EDITOR'S

NOTE

This issue is divided into two main sections: the
first, tributes to the late Karpal Singh and Irene
Fernandez, both of them towering Malaysians, and
the second, a special focus on Sarawak and Sabah.
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In our lead feature, P Ramakrishnan writes a heartfelt letter to Karpal Singh, describing the astonishing outpouring of love and sorrow following the
passing of this fearless champion of justice. Other
tributes give us a glimpse of Karpal’s relentless pursuit of justice in the face of formidable obstacles, the
values he upheld and the heavy personal price he
had to pay. His legacy will undoubtedly live on.
In our East Malaysian focus, Arnold Puyok discusses how old leaders are playing up the issue of
Sabah autonomy and oil royalty while neglecting
the real needs of ordinary Sabahans, who end up
the losers. Regina Lim, for her part, takes a closer
look at opposition inroads in the state. In next door
Sarawak, the ruling PBB could use the more relaxed
inter-religious ties there as a block against any attempt to extend the Umno-Pas battle into the state,
suggests Ngu Ik Tien. On a more uplifting note, Sara
Loh recounts her memorable experience as an orang bandar immersed in a kampung in Sibu, working alongside locals to improve local infrastructure.
Across the causeway, Johan Saravanamuttu reviews
a book on an extraordinary students club in independence-era Singapore which had a profound impact on events on both sides of the causeway.
Rounding off the issue, Faisal S Hazis says it has
taken a mammoth crisis like MH370 to expose the
vulnerable underbelly of Malaysia’s dominant party
syndrome.
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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It’s so hard to say
good-bye,
Karpal
by P Ramakrishnan

M

y dear Karpal,

It is difficult to accept
that you are no longer
with us. For more than four decades you were part of the landscape of this nation and very
much part of our lives. Today you
are no more!
It is well known that you were
highly respected and greatly admired but we did not know that
you were also loved so deeply. It
took everyone by surprise. There
was no way to know this; there
was no indication; there was no
expression of this affection in the
past.
While you were alive, there was
no means or reason to measure the
people’s affection for you. In your
death, we discovered that there
was so much undeclared love for
you. The out-pouring of affection
for you was simply incredible and
astonishing. The people’s affinity
for you was totally overwhelming,
dear Karpal.
How well you were regarded by
so many did not hit home until
the crowd started coming in to pay
their homage. They came even in
the rain while you were in your
coffin at home in an unending
stream of humanity.

For three days they came, all day
long, without any let-up. They
continued to come at night as
well. Many parked their cars far
away and walked all the way to
seek your resting place.
They came from all over, dear
Karpal. They came from all over
the country. They came from overseas as well. Those known to you
and those who hardly knew you
in person; those who have only
heard of you and your caring nature - they all came.
The titled personages as well as
the humble, common person, they
all came. From all walks of life,
they came in reverence and with
a sense of great personal loss.
They walked past your coffin, lingered a while to say a silent
prayer, looked at your still, lifeless
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body and then they left the room
teary-eyed and in an emotional
state of shock and turmoil.
Many thousands came to your
home, dear Karpal. The number
was simply amazing and it was
also very comforting to know that
your struggle on their behalf was
not taken for granted. Your
struggle was truly and greatly appreciated.
It was a gesture of genuine appreciation for your life-long contribution for the welfare of the nation.
It was a show of gratitude for your
unwavering stand in the defence
of truth and justice. It was a mark
of their esteem for you because
you provided a voice for the voiceless and the powerless.
Dear Karpal, as they continuously
came and went, perhaps it is too

difficult to put a figure on the
number of people who came on
those three days. But we all got
the feeling that it was an impressive, huge crowd running into
thousands that came to get a
glimpse of you and convey their
condolences to your family.
For those wondering why so
many people came to your house,
the banner outside your house
said it all:
Karpal, you were always there for us
Now we are here for you
But, Karpal, impressive as the
crowd was at your residence, it
was nothing compared to the sea
of people who turned up on the
day of your funeral. It was a massive, emotionally-charged crowd
that turned up on Sunday, 20 April
2014 at the Dewan Sri Pulau
Pinang to bid their last farewell to
you. For two hours they streamed
past your coffin, grief-stricken and
utterly devastated.
They came in grief to share their
sorrow with your family. They
wanted your family to know that
it wasn’t only your family’s loss
but theirs as well. They all wanted
to be part of this great tragedy that
had befallen the nation. They had
to be there to bid farewell to you,
on your final journey, dear Karpal.
These were common people from
all walks of life who came, young
and old, a multi-ethnic crowd, to
be there for you. They stood in the
sun and they stood with a heavy
heart over their loss of a friend
who gave hope and inspired them
by standing up for the rule of law.
They remembered that you fought
tyranny and oppression both in

Parliament and in the Courts without fear or favour.

Anwar to tell his family not to disturb you!

They remembered that you stood
up for the downtrodden; they remembered that you spoke up for
the oppressed; they remembered
that you fought their battles all the
time, not caring for the consequence. They remembered this,
dear Karpal. So they came to say
their last farewell to their hero.

Three hotels recorded full occupancy, dear Karpal. The Waterfall
Hotel, the nearest to your house,
with 48 rooms - they were all taken
up. The 231-room Continental
Hotel, the nearest to the Sikh
temple, was fully occupied. The
Cititel Hotel had many friends and
family members of yours checking
into it. The hotel has 451 rooms,
which were fully booked from Friday.

They were heart-broken, dear
Karpal: their hopes were shattered
in your untimely death. They
mourned that their champion was
no more with them to fight their
battles.
Dear Karpal, they hugged your
portrait and held it close to their
hearts as to give meaning to the
proclamation on a banner that
read, “You will always be in our
hearts.”
Your comrades in arms were there
– all of them, looking solemn and
sombre, with a forlorn look on
their troubled faces. Your death
had suddenly and forever severed
the many decades of friendship –
that was difficult for them to accept. How they suffered this loss!
In this greedy and unfair world
where money seems so important,
you acted pro bono for many without any consideration for their
colour or creed because justice
was blind. And you gave your all
when you fought their battles.
They remembered that as well,
dear Karpal.
Anwar also revealed for the first
time that you refused payment for
taking up his marathon case.
When Anwar’s family tried several times to pay you, you told
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The florists on the island were all
busy with activity as they received
hundreds of orders for wreaths
and flowers to be delivered to your
residence. There was also an order for a bouquet which cost
RM1,000! They all wanted to give
you a floral tribute - it was another form of affection for you.
Dear Karpal, it is said, “Death
ends a life, not a relationship.”
That’s why they came to perpetuate that relationship. That relationship will live on, no doubt
about that!
And dear Karpal, it is also said,
“The life of the dead is placed in
the memory of the living.” How
true it is! They remembered you
as a crusader, a warrior and a
champion for truth and justice.
You will live on in our collective
memory.
With all these fond memories of
your gallant fight to preserve Constitutional guarantees and to defend the Rule of Law, it is so difficult to bid you farewell, dear
Karpal.
It is so hard to say good-bye, dear
Karpal. q
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Karpal Singh’s passing leaves a
deep void in Malaysia

liran is shocked and
saddened to learn of the
sudden demise of a towering Malaysian, Karpal
Singh, earlier today. We extend our
deepest condolences to his family.

A

elected representative, Karpal
roared thunderously without fear
or favour in his relentless pursuit
of truth and justice. He crossed
swords with not a few people in
his long noble journey, his political foes fearing him for his forthrightness.

A deep void is now felt in Malaysian life because Karpal the lawyer and politician had fearlessly
fought many battles in court and
in Parliament, taking up the cause
of justice on behalf of the downtrodden and victims of social injustice.

We are grateful to Karpal for his
tireless work, which contributed
greatly to nation building. His efforts provided the necessary
checks and balances while deepening the democratic process in
the country.

Regarded as the ‘Tiger of Jelutong’,
where for many years he was the

His steely principles and
candour also saw him fighting
Aliran Monthly : Vol.33(10) Page 6

for justice, ironically even for
himself, right to the very end.
One of his last cases was his
battle to overturn his conviction
arising from an opinion he delivered on the Perak constitutional crisis – which was subsequently deemed ‘seditious’ by
the powers that be.
The best way for concerned Malaysians to honour him and cherish his lifelong work is to ensure
that his ideals and principles live
on in this land.
Dr Mustafa K Anuar
Aliran Hon Secretary
17 April 2014
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Karpal Singh, true humanitarian
Whatever his clients’ crimes were, Karpal saw them as human
beings and felt a sense of responsibility for them
by Lee Min Choon
his has nothing to do
with the Malay Bible. But
I can’t help but feel a
sense of loss with the
passing of a colleague at the Bar
and friend, Karpal Singh. So,
here’s how I remember him.

T

It must have been around 1985
when I was helping a convict on
death row who had become a
Christian while in prison. Liew
Weng Seng was sentenced to
death under the Internal Security
Act for possession of a firearm. At
the Federal Court, Liew was unrepresented and proceeded to tell
the court that he was guilty and
did not wish to appeal his death
sentence.
When court was adjourned, his
family tried to pass him a Bible
but was prevented from doing
so by the prison warders. A
commotion ensued and made
the news the next day. When I
read the report, I thought, “Hey,
this guy is a Christian and he
had just told the court to go
ahead and hang him.”
I called the office at Pudu Prison
and arranged for an appointment
to see Liew. When we met, he confirmed that what the newspapers

reported was what happened in
court. I listened as he told his story
of how he got into crime. It was a
pitiful story of a boy growing up
in the slums and being influenced
by the gangs. Soon he was committing crimes.

Over the next one year, I would
visit Liew. As he spoke no English
or Malay and as my Chinese was
vitually incomprehensible, I always brought along a Chinese
pastor with me to encourage and
minister to Liew.

The law caught up with him.
Possession of firearms was a
capital offence. Liew was not yet
30 as he faced the gallows. Since
his case was over, I offered to
write a petition for pardon on
his behalf to the King. I would
not charge him any fees. It was
a favour to a fellow Christian.
Liew agreed.

One day, Liew’s family called me.
They said the prison had called
to say that Liew would be hanged
in three days time.
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I told them I would do what I
could. I called the prison and then
the palace to find out what happened to Liew’s petition for pardon.

Eventually, I was told that it was
rejected and the court had issued
a warrant for his execution.

“Are you Liew Weng Seng’s lawyer?” asked Karpal.
“Yes,” I replied.

I went to see Liew with his family.
It saddened me that our friendship over the past year was coming to an end.
Liew said that he had made his
peace with God and he was not
afraid.
I asked him if he would consider
doing some good with his death
by donating his organs.
He agreed.
Over the next 2 days, I went to the
General Hospital to find out the
procedure and paperwork for this
sort of thing. On the eve of his execution, I came to see Liew one last
time and gave him some papers
to sign to donate his organs. I
bought him a meal from the prison
canteen. Then we said goodbye
and I told him we would meet
again one day.
I arrived home late in the afternoon, went to the backroom of my
house and laid down on a bed. I
did not want my wife and child to
see the tears I shed for Liew. In 12
hours time, Liew would be taken
from his cell (at 5.00am the next
day) and be hanged by the neck
till he was dead.
Suddenly, my wife walked into the
room and said, “Karpal Singh is
here to see you.”
I went to my front door and saw
Karpal Singh and another lawyer,
Ngeow Yin Ngee, standing at my
front door.

Karpal then explained that he
was the lawyer for two convicts
who were scheduled to be
hanged at the same time as
Liew. Karpal’s clients were
found guilty of assassinating
the Chief Police Officer of Perak.
They had waited for him at a
traffic junction in Ipoh and shot
him to death when he passed by.
Karpal said that he had filed a
court case raising some legal
technicality and had obtained
an ex parte stay of execution
from Judge Hashim Yeop Sani (ex
parte means that the order was
given after hearing only one
side; later, the Judge would rehear the case from both sides).
When Karpal went to Pudu
Prison to serve the order for the
stay of execution, he was informed that there was a third
man to be executed, Liew.
“Come with me,” Karpal said,
“we’ll go to my office and prepare
the papers and get a stay of execution for your client as well.”
It must have been about 6.00pm
when we drove back to Kuala
Lumpur in Ngeow’s car. We
reached Karpal’s office past
7.00pm. He then started to dictate
to his clerk who typed furiously
on the typewriter.
I gave them Liew’s details. I was
still in a daze.
All the time, Karpal worked at preparing the papers like a man consumed and trying to beat a dead-
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line. We must have finished the
paperwork at about 9.00pm. It
was eight hours to the execution.
“Let’s go see the judge,” Karpal
said.
The first place we went to was the
home of Madam Harwanth Kaur,
the Senior Assistant Registrar to
Judge Hashim. We bundled her
into the car and the four of us
drove to the home of Judge
Hashim in Petaling Jaya.
We reached his house at 10.00pm
and Karpal banged on his door.
We were let into the Judge’s living
room. “Judge,” said Karpal as he
handed the judge a stack of papers, “there is another man due to
be hanged tomorrow. Can you
give a stay of execution for him as
well?”
“The Attorney-General will
jump!” sniggered Judge Hashim
as he signed an order for the stay
of Liew’s execution.
We then left the Judge’s house and
drove to the High Court in Kuala
Lumpur. It was 11.00pm when we
arrived. The courthouse was in
total darkess and tightly shut. We
found the security guard and
Harwanth ordered him to open
the court doors.
The four of us went into the registry section of the court house.
We were looking for the court
seal. The court order although
signed by the judge was no good
without the seal of the court imprinted on it. The four of us
fanned out to look for the court
seal.
It was a stroke of good fortune that

we found the court seal in a short
time. Harwanth sealed the court
order and handed it to Karpal. We
left the court house but first we had
to send Harwanth back home. Her
job was done.
When we arrived at the gates of
Pudu prison at 12.30am the next
morning, there was a crowd of reporters surrounding the huge
metal prison door. Karpal banged
on the doors.
A warden poked his head out and
said, “All of you please stay out.
Only Mr Karpal, Mr Ngeow and
Mr Lee can come in.”
Karpal duly served the order for a
stay of Liew’s execution on the
prison director. The next day, the
papers reported a sensational last
minute rush to save three men
from the gallows.
Within a week, we were back in
Judge Hashim’s court. The Attorney-General, Abu Talib Othman,
did jump and he made an application to the Judge to set aside all
three stay orders.
Karpal argued the case with his
usual brilliance. I cannot remember the legal point. All I can remember was that it was never argued before. Karpal had no previous court decisions to rely on. It
was like going back to school to
see Karpal at work and the lesson:
“Think outside the box.”
At the end of arguments, the Judge
set aside the three stay orders
clearing the way for the men to be
executed under a fresh warrant.
Karpal appealed to the Federal
Court. Again, it was dismissed.

Let me pause awhile. Throughout
this time, Karpal did all the work
for Liew’s case, paid for all the
court expenses and made sure I
was always present to take part.
He never once talked about payment. It was as if he was meant to
do this.

the chairman.

A few months later, warrants of
execution were issued again.
Judge Hashim had ruled that the
High Court could not order a stay
of execution. It had to be ordered
by the Attorney-General, who was
the chairman of the Pardons
Board.

We went back to Karpal’s office at
midnight. Five hours to the execution. Karpal was wracking his
brain to think of something. I was
exhausted and had almost given
up but I hoped that Karpal would
again pull something out of his
hat. How about this? No, won’t
work. How about that? On and on
we went.

Karpal made appeals to the Attorney-General but it fell on deaf ears.
On the eve of the execution,
Karpal summoned Ngeow and
me to his office. It was about 8.00
pm when we got there. Karpal
did a lot of things at night as he
would be in court the whole day
doing more than one case per
day. He suggested we go to see
the ambassadors of the European countries to seek their help
to persuade the government to
delay the executions. Karpal
had discounted the US ambassador as the Malaysian government under Dr Mahathir was
hostile to the United States.
However, the government had
good ties with the Europeans.
We went to see the German ambassador. He informed us that the
European embassies have a system where they would appoint
one of the European ambassadors
on rotation as a representative to
speak to the Malaysian government on behalf of the rest. At that
time, the French ambassador was
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So, off we went to the French
ambassador’s house. I cannot remember the conversation as it was
a long time ago. But the ambassador told us that he was not able to
help.

At about 2.00am, three hours to
execution, Karpal said that there’s
nothing more we could do. He
asked us to go home. A few hours
later, Liew and the other two convicts were dead.
Lawyers can be the most heartless
of men. Society had a reason for
calling lawyers sharks. It’s because we thrive on the misfortunes of others. Most lawyers I
met are in it for the money. They
have no heart for their clients
whom they see to be nothing more
than a source of income.
Karpal was not like that. In my
encounter with him over Liew’s
case, Karpal demonstrated true
humanity and a genuine care for
his clients. Whatever their crimes
were, he saw them as human beings and felt a sense of responsibility for them, over and above the
call of duty.
Karpal Singh was a true humanitarian. We will miss him. q
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Karpal suffered most
Kamunting
camp

in

The late Karpal Singh, who was detained in the 1987 Operasi
Lalang, suffered the most due to his health problems, said an
ex-cell mate, Br Anthony Rogers
by Susan Loone
e was incarcerated for
nearly two years in the
Kamunting Detention
Centre with 105 others
swept up in the 1987 dragnet under the rule of former premier Dr
Mahathir Mohamed.

H

Rogers, who came by to pay his
last respects to Karpal last night,
said the veteran lawyer had a terrible back pain, which
turned worse after detention under the draconian
law.

“He waited for her wonderful
chapatis and chicken curry,
which he would share with us,”
he added.

Share

fear

Those were the little joys the inmates shared but the “biggest
joke”, according to Rogers, was
they also felt fear.

“We looked after him and
massaged him, we became
a caring community
within the detention
walls,” Rogers, who is La
Salle Institution director,
said.
“Karpal was very special to us,
he was a very gentle person,”
Rogers, who was in detention
with Karpal for 10 months, told
Malaysiakini.
Rogers said Karpal was the kind
of man who waited longingly for
his wife, Gurmit Kaur, to visit him
at the Centre.

But the detention and solitary confinement brought the inmates together as they shared similar stories of “pain and sorrow”.
“We shared stories of our pains
among ourselves and with our
family and friends,” he said.
“Our friendship grew out of pain.
We may be teachers, activists, religious people, or politicians but the common
thing among us is that we
seek (the) truth,” he
added.
“This common truth bind
us together.”
As the detainees waited
for the good news or release date, Rogers said the
inmates had learnt to live
within the prison walls.

“It was fear, not for ISA but for
detention for an indefinite period
of time, or detention without
trial,” he said.
“We feared because we met detainees there who had stayed for
15 or 17 years,” he added.
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“The authorities thought by putting us there we would be miserable but we proved them otherwise. We found a different kind of
joy,” he said.
Source: Malaysiakini.com, 19 April
2014
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May our students learn from
Karpal’s service, dedication
to Malaysia and to people
of all faiths, races
by Francis Loh
e, the Boards of Governors and Managers of St
Xavier’s Institution, SK
St Xavier’s, and SK St
Xavier’s Cawangan are deeply
saddened to hear of YB Karpal
Singh’s sudden death.

W

YB Karpal was one of our ‘towering Malaysians’, a most illustrious son, no doubt. He was dubbed
the ‘Tiger of Jelutong’, from where
he was repeatedly elected into Parliament, before he moved to contest in and to represent Bukit
Gelugor, both constituencies in
Penang.
YB Karpal was a fearless and renowned lawyer. In and out of Parliament, Karpal spoke out bravely
against the making of unjust and
bad laws, and opposed policies
that discriminated against the
down-trodden and minorities
while favouring the cronies and
racial or religious exclusivists. He
also condemned the use of these
bad laws to oppress critics, activists and Opposition leaders.
In this regard he was among those
detained without trial under the
ISA during Operasi Lalang 1987.

He was respected not only among
freedom-loving and justice-seeking Malaysians of all races and
religions; he was also respected
by foreign political leaders and
law experts, and international
human rights groups. He was
proud of his party, the Democratic
Action Party, and ultimately
served as its National Chairman.
Yet YB Karpal never forgot his
roots. One of these roots led back
to his alma mater in Penang. In
2009, he was the Guest of Honour
at SXI’s annual speech day. In
2011, he came to SXI to speak at
the launching of the memoirs entitled The Man from Borneo,
authored by Rev Bro Datuk
Michael Jacques fsc, his former
teacher.
In 2012, he found time to grace the
160th Anniversary Dinner commemorating the founding of his
alma mater in 1852; and later that
year, he came to pay his respects
and to bid farewell to Rev Bro
Datuk Charles Levin fsc, the longest-serving Director of SXI. Indeed, it was Karpal who had
nominated the good Brother for
datuk-ship honours from the
Aliran Monthly : Vol.33(10) Page 11

Penang state government. He also
donated generously to SXI’s various causes.
And now, we mourn the passing of YB Karpal Singh, too. No
doubt, he imbibed many La Salle
values, not least our special concern for ‘the last, the lost and the
least’. Karpal’s death is a major
loss for our country and Parliament, his party and the democratic struggle, and to our St
Xavier’s schools.
May our students and all young
Malaysians learn from Karpal’s
love, service and dedication to his
nation Malaysia, and to people of
all faiths and races.
Rest in Peace, dear Sir. God’s Peace
and Blessings to you, and to your
family and friends on this sorrowful occasion.
Dr Francis Loh Kok Wah
(Chairman)
Board of Governors,
St Xavier’s Institution,
and Board of Managers,
SK St Xavier and
SK St Xavier Cawangan
17 April 2014
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Karpal’s dead body still
no
walkover
by Abdar Rahman Koya
he
Malay
adage
“Harimau
mati
tinggalkan
belang,
manusia
mati
tinggalkan nama” (A tiger leaves
behind its stripes, a man leaves
behind his deeds) can’t be more
apt in describing the passing
away of the Tiger of Jelutong.

T

Karpal Singh was both a tiger
whose stripes patterned the Malaysian political landscape for so
long and a man whose name dominated contemporary Malaysian
legal history. The courts and the
Parliament will have a hard time
shedding away his stripes for a
long time.
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In court, Karpal’s presence was a
signal that a case was to be treated
as important, deserving the widest coverage. He could choose to
represent a food stall owner or a
former deputy prime minister, and
both cases would be keenly observed by the legal fraternity. For
when Karpal was the lawyer, it

was not how a case would end, it
was how it would be argued in
court.
Karpal proved that a good lawyer
was not someone who never loses
a case, but someone who takes the
most difficult one and stands not
a chance of either being acquitted
or getting a huge sum rewarded
to his client. But Karpal wasn’t
interested in the end result of his
cases.
In a difficult case where his clients’ conviction was a foregone
conclusion, he saw an opportunity to expose the judiciary and
challenge existing laws in order
to highlight their deficiencies and
push for changes where parliament failed. Such was the case
when he defended many foreign
nationals facing the mandatory
death sentence for drug trafficking, something he had opposed at
a time when Malaysians would
proudly hear this law announced
to airline passengers who touched
down at Subang airport, believing it was the best solution to the
scourge.
Karpal also took cases which did
not need his decades of experience, and which could well be
handled by that young lawyer
who pretends to have a hectic
court life, whose shelves are filled
with hardbound books on criminal law but whose desk is piled
with sales and purchase agreements waiting to be signed. Such
was the case when Karpal represented Datuk Seri Anwar Ibrahim
in the criminal charge brought
against the former inspector general of police, Tan Sri Abdul
Rahim Noor, who had beaten a
blindfolded Anwar to a pulp after the latter was said to have ut-

tered the word “anjing” (dog), the
street slang to describe the men in
blue during the height of
reformasi.
Who would forget the way he remarked in court while cross-examining Rahim Noor, who had
then claimed he was provoked by
Anwar’s choice of word Karpal
then questioned how a blindfolded Anwar could have directed
the word “anjing” at Rahim and
wondered loudly in court if it was
the canine-like body odour of the
former police chief which could
have triggered Anwar’s response!
But perhaps Karpal is best known
for his strong and uncompromising stand against the goal to turn
Malaysia into an Islamic state,
symbolised by his challenge to
advocates of the Islamic state to
walk “over my dead body”. This
phrase soon became a household
name in the debate on the Islamic
state, while at the same time turning Karpal’s enemies into friends,
and friends into enemies, something he seemed to be good at in
his long career.
While many at that time took it as
an insult, Karpal had essentially
thrown a challenge to Pas and
other advocates of the Islamic
state, who either out of ignorance
or for political points had made
the hudud as the end-all of their
faith. It then occurred to them that
turning Malaysia into an Islamic
state was fraught with legal challenges and was a task not helped
by Malaysia’s socio-political reality, mainly thanks to the way Islam was preached and controlled
in this country.
Walking over Karpal’s dead
body proving his perception of
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the Islamic state wrong. It is a
perception formed by the state
of the Malaysian Muslim intelligentsia and their confusion
about religion and race. It is a
perception brought upon by the
silly bureaucrats in the cushy
seats of Putrajaya, who dish out
fatwas during the day and stalk
sinning couples during the
night. It is a perception formed
by the failure of the so-called Islamic states, such as the one
helmed by the Saudi priests,
whose spotlessly clean, long
garbs betray their cluelessness
about life’s realities.
Such perceptions have only
been further reinforced by the
custody battle involving a
Hindu mother and her Muslim
ex-husband, where the Sharia
court thought the role of Islamic
justice is to ensure the Muslim
demography.
Two decades have passed after
Karpal’s dead body was thrown
into the Islamic state debate, but
his dead body is still not a walkover. The Islamic state debate has
become shallower than ever, made
worse by the kiss of death given
by skull-capped nincompoops
from Umno to well-meaning Muslims in this country.
Source: The Malaysian Insider.

Abdar Rahman Koya is
at the end of his thirties,
and considers himself to
have all the qualities of
an ordinary Malaysian, a
practising Muslim, and
an incorrigible cynic.

on 6 March 2014.
It is inexplicable that the court
should insist on fixing 6-7 March
as appeal dates despite Anwar’s
lawyers stating that they were not
free on those dates. Shouldn’t this
fact be taken into account when
fixing the dates? After all,
shouldn’t Anwar’s lawyers be
free to do justice to Anwar’s defence? Why should the court fix
the dates that are not free and convenient to Anwar’s lawyers?

A record of Aliran's stand on current affairs.

Kajang
by-election:
Unholy haste to fix
Anwar
Ibrahim
The dates insisted upon by the
Court of Appeal are on the eve of
nomination day for the Kajang byelection.
It is conceded that Anwar Ibrahim
will definitely win the Kajang byelection with a runaway majority.
Nothing can stop or impede that
inevitability. That win will be a
mortal blow to the Barisan
Nasional whose fortunes will
crumble thereafter.
Politically the BN can do nothing
to arrest this trend. And it is desperate to stop Anwar from contesting the Kajang by-election.
Will the outcome of his court case
stop Anwar from his foregone victory in Kajang? Thinking Malaysians seem to think that would be
the case!
YB N Surendran’s press statement disclosing some disturbing
details is rather ominous. We have

Why should the court be so insistent? According to Potter Stewart,
“Swift justice demands more than
just swiftness.”

to fear for Anwar.
It is said, “Justice is that virtue that
assigns to every man his due.” Is
Anwar being given his due? That
is the crucial question.
According to Surendran, “The
appeal had been fixed for case
management on 28 February 2014. Anwar’s lawyers
then received a call from the
deputy registrar of the
Court of Appeal asking for
free dates between 7 March
and 10 March 2014. It
should be noted that the
dates insisted upon by the
Court of Appeal are on the
eve of the nomination day
for the Kajang by-election.
(If Anwar is convicted, he
would be disqualified from
contesting the by election.)”
It is very strange that the
appeal had been fixed for
case management on 28
Feburary and six days later
the government’s appeal
against Anwar’s acquittal
was scheduled to proceed
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If the business of the court is to
deliver justice, shouldn’t the court
be guided by mercy and compassion as well?
Anwar was acquitted on 9 January 2012, more than two years
ago – almost two years after the

trial started. If it had taken more
than two years to come to this
stage, would a delay of a few
weeks or months have interfered
with justice?
What were the compelling reasons
for wanting the appeal to proceed
specifically on 6-7 March? What
was the rational for dismissing
the fact that Anwar’s lawyers are
not free on those dates fixed by the
court?
“Justice and judgment lie often a
world apart,” said Emmeline
Pankhurst, British political activist and leader of the British suffragette movement who helped
women win the right to vote. In
Anwar’s case this seems to be so
true.
It is this development that has disturbing implication. It has led
many to wonder why the judiciary
is so rigid in Anwar’s case. There
is this public perception that the
judiciary may be used by the BN
to stop Anwar in his tracks.
Our courts should not be seen to
be used for political vendetta; it
must not even be perceived to be
so.
If Anwar is disqualified from contesting the Kajang by-election on
11 March, then this perception
will, unfortunately, become a fact.
That would be a tragedy not only
for all of us but also for the nation.
Let’s remember and be reminded
by what was said by William
Ewart Gladstone: “National injustice is the surest road to national downfall.”
P Ramakrishnan
Aliran executive committee member
5 March 2014

Move to recruit
more
non-Malays
into PDRM welcomed –
but this must only
be the beginning
Two days ago, on Police Day,
Johor deputy police chief Deputy
Comm Datuk Ismail Yatim urged
Chinese Malaysians to come forward and join the police force. His
invitation comes on the heels of
an earlier announcement by
Deputy Inspector General of Police Datuk Seri Mohd Bakri Zinin
that the force aims to increase the
number of Chinese Malaysian
police personnel in the country to
5,000, especially for the position
of constable.
Aliran welcomes these announcements as, at present, there are only
1,974 Chinese among the 111,395
personnel in the nation’s police
force – a mere 1.77 per cent of the
total.
The Deputy IGP clarified that the
PDRM had relaxed several requirements pertaining to recruitment – requiring a pass instead of
a credit in SPM Bahasa Malaysia
and accepting applicants wearing
spectacles or contact lenses – and
was looking at reducing the training period from nine to six
months.
The campaign with road shows
is being conducted in various
states from now until April (Sunday Star, 2 March 2014).
Malaysian Crime Prevention
Foundation vice-president Tan Sri
Lee Lam Thye has welcomed the
announcement. He stated: “A lot
of Chinese are part of the Police
Volunteer Reserve (PVR). If they’re
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interested to be part of PVR, I’m
sure they would be interested to
join the police force too.”
He revealed that many Chinese
have had their applications to join
the force rejected previously because of stringent entry requirements (The Star, 3 March 2014).
Judging from the latest statistics
provided by PDRM, it appears
that Chinese involvement in the
police force has dropped even
more over the past decade. In the
Report of the Royal Commission
to Enhance the Operation and
Management of the Royal Malaysia Police, 2004 (Table 4.12 on
page 135-36), it was revelaed that
there were 90,256 personnel in the
PDRM in 2004.
Malays accounted for 78.3 per
cent of the total; Indians and
Punjabis 4 per cent; and Chinese
(2,277) only 2.5 per cent. Kadazan,
Iban, Bidayuh, Murut, Thai,
Ceylonese, and Portuguese
categorised as ‘Others’ made up
the remaining 15.2 per cent.
The data which is presented in
terms of the different ranks also
showed that all the top positions
were held by Malays. A single
Chinese held the rank of Acting
Deputy Commissioner of Police
while the highest ranking Indian
was a Senior Assistant Commissioner II.
Against such statistics for 2004,
consider this perhaps surprising
scenario: in 1968, it was estimated
that Malays made up only 45.1 per
cent of police officers and some 39
per cent of the entire police force.
Malay participation increased
sharply during the 1970s and
1980s so that in 1989 when the

police force totalled some 76,000,
non-Malays made up only 30-40
per cent of the officers while Chinese made up only 4.6 per cent of
the entire force. (These estimates
have been taken from the influential book Government and Politics
in Malaysia (1996: page 137)
authored by Dr Harold Crouch
who used to be Professor of Politics in Universiti Kebangsaan
Malaysia.
In other words, prior to May 1969,
non-Malays used to dominate the
police force especially in the
higher ranks. The pre-eminence of
the Malays in the police force today is actually a reversal of the
pre-1969 situation. And on this
reversal, the 2004 Royal Commission Report (p. 135) has commented: “The present situation
contrasts with the situation in the
PDRM before. In May 1969 for instance, 68 percent of non-Malays
are Division One officers, a situation that was equally unsatisfactory.”
How did such a reversal occur?
The Royal Commission Report
further states “according to the
PDRM, a major reason for the poor

representation of the Chinese [today] was because relatively few
Chinese apply to become Constables, where the bulk of new recruitment takes place”.
Significantly, the Report (p.138)
also notes that “the non-Malay
community especially the Chinese
and Indians are dissatisfied with
the lack of explanation given for
the rejection of applications in a
number of cases. They harbour
the feeling that they have been
deliberately
discriminated
against”.
More than this, a popular view
among non-Malays is not only
that they are discriminated
against in the recruitment process. They also harbour the view
that they are further discriminated in their promotional prospects. Indeed, such views pertain not only to engagement
with the PDRM but vis-a-vis the
army, navy, air force, immigration, bomba, DCA, universities
and the entire educational system, local government, state and
federal bureaucracy, including
the prestigious PTD; and not forgetting the GLCs.
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It is clearly time to put an end to
such discrimination on the basis
of race and religion. Or, if it is
deemed that there does not exist
such discrimination, let us then
go out of our way to recruit and
promote the non-Malays who are
qualified and capable so that the
burden of fighting crime, delivering services, defending the nation, or in this time of the ill-fated
MH370, sharing the SAR duties
can be shared by all Malaysians
regardless of race and religion.
Then we would not need any
Foundation or programme to pronounce ’1Malaysia’. I dare say
that it would emerge quite spontaneously as all Malaysians share
common rights and responsibilities.
Hence, while we welcome this
first step to recruit more nonMalay policemen, we need to
stress that much more needs to be
done, and not only with regard to
the police force.
Dr Francis Loh
President
Aliran
27 March 2014

OBITUARY

Irene Fernandez,
Champion of the Oppressed
in Malaysia, Dies at 67
by Douglas Martin
rene Fernandez, a champion of the oppressed in
Malaysia whose indefatigable advocacy for
better treatment of foreign migrant
workers prompted her government to denounce her as a traitor
and human rights groups to
shower her with awards, died on
25 March 2014 in Serdang, Malaysia. She was 67. The cause was
heart failure, Human Rights
Watch said.

I

Ms Fernandez abandoned a career
as a teacher in her early 20s to fight
for social causes. She helped
organise the first textile workers
union in Malaysia and campaigned for women’s rights, improved consumer education and
safer pesticides.
Her signature crusade was for the
rights of the poorest and most
marginalised people in her relatively rich country: the migrant
workers who do the dirty, ill-paying jobs most native Malaysians
shun. Foreigners account for more
than 16 per cent of the work force
in a population of 29m people, and
more than half the foreigners are
in the country illegally.
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Coming from Indonesia, the
Philippines and other Asian
nations, these illegal workers
toil in homes and at oil palm
plantations and construction
sites. Ms Fernandez unearthed
evidence of their being beaten
and nearly starved. In an interview with The New York
Times in 2012, she characterised
the situation as “slavery days
coming back”.
As much as their labours are
needed, the illegal workers irritate many Malaysians, as
their counterparts do in many
countries. Some Malaysians
join government-sanctioned
volunteer groups to seek them
out.
In September, the government
began a campaign to arrest and
deport 500,000 of these workers; it said their collective use
of social services and public
education was expensive and
went against the government’s
policy of relying less on unskilled labour. Ms Fernandez
condemned the deportation
drive, partly because it failed
to distinguish refugees from
other foreign workers, she
said.
She achieved her greatest
prominence in 1995, when she
interviewed more than 300
migrant workers being detained by the government.
They told her of rapes, beatings and inadequate food, water and medical care. In March
1996, after a newspaper printed
a memo she had provided detailing her findings, the government charged her with
“maliciously publishing false

news.”
Her criminal trial dragged on
for seven years, one of the
longest in Malaysian history.
Stanley Augustin, the prosecutor, accused her of blackening
her country’s reputation. “The
court must take into account
the interests of the nation,” he
said. “Freedom of the press is
not freedom to say anything
you like. It must be confined
and cannot hurt the public or
national interest.”
She was convicted and sentenced to a year in prison, then
released pending appeal. In
2008, an appellate judge reversed her conviction.
In 2012, Ms. Fernandez again
outraged her government by
telling an Indonesian newspaper that Malaysia was not safe
for foreign workers because it
did not have a legal framework or specific laws to protect them.
“When she says something like
that, doesn’t she realise that
her actions do not help the
country or the Malaysian
people?” Deputy Prime Minister Tan Sri Muhyiddin Yassin
said in an interview with The
New Straits Times, an Englishlanguage Malaysian newspaper.
Ms. Fernandez’s parents were
Indians who moved to Malaysia to work on a rubber plantation when the country was
under British rule. She was
born there on 18 April 1946.
She traced her awareness of soAliran Monthly : Vol.33(10) Page 18

cial and political issues to her
childhood. As the daughter of
a plantation supervisor, she
was told not to play with
labourers’ children. “I always
found that a big conflict in me,”
she told The Times.
She became a teacher, but at 23
left the security of a government job for the uncertain life
of an activist, working for various labour and rights groups,
including the Young Christian
Workers Movement.
In 1991 she formed the
organisation Tenaganita (the
name means women’s force in
Malay), which ran shelters for
migrants and victims of human
trafficking. It eventually expanded its efforts to include
men.
Ms. Fernandez’s many awards
include the Amnesty International Award in 1998, the International PEN Award in
2000, the Jonathan Mann
Award in 2004 and the Right
Livelihood Award in 2005.
Her survivors include her husband of 35 years, Joseph Paul;
two daughters, Katrina and
Tania; a son, Camerra Jose; and
two sisters, Josie and Aegile.
She never lost her taste for
battle. During her trial, she
told The Los Angeles Times
that she was ready for jail. “It
will give me an opportunity to
write a report on jail conditions and see what changes
need to be made,” she said.
Source: New York Time, 2 April
2014

OBITUARY

Irene Fernandez –
A beacon of light
to the downtrodden
A

liran deeply mourns the passing of Irene
Fernandez on Monday, 31 March 2014. She
was a passionate advocate of justice and
human dignity.

The cause of human rights has lost a staunch fighter
who courageously stood up in defence of fairness
and the just treatment of unfortunate migrant workers who are often exploited and mistreated by un-

scrupulous employers and agencies.
She was dedicated and determined in pursuing her
cause for the welfare of the downtrodden. And like
all human rights advocates everywhere, she was
persecuted by a government that does not brook any
defiance by anyone in the pursuit of justice.
She was charged in 1996 for publishing false information in trying to expose the outrageous beatings
and sexual violence against detainees by prison
guards and the inadequate food and water in
Malaysia’s immigration detention camps. This maltreatment was exposed in a report released by her
outfit, Tenaganita, in 1995.
She was finally convicted in 2003 after seven years
of trial and sentenced to one year’s imprisonment.
Her conviction was finally overturned in November 2008 upon appeal.
Her legal battle set a record for being the longest in
our legal history, dragging on for an unbelievable
13 years. This protracted saga prevented her from
contesting in two general elections – in 2004 and
2008. But it did not discourage her or dampen her
passion to take up issues.
Some people just don’t give up. Irene was one of
them. She was a source of strength and comfort to
the helpless and marginalised in our society. Indeed, she set a high standard of selfless work in
coming to the aid of the most downtrodden of human beings, whom she saw as God’s creation.
Aliran executive committee
1 April 2014
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Have you heard
Sarawak?

of

Sara Loh recounts her
memorable
experience as an
orang bandar
immersed in Kampung
Sg Rasau in Sibu,
working alongside
locals to construct a
wharf and rebuild two
jetties.
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Impian

T

hree weeks ago, I spent nine days in the
idyllic Kampung Sg Rasau, Sibu, on an
Impian Sarawak project. What am I talking about?

Disclaimer: Impian Sarawak is a public-funded initiative by DAP to bring orang bandar from
Semenanjung Malaysia to Sarawak to contribute to
fundamental infrastructure projects and to experience for themselves life on the other side of Malaysia.
These experiences have taken a back seat in the light
of major issues faced in Malaysia, ie. the MH370
mystery, the reversal of Anwar’s acquittal, the haze,
the Kajang by-election. Nevertheless, friends and
family have encouraged me to share my Impian
Sarawak experiences with a wider network because
we could all use a little more hope.
We occasionally hear about the political situation
in Sarawak, especially following the recent retirement of Taib as the Menteri Besar, but how many of
us have experienced first-hand the living conditions
in Sarawak? I definitely had not. And so, I write this
at the risk of romanticising this small kampung in
Sarawak.

Kampung

Rasau
lessons

hospitality
learned

and

Our team of nine orang bandar volunteers and three
team leaders was to work alongside orang kampung
from Rumah Juan and Rumah Pasang – two rumah
panjang situated about five minutes apart in Rasau
– to rebuild their two jetties and build a wharf for
Rumah Pasang.
We were told to begin with no expectations. I tried.
It was my first time to Sibu, let alone in a kampung
two hours upriver. We boarded a ferry, the main
means of transport in this area, which stopped at
many kampung jetties along the river before reaching Rasau.
Once there, we got to work immediately and carried
planks of solid belian wood from the lorry drop-off
point to the respective jetties. The work ended with
a sharing session over tuak (Sarawakian rice alcohol), followed by quite the feast for dinner – chicken
soup and veggies. That night, we orang bandar, who
were unused to starlit skies, hung out at the jetty
and counted shooting stars. (This soon became a
nightly occurrence.)
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We came home to tilam-tilam setup for us in our
host families’ ruang tamu. It was quite a challenge
going to sleep without air ventilation -the kampung
did not have electricity and ran on generators
switched off prior to bedtime – but the temperature
soon cooled down, and we managed better as the
days went by.
The next day proved interesting. We began the day
early (rise and shine at 5:30am) only to realise that
we were awake before our host family!
When the orang kampung finally began work, we
attempted to assist with building of the rangka
(frame) of the jetty. We helped as much as we could
– hammering crooked nail after crooked nail, with a
couple of successful ones in between. We may have
provided more comic relief for orang kampung as
opposed to actual help. But, we did take full responsibility of washing and painting the jetty.
Nevertheless, this gave us the liberty to mingle with
the orang kampung, play with the kids, help the
makcik with cooking, and get to know the families
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that inhabited the two rumah
panjang that we lived in.

ous, how and where they grew,
etc.

The rest of the nine days were an
exercise of learning about a simpler, more flexible way of life that
depended on your surroundings.
Each day we would awake,
minum kopi, work on the jetty,
have brunch, work a bit more,
have lunch, resume for a few hours

We collected siput with some
kakak from the kampung – this
involved trudging in thick ankledeep mud, flipping wooden
planks over to occasionally hit the
jackpot and find some siput!
They took us to their sawah where

before air pasang (the tide comes
in) and you have no way of working on the jetty without being half
submerged in river water.

the kampung women had begun
harvesting padi for the season. We
tried nasi Rasau – rice will never
taste the same again.

In these latter hours, these orang
kampung shared their daily activities with us strangers. Aside
from working alongside orang
kampung to build the jetty, we “foraged” for midin (a special fern
that grows solely in Borneo) and
learned which parts of the plants
were edible and most tasty, how
to tell what was or wasn’t poison-

Others went fishing, prawn catching, and alternated cooking said
catch with the orang kampung.
In the evenings, we had friendly
kayuh perahu and swimming
races with the orang kampung.
We bonded and laughed over
their competence and our volunteers’ incompetence.
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They had no qualms about accommodating us. They shared their
music and dance (oh boy, these
ladies and kids could dance..), traditional dress (only worn for wedding ceremonies, which means
they sometimes needed to be reminded which layer – there were
about six! – goes on first as they
were dressing us), and most importantly, they shared their stories.
We talked about everything with refreshing honesty
and curiosity. We
talked about politics – who supports
who in their rumah
panjang
and
kampung, their experiences
with
BR1M, insurance,
the
current
Sarawak state government, their efforts to claim remuneration for land
sales (in fact, while
we were there, there
was an ongoing
court case between
our host dad and
the company belonging to one of
Taib’s sons-in-law who hadn’t
bayar pampasan until today),
Native Customary Rights (NCR).
Our host even told me about the
numerous YBs who lived in his
home during elections, and as a
result won their respective seats!
(I guess it’s my turn next.) He also
told us about how he listens to Radio Free Sarawak. (Note: Throughout my stay there, I’ve never
watched so much TV3 propaganda in my life, but it was our
only means to current news.)

They also told us about their livelihoods (many of the pakcik and
young men work in Sibu or logging areas and came home specially to work on the jetties); their
families (where their children and
grandchildren are studying or
working, some even tried to marry
us into their families); their views
on education (some of the elderly
men have perfect English courtesy
of their schooling days in the
1960s and 70s, but no longer practise); and their kampung practices.
Rumah panjang are normally
quite segregated, and even within
each one, the politics can be quite
divisive, but we did manage to
bring two houses together for
meals, and also witnessed nonDAP supporters come out in pure
semangat gotong-royong to build
the jetties. (This doesn’t even happen very often in Semenanjung.)

Equality

of

access?

While Rasau is one of the better
off kampungs that Impian has
worked with – it has flowing water from the water lodge; a primary
and secondary school; a clinic; a
Celcom tower; access to supplies
from the Banong Cina (a kedai
runcit on a boat) which goes up
and down river daily; ferry access
to Sibu – there are still major issues which should have been tackled by now.
Firstly, there is the issue of a proper
rubbish disposal system. Aside
from metal, which is collected and
sold to a boat that comes round
ever so often, and biodegradable
waste, which goes to feeding their
animals, everything, from swine
waste to old tikar, to plastic bottles
and onion peel, goes into the river.

After realising that we were creating excess waste for the kampung,
we began to collect and separate
our waste to be brought back to
Sibu for recycling. The best part
was that some of the youth and
children began asking about recycling methods. Hopefully, this
will catch on, but there is much
work to be done.
Secondly, individual homes
within the rumah panjang of
Rasau still run on generators; one
gallon of oil is RM12 (diesel) or
RM14 (petrol). Each gallon lasts
as long as they conserve it. As
mentioned, their generators are
switched on in the evenings and
switched off prior to bedtime. They
have petitioned for Sesco access
in their kampung, to no avail.
They’ve also written to ask for
road repairs for the jalan jahat, as
they call it, that leads from Sibu to
their kampung – also to no avail.
Apparently the budget for all of
this has been allocated but has
‘miraculously’ disappeared.
This process is definitely not foreign to us from Semenanjung. The
only difference is that we can
make a bigger racket since we
have more means of voicing our
complaints – i.e. access to alternative media, stronger civil society, and relatively reliable physical infrastructure that links us to
the main cities and the offices of
our Aduns and MPs.

Hope

and

impian

Since returning, as cliché as this
may sound, this city girl learned
first hand how important it is for
those with authority and power
to put the rakyat first.
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Harsh words have been spoken
and written to criticise Impian
Sarawak efforts as purely politically driven and as replicas of
what the BN has been doing in
East Malaysia for ages. There have
also been articles written about a
BN version of Impian Sarawak
(this is actually great news as once
again, it is the rakyat who benefit!).
From my own experience of this
trip, Impian Sarawak prioritises
going through local channels to
offer help to communities that petition for it; whatever politics happens as a result of that should be
secondary. The idea is to do away
with the mentality of vote-buying
and the concept of a provider (political party) and a dependant (orang kampung).
At the end of the day, my thoughts
return to this presumed yet sometimes overlooked fact: It is the responsibility of all rakyat Malaysia (and dunia) to possess a critical consciousness in which we
are intrinsically aware of our basic rights and the inconsistencies
in access to these rights. Ideally,
this will lead to a self-determined,
active participation in the
struggle to improve our own
present situations. In this sense of
struggle, Rasau is not too different from our own kampungs
wherever we may be. q

Sara Loh is a recent
graduate of Smith College, a women’s college
in the US. She is curious
about the pockets where
media, politics, the arts
and society intersect.
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Lessons

from

Sarawak

Inter-religious ties are more relaxed in the state, and to
preserve its grip on power, PBB is likely to play a major role in
deterring an extension of the Umno-Pas battle into Sarawak
by Ngu Ik Tien
lthough
Sarawak
Barisan Nasional, led by
Abdul Taib Mahmud,
performed badly in ethnic Chinese-majority constituencies in the 2011 Sarawak state elections and the 2013 general election, some urban Chinese in
Sarawak actually had mixed feelings towards Taib’s leadership.

A

Many of them strongly disapproved of Taib’s management of
Sarawak’s natural resources and
the unreasonable accumulation
of wealth by his family members.
But they appreciated Taib’s liberal
and pragmatic attitude towards

non-Muslim cultures and religions. For those who are disheartened by the religious tensions in
Sabah and in the Peninsula, Taib
was perceived as providing a deterrence to the federal-led
Islamisation drive.
Taib’s liberal policy towards religion and culture could be a rational political calculation given the
population make-up of Sarawak.
It is quite different from the Peninsula in terms of its religious and
ethnic structure. The Ibans, the
biggest ethnic group in Sarawak,
are predominantly Christian and
nearly half of the Chinese in

Sarawak are Christians.
In Peninsular Malaysia by contrast, the largest group are the
Muslims, who comprise over half
of the population. The second
largest group are the Buddhists, a
large majority of whom are Chinese. Christians only account for
a small proportion in the Peninsula.
Compared with the state-church
relationship at the federal level
over the last decade, the relationship between Taib and the local
Christian communities has been
considered to be relatively good.
The recent incidents of seizure of
bibles, arson attack and raid on
religious buildings that raised
great concern among the public in
the Peninsula have not yet happened in Sarawak.
The social interaction between the
Muslims and non-Muslims is also
relatively more relaxed in contrast
to the tense situation in the Peninsula. Today, we can still see
halal and non-halal food stalls
operating together within a traditional Chinese coffee shop without being raided or questioned by
state Islamic bodies and Muslim
ministers.
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The note that follows is a glimpse
of the ethno-religious relations in
Sibu town. The scenes in Sibu are
common to other urban centres of
Sarawak, but unique within the
context of the national scene. It
aims to present how religious freedom is practised in the everyday
lives of Sarawakians under the
rule of Taib Mahmud.

Christian communities. In 2011, a
combined Christmas procession
was held in the town of Sibu. Despite a heavy rain, the procession
drew over 5,000 participants who
formed a line that stretched several kilometres. The procession
passed through the main streets
of Sibu accompanied by Christmas caroling.

Sibu, the third largest city in
Sarawak, is indeed a town packed
with Christian premises and
Buddhist temples. Besides the
many tall and large Methodist
churches at the commercial centres and residential areas in Sibu,
this small town also accommodates the largest Catholic church
and Taoist temple in South-East
Asia.

Since 2005, the principle
organiser of the event has been the
Association of Churches in
Sarawak. What was unprecedented in 2011 was the participation of seven independent
churches in the procession. Local
school brass bands and uniformed units also joined in. In
2011, the procession began and
ended at the city square, in front
of the Sibu Municipal Council.
The city square was lit up by
twelve Christmas trees sponsored
by twelve churches from Sibu.
(The Christmas Tree Decoration
Competition is an annual event

In addition to places of worship,
other religious icons can easily be
noticed throughout the town. For
instance, the Reverend James
Hoover Memorial Garden, completed in 2007, lies on a two-acre
plot of land in a suburban part of
Sibu. About 16km from the town,
a seven-acre plot of private land
was used to build the Methodist
Centennial Park.

organised the Sibu Municipal
Council.) During the songs of
praise and prayer sessions, multiple languages including English, Mandarin, Iban and Malay
were used.
Besides Christianity, other religions like Taoism, Buddhism and
Islam also organise their respective processions during their big
festivals. For the Muslim community, a procession through the
town centre is held annually during the birthday of Prophet
Mohammad. The Prophet
Mohammad’s birthday procession is quite distinct from those of
other religions.
One glaring difference is the involvement of public schools, government departments and agencies in the procession. For the procession in 2012, for example,
which I happened to witness, the
organiser announced that about
74 contingents were involved in

Perhaps it is not known to the
public that Mormonism has been
spreading rapidly in Sarawak.
Driving through a trunk road of
Sibu town, one may encounter a
new peach building on the road
side: a recently built Mormon
Church, its hall able to accommodate hundreds.
In the month of December, in contrast to Peninsular Malaysia,
Christmas processions are a highlight in the major urban centres of
Sarawak. They usually stir an enthusiastic response from the local

During Maulidur Rasul, some Muslims who were incvolved in the
procession took a break at a Chinese coffee shop. The shop is situated at
one of the main roads where the procession passes by.
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the procession. Numerous national schools and government
departments joined in the 3-4km
procession. About 20 national
schools and over 15 government
agencies including the Royal Malaysian Police, the Immigration
Department, the Sibu Rural District Office, the Public Works Department (JKR) and the Public
Transport Department participated in the procession. The remaining groups were mainly social and religious organisations.
The role of the Parti Pesaka
Bumiputera Bersatu (PBB) state
assembly member for Nangka, the
only Muslim elected representative in Sibu town, is very important among the local Muslim
populace there. Together with
other PBB leaders, he would lead
the procession. As the 2012 procession was held on a Sunday
morning, Christian churches located within the procession area
were having their Sunday services
and that reduced the number of
spectators along the streets. During the procession, all participants wore traditional Malay costumes and said their selawat to
Prophet Muhammad.
The harmonious ethno-religious
relations painted above may leave
the impression that the ethno-religious centric policies that the federal government has tried to impose
on Sarawak does not affect the local community in Sibu and the
people of Sarawak in genaral. Still,
some church ministers who I spoke
to were worried that eventually the
ethno-religious tension in the Peninsula might one day reach here.
Thus, they are taking early measures before that happens.
One of the steps taken by the

churches in Sibu is church renovation. A strong criticism of the
Sibu Methodist churches is that
they had spent a lot of church
funds on luxurious renovation.
Nevertheless, some ministers argued that expanding or renovating church premises is done out
of political concern. Church ministers felt that what has happened
in the Peninsula (e.g. no land for
places of worship and stringent
regulations on the external design
of churches) would eventually
happen in Sarawak too. Hence
before this happens, the Church
feels it should take the opportunities to build as many buildings as
it can or to renovate the old ones.
Another thing dear to the Church
are its lands and schools. A few
church leaders said they have either slowed down or halted converting their school land to educational classification. Nowadays, they prefer to hold the land
as church land. During my field
work in Sibu, I was informed by a
church leader that missionary
schools can be exempted from quit
rent once its land title is converted
from religious to educational purpose. Nevertheless, they would
rather take the trouble to apply for
exemption on a yearly basis,
which is usually approved by the
state government.
Additionally, the Church is currently inclined to build their kindergartens within church premises instead of isolated lands
that are gazetted for educational
purposes. The main reason for
doing this is the uncertain prospect of Sarawak and national politics. They are worried that the
Church may lose its land and
properties if the government forcefully acquires the schools and the
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land that is classified as educational land.
Taib has finally stepped down,
and what could possibly happen
to religious freedom in Sarawak
is open for debate. Personally, I
believe that the PBB will continue
to play a major role in deterring
an extension of the Umno-Pas
battle into Sarawak. Many PBB
politicians presume that the entry of Umno into Sarawak will
eventually lead to a split among
the local Muslims who are currently throwing their support behind PBB.
With respect to Pas, PBB
grassroots leaders that I met often
associated Pas with religious fanaticism and grumbled about
their rigid standards of halal food,
Islamic clothing and social interaction. Judging by the electoral
performance of Pas in Sarawak in
the 13th general elections – its
candidates were soundly defeated
in all the five state constituencies
that they contested - the Islamic
party’s version of Islam evidently
does not appeal to the local Muslims.
For PBB leaders, maintaining
the political status quo would
enable them to continue ruling
the state as they wish. To
achieve that, the PBB would be
inclined to preserve the existing
social order as it has been regarded as a major source of political stability in Sarawak. q

Dr Ngu Ik Tien, an Exco
member of aliran is attached to a local university. She hails from Sibu,
Sarawak.

EAST MALAYSIA FOCUS

Sabah
autonomy:
winners and the

the
losers

While old leaders may come out of their political obscurity
using state autonomy and the oil royalty as issues,
the real losers are ordinary Sabahans.
by Arnold Puyok
or the umpteenth time,
the issues of state rights
and autonomy are once
again being ignited.
Sabah leaders claim that Sabah
has lost its autonomy and it is
time for it to be fully reinstated.
This includes an increase in oil
royalty from the meagre 5 percent
to 20 percent.

F

While no one can deny the fact
that Sabah deserves the right to
assert its autonomy based on the
Malaysia Agreement 1963, it has
to be done within the context of
the Federation of Malaysia and
national interest. Sabah leaders
appear to be clueless on how to
translate this call for autonomy
into pragmatic policies that can
benefit the ordinary people.

Who are the
benefactors?
If Sabah leaders are serious about
reinstating and strengthening the
autonomy for the state, they must
first convince the people that their
call for autonomy is not merely for
their own political survival but for
the overall well-being of
Sabahans. The people of Sabah
must not be duped into thinking

that these ‘champions’ of Sabah
issues are serious in fighting for
what is ‘best’ for the state.
On the issue of oil royalty, what
guarantee can Sabah leaders give
that with more funds there will be
a greater sense of responsibility
and integrity? Can Sabahans be
assured that with more funds,
their standard of living will be
uplifted to be at par with Brunei
and Singapore?
It is true that state rights and autonomy are (and always will be)
important. After all, the 20-point
memorandum for Sabah and 18point memorandum for Sarawak
were drafted to preserve Sabah
and Sarawak’s distinctive characteristics in the federation. For the
Federation of Malaysia to work,
the special characters of each of
the states must be maintained. But
there is a need for the country’s
current and emerging leaders to
look forward in uniting the country in spite of its diversity.

Does

it

matter?

Most of the ordinary people in
Sabah do not understand what
autonomy is and do not think it
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really matters. In a survey conducted by Merdeka Centre in 2012,
only 3 per cent of the respondents
said that the issue of autonomy
was important and needed to be
solved fast compared to other
matters such as illegal immigrants
(53 per cent), price hikes (38 per
cent), and corruption (21 per cent).
In the same survey, only 9 per cent
of the respondents regarded the
oil royalty as an urgent issue. Despite Sabahans’ concerns over
other pressing issues that affect
their daily lives, they have been
distracted by the political elites
who insist that Sabah’s waning
autonomy is more pertinent.
It is true that due to the dominance
and indifference shown by the
federal government, Sabah remains within the league of poor
states in Malaysia. But local leaders should also be blamed for their
lack of leadership in developing
resource-rich Sabah. They appeared to be more interested in
enriching themselves and being
subservient to their federal masters, rather than in solving the
problem of poverty and underdevelopment.
Now, Sabahans have been urged

to look at Sarawak for its ‘gumption’ in standing up to federal
pressure. The problem is,
Sarawak is different. Sabah is already infested by the Peninsular’s
political dichotomy of Muslim
Bumiputera-versus-non-Muslim
Bumiputera-versus- Chinese. This
unwanted political culture came
to the state after Umno’s entry into
Sabah in the early 1990s. The
Muslim electorate had no choice
but to rally behind Umno - the
single most dominant Muslimbased party in Sabah after the disbandment of Usno.
Due to gerrymandering, electoral
boundaries were altered in favour
of Umno, causing the biggest ethnic group in Sabah, the
KadazanDusun to be electorally
split between the PBS, Upko and
the PBRS while the Chinese were
divided between the SAPP, the
LDP and the MCA.
Consequently, the real losers were
the multiracial and multireligious
Sabahans who had to vote along
racial lines. One of Sabah’s unique
characteristics is its multiracial
politics but with Umno’s entry,
communal politics, which is an
important feature of Peninsular
politics, has begun to seep into
Sabah society.

State autonomy or
political
ploy?
The claim by the PBS that they
represent Sabah’s multiracial society is just a camouflage to ensure its survival. In fact, if not due
to Joseph Pairin’s status as
Huguan Siou (paramount and
brave
leader)
and
the
KadazanDusuns’ sympathy for
his political struggle in the past,
the PBS would have ‘closed shop’

a long time ago.
Another KadazanDusun-based
party, Upko, is struggling to retain
support among the KadazanDusun electorate, knowing that
many of the young KadazanDusuns are now supporting PKR.
The other KadazanDusun-based
party, the PBRS - albeit without
strong grassroots - will survive
as long as Joseph Kurup continues to get patronage from the federal government.
When the youth wings of the PBS,
Upko and the PBRS organised a
joint press conference to state their
support for an increase in the oil
royalty, it meant only one thing:
they wanted to rejuvenate their
party’s fading popularity. Their
‘older’ comrades did the same
thing before the 2013 general election through the ‘tataba’ meeting
but nothing concrete came out of
it, apart from showing that the
BN’s KadazanDusun-based parties were ‘united’ behind the ruling BN coalition.
But the election results proved
otherwise. The popular support
for the PBS, Upko and the PBRS
saw a marked decline, indicating
the KadazanDusuns’ frustration
with the lack of leadership shown
by their leaders.

The

losers

While the leaders may come out
of their political obscurity using
state autonomy and the oil royalty
as issues, the real losers are ordinary Sabahans. They are being
made to believe that it is the Malayan leaders who cause Sabah to
remain poor; Sabahans are time
and time again reminded that
they can become rich like the

Aliran Monthly : Vol.33(10) Page 29

Bruneians and Singaporeans if
they are granted autonomy and
more oil royalty.
But many Sabahans tend to forget
that Sabah was once ruled ‘independently’ by Usno, Berjaya and
the PBS. Federal interference only
occurred when Sabah leaders
fought for state interests at the expense of national interests.
Clearly, Sabah’s leaders are partly
to be blamed for failing to defend
the Malaysia Agreement 1963 and
the Federal Constitution that safeguard Sabah’s special position
within the Federation of Malaysia.
So, the same parties (and their offshoots) that ruled Sabah before are
now clamouring for change,
promising to give Sabah a better
future if they can force the federal
government to grant state autonomy and increases in oil royalty. The current and emerging
leaders seem to be trapped by the
political thinking of the past.
Sabahans must ‘free’ themselves
from the old paradigm. They cannot afford to support leaders who
continue to harp on the issues of
state rights and autonomy but fail
to provide them with pragmatic
policies that can uplift their standard of living.
Sabah can only be rich and be at
par with Brunei and Singapore if
it is led by capable leaders who
can formulate and implement
policies that are people-oriented,
needs-based, and in tune with the
changing times. q
Dr Arnold Puyok is a political analyst based in
East Malaysia.
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Sabah – continuity or change?
The raw percentage electoral gains may seem promising to
those seeking greater change but the internal damage done
by opposition political strategies may prove costly
by Regina Lim
he Malaysian Federation
ushered the politics of
federalism and moulded
local politics in Sabah
into one that mirrored a similar
pattern of inter-ethnic alliances in
West Malaysia.

T

Interspersing the politics of identity representation is the dynamics of federal-state tensions: the
contest over executive control of
the state’s resources and development constitutes the main element
in the emergent debates on au-
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tonomy for Sabah.
Other recurring factors to the federal-state tensions include local
dissatisfaction about access to
state resources (funds, jobs, and
investments) and religious issues.

Federalisation
of Sabah politics

diverse make-up into only three
simplistic categories normally,
Pribumi, Cina and Others. This
census manipulation was carried
out during a period of large-scale
immigrant settlement in Sabah
from the Southern Philippines
and without being publicly transparent in its deliberation on the
issues of immigrant settlement in
Sabah. As a result, it generated
distrust among existing nonMuslim leaders in Berjaya as well
as the general public as to the intent and purpose of such a political exercise.

As early as the 1960s, an inter-ethnic alliance was adopted by the
main political parties in Sabah,
i.e.the dominant Muslim party
the United Sabah Nasional
Organisation (Usno) with the
majority non-Muslim parties the
Sabah Chinese Alliance (SCA)
and the United Pasokmomogun
Kadazan Organisation (Upko,
previously Unko).
The pattern of inter-ethnic alliances gradually came to define the
context as well the content of bargaining and political participation in the wider narrative of the
politics of federalism, thus putting in place a somewhat dominant discourse of identity politics
in Sabah.
Prior to Umno’s entry into Sabah
politics in 1994, a sense of local
ownership prevailed over the
ways politics was conducted. The
local electorate played a critical
role in contributing to the political fortunes of Usno, Berjaya and
the PBS governments.

Tun Mustapha

Petroleum Agreement in the early
1970s.
With the implicit support of Kuala
Lumpur, Berjaya succeeded Usno
in 1976 on the back of a multiracial campaign. It successfully
maintained good relations with
Kuala Lumpur until it was
brought down by a populist movement (PBS), which was established less than a year before the
state election in 1985.

Decline of
identity and

This led to an internal split in
Berjaya causing some of its leaders, in particular Joseph Pairin
Kitingan, to challenge the gradual
loss of Sabah’s local identity and
to politically reassert what was
understood as the collective rights
of Sabah contained in the Twenty
Points.
When PBS succeeded Berjaya as
the Sabah opposition government, the nature of federal-state
relations and the public perception thereof, became defined on the

local
powers

During that period, federal intervention was somewhat inconspicuous and mostly confined to
elite bargaining. Tacit support
from Kuala Lumpur was instrumental to the political survival of
the local party; such support
could easily be disrupted by big
personality clashes as well as conflict over the control of the state’s
resources.

Put simply, Berjaya’s agenda for
development disregarded the values of local diversity: it unwittingly imposed an extended version of the federal government’s
vision and values that prioritised
the socio-economic well-being of
the Muslim community through
mass Islamic conversion.

The fall of Usno was a combination of a leadership clash with
Kuala Lumpur, over-zealous
Islamisation policies and the refusal of Tun Mustapha to sign the

Harris Salleh, the Berjaya leader,
also failed to assess the impact of
simplifying the census demographics of Sabah population
from a culturally and ethnically
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Harris Salleh

contested dynamics of rights.
These were understood, on the
one hand, as the undisputed authority of the federal government
to make political decisions for
Sabah, and, on the other, as the
steady growth of local awareness
in Sabah to fight for the political
right to decide local issues for the
state.

Umno

and political
ferment

In 1991, the federal government
introduced the Sabah Federal Development Department (JPPS).
This took away the fiscal powers
of the state government, thus giving the popular impression that
the state government had failed to
transform the economy of Sabah.
It was a heavy blow to the PBS
government and following the
1994 Sabah state election, many
elected PBS assemblymen defected to the BN. This mass defection subsequently crippled the
PBS, paving the way for Umno to
rule Sabah for almost two decades.
Whilst Umno’s presence had the
effect of stabilising the dynamics
of federal-state relations, the politics of identity resulted in a fragmentation of the ethnic groups’
personalities.
Nowadays, there are three
Kadazan-Dusun political groups,
each one led by Kadazan or
Dusun leaders claiming to fight
for the rights of the said community - Upko, Parti Bersatu Rakyat
Sabah (PBRS) and Parti Bersatu
Sabah (PBS).
There are two Chinese parties: the
Liberal Democratic Party (LDP)
and the Sabah Progressive Party

(SAPP). Meanwhile, the majority
of the Muslim community and exmembers of Usno (the local Muslim party in Sabah) joined Umno.

The most
impoverished
state
With Umno at the helm and
Mahathir executing complete control over federal-state relations,
any talk of Sabah rights was obsolete. Mahathir even dictated the
appointment of Sabah Chief Ministers using a two-year rotation
system, rendering it as the most
incredible display of political
disempowerment of Sabah leaders.
The economic development under
Umno has strangely left Sabah as
the most impoverished state in the
whole of Malaysia. The poverty
rate for Sabah remained the highest in Malaysia at 19.7 per cent in
2009 (UNDP Report). A World
Bank Report (2008) showed that
there are 2,500 people per doctor
in Sabah compared with 700 per
doctor in Selangor while the real
GDP per capita in Sabah was
about RM17,242 in 2010, markedly lower than the national level
of RM27,133.
Among states, with the exception
of Sabah, the fall in child poverty
was impressive - though five of
the 13 states still had child poverty rates of 10 per cent or more in
2007. That year, almost half of all
children living in poverty were in
Sabah, up from 15 per cent in
1989. Moreover, while all other
states experienced a huge decline
in the absolute number of children
living in poverty, Sabah saw an
increase.
Children living in poverty are less
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likely to attend school and they
are more likely to experience multiple forms of deprivations. Almost half the children of the poor
who do not attend primary
schools are in Sabah, which then
goes on to affect educational attainment in the secondary and tertiary levels. This would then result in a high incidence of youth
unemployment as many of these
children suffer multiple deprivations from the start.
The proportion of employed
people living below US$1.25 a
day tends to be concentrated
largely in rural areas, among
women, the young and the nonMuslim Bumiputera, constituting
an increasing proportion of extreme low wage-earners in 2007.
These low wage earners are concentrated in a few sectors that are
increasingly dominated by the
wholesale, retail, hotels and restaurants sectors. This concentration partly accounts for the huge
increase in the non-Muslim
Bumiputera share, as many of
them, mainly in Sabah, are employed in this broad sector.
The New Economic Policy (NEP)
was built on the assumption that
ethnicity played a critical factor
in the functioning of the economy.
Because of this assumption, the
remedy for addressing poverty
was formulated along ethnic
terms, with the existing legislation
on the Malay special position becoming the overriding priority.
Whilst Bumiputera as a terminology has been used to refer to the
Malays and the indigenous
people in Sabah (and Sarawak),
the NEP did not actually have
considerable impact upon the
non-Muslim Bumiputera.

Figure 1 shows that the rest of the
non-Muslim Bumiputera tends to
have a relatively higher incidence
of poverty compared with the
Malays, in Sabah. Figure 1 is indicative of the misleading conception of the Bumiputera approach,
mainly because the concept masks
the real effect of the positive discrimination policy that tends to be
in favour of the Malay special position whilst a large bulk of the
Bumiputera remains relatively
poor. The concept itself also skews
the way in which issues of poverty are being addressed because
the ‘ethnic’ lens to understanding
poverty will undermine other
critical aspects of poverty particularly among the vulnerable members of society - children, the elderly, the disabled and women.

Contestation
and the decline
of BN’s popularity
Public awareness of Sabah’s poverty level combined with nationalbased parties – the DAP and the
PKR – spreading their wings to
Sabah saw some changes in the
voting pattern of Sabahans in the
2008 general election.
The DAP and the PKR contested
in some areas in Sabah with a
number of urban areas showing a
significant increase in opposition
votes. Where both the DAP and
PKR contested together, their
combined votes were higher than
for the BN. These areas were the
state seats of Inanam, Likas,
Luyang, Tanjung Aru, and
Kepayan.
The other two seats were the semiurban seats of Kuala Penyu and
Merotai where the combined votes
for PKR and independents could

by

Figure 1: Poverty incidence
the Bumiputera groups in Sabah

Source: EPU and UNDP (2010) using Household Income Survey,
World Bank Report 2010

have resulted in the defeat of the
BN there. While the BN continued
to dominate in terms of seats, the
2008 election in Sabah witnessed
an emerging voting trend in
favour of political change, at least
in the urban areas.

and Wilfred Bumburing formed
Angkatan Perubahan Sabah (APS
or Sabah Reform Alliance) focusing mainly on the KadazanDusun community. Both claimed
to be Pakatan Rakyat (PR) friendly
groups.

For the BN, the 2013 election in
Sabah was politics ‘as usual’:
promises of development, heralding the coalition’s track record
and electoral manipulation. What
marks out the 2013 election, both
in terms of its successes and failures, was the strategy of the opposition parties – in particular the
PKR – for failing to appreciate
developed strengths of local
grassroots support in the rural
areas.

These groups successfully convinced and lobbied the national
PKR leadership to contest in the
2013 election. Hence, both APS
and PPPS were given seats to
contest despite most of their
members not being official PKR
members.

One year before the 2013 election,
Lajim Haji Ukin and Wilfred
Bumburing left the BN to set up
their independent movements.
Lajim established a Muslim movement called the Pertubuhan
Pakatan Perubahan Sabah (PPPS)
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Subsequently, several PKR division chiefs quit the party, claiming that the party did not respect
the promised autonomy of its state
leaders. The division chiefs from
Sandakan Mazhry Nasir, Saidil
Simoi (Kota Belud), Irianshah
Yunus of Kalabakan, Abdul
Zainal Atin of Putatan and
deputy division chief Zainuddin
Hassan of Putatan joined Sabah
Umno.

Other PKR chiefs who quit but
didn’t join BN or Umno included
Tenom chief Halik Zaman and
Tuaran division chief Ansari
Abdullah. However, Ansari then
quit PKR a month after receiving
a suspension letter from the national PKR, apparently for supporting an independent candidate.

Continuity

and

change

Despite the disunity and fractiousness within opposition
ranks, the PR as a whole secured
a significant swing in the popular vote.
Unfortunately that did not translate into an equivalent increase in
seats. The BN remained the clear
victors in Sabah, retaining their
dominance of the parliamentary
seats and in the state assembly
alike, although the opposition did
make some inroads (see Table 1).
As Table 1 shows, the modest in-

crease in the opposition seats at
the parliamentary level was not
reflective of the significant swing
in overall voting, with the BN
share of the vote plummeting from
just over three quarters in 2008 to
just over a half in 2013.
The 2013 election results in Sabah
represented a significant swing
towards the opposition, albeit one
that did not translate into strong
gains in terms of seats.
Yet the conduct of the election
created significant tensions
within opposition ranks over
candidate selection and broader
electoral strategy between local
grassroots leaders who championed issues of autonomy and
rural development, and federally-selected candidates who
championed a more ethnicallyoriented agenda.

shows that Sabahans did indeed vote along ethnic lines. On
the other hand, the orientation
of individual candidates evidently did not affect voter sentiments at the local level, suggesting that party agenda and party
affiliation may indeed have been
the primary driver in voting patterns.
Although the results of the election in raw percentages may seem
promising to those seeking greater
change in Sabah, the internal
damage done by the political strategies adopted within opposition
ranks may well outweigh these
gains in the longer run. q

Regina Lim is a critical
thinking feminist and
paralegal researcher in
Sabah. She holds a Ph.D
in politics from the University of Birmingham.

The results, in many ways, reflect this paradox. On the one
hand, the evidence clearly

Table 1: Election results in Sabah, 2008 and 2013

Party

Parliament

State Assembly

2008

2013

2008

2013

Seats

%Vote

Seats

%Vote

Seats

%Vote

Seats

%Vote

BN

24

77.3

22

55.3

59

76.2

48

55.8

PR

1

17.7

3

36.1

1

17 .7

11

32.2

Star

-

-

0

5.4

-

-

1

5.7

Others

0

5.0

0

3.2

0

6.1

0

6.3

Total

25

100

25

100

60

100

60

100
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BOOK REVIEW

No

ordinary

students

club

by Johan Saravanamuttu
his book by four historians fills an important
gap in Singapore’s and
Malaysia’s political history from the perspective of leftist
politics. There has been a surge of
writing about the role of the Left
in the 1950s and 1960s that has
served as a corrective to mainstream work and official histories
in both countries.

T

However, much work of this genre
has tended to be personalised accounts or narratives of activists
and actual individuals of the Left.
One such book of this genre, The
Fajar Generation: The University
Socialist Club and the Politics of
Postwar Malaya and Singapore
(Petaling Jaya: Strategic Information and Research Development
Centre, 2010), edited by three
former members of the University
Socialist Club (USC), Poh Soo Kai,
Tan Jing Quee and Koh Kay Yew,
should certainly be read in tandem with this book since they
delve into same subject, the same
historical period as well as the
individuals at the forefront of leftist politics.

The University Socialist Club and the contest for Malaya:
Tangled strands of modernity.
By Kah Seng Loh, Edgar Liao, Cheng Tju Lim and Guo-Quan Seng.
Amsterdam: IIAS/Amsterdam University Press, 2012.
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For contrast readers should also
peruse the officially-sanctioned
history of the People’s Action
Party (PAP), Men in White: The
Untold Story of Singapore’s Ruling Political Party (Singapore:
Singapore Press Holdings, 2010),

by Sonny Yap, Richard Lim and
Leong Weng Kam, published just
months ahead of The Fajar Generation.

Struggle to establish
modernity
Early in Chapter 1 of The University Socialist Club and the Contest for Malaya, Loh, Liao, Lim
and Seng observe that The Fajar
Generation and Men in White are
virtual mirror images, one silencing the role of the USC while the
other highlights it in an “heroic
frame”.
Their own book attempts to locate
the role of USC in an “overarching
struggle to establish modernity”
through the formation of
the independent nationstate, Malaya, which then
included Singapore.

ravel what can only be seen as the
highly significant involvement of
the English-educated Left in a
nation-making project replete
with the contestation of ideas, ideals, and actions that led to the ultimate emergence of the
Singapore-Malaysia social formations. In their rendering of history,
the Left played no small part in
how these social formations took
shape.
The book is dense with details of
the events, the activism and the
tangled and often tragic lives of
individuals, which a book review
such as this could only selectively
draw on but hardly do full justice.
The authors have used an impressive array of sources, including

The authors draw on
Partha Chatterjee’s “derivative discourse” of nationalism. They argue
that Third World nationalism of the sort espoused
by the USC, while resoundingly
rejecting
Western colonialism and
imperialism, nonetheless
also derives its fundamental stances from the
same discursive terrain of
the Enlightenment, and
from rational thought
and science. The USC’s
overall ideological approach was “modernist”
tout court.
What is particularly noteworthy is that Loh and colleagues have revisited this period
of Malayan history with the keen
sense of scholars seeking to un-

though some have remained embargoed) to construct the events
and debates in which the USC
was involved.
The first part of the book provides
detailed narratives on the Club’s
activities, activism, of its personalities and multifarious political
debates in which they were engaged.

Moment

of

glory

Chapter 3 zooms in on the May
1954 Fajar trial, which won the
Club its moment of glory when a
young lawyer Lee Kuan Yew, in
assisting Senior Counsel D N Pitt,
made his mark by defending those
who would later become his socialist opponents, the likes
of Poh Soo Kai, M K
Rajakumar and James
Puthucheary, among the
eight members and office
bearers of the USC who
were singled out for arrest
by colonial authorities.
The club’s paper Fajar
(“dawn” in Malay) had
published the article ‘Aggression in Asia’, about the
role of the Southeast Asian
Treaty Organisation as a
tool of Western imperialism. The authors show
clearly that the personae of
the Club, as Fabian socialists, who included a much
larger group of activists
than those charged, became “heroes by accident”
(p. 65). The trial proceedings are described in great
detail.

archives, published material, oral
histories, interviews, minutes of
meetings and correspondence (al-
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The triumph of the Club in averting the conviction of its members
inflicted a tactical defeat to the

ruling government and launched
the Club and its young and English-educated Left intellectuals
into the vortex of politics. It was a
politics, as it turned out, that was
marked by the treachery of erstwhile fellow travellers of the Left
who later went on a different
route.

This is followed by a chapter delving into the Special Branch’s surveillance of the Club bringing severe strain. The Special Branch
was at great pains, stretching credulity to show that club members
were part of the “nodes and
chains” of a global Communist
movement (pp. 162-4).

tics and to a great degree affecting
the very character of politics in
Malaya, Singapore and Malaysia
during the period of the Club’s
existence and well beyond.

The other chapters of the book
basically deal with the inexorable
plunge of the Club and its individuals into the seminal political
events and debates of the formative period of MalayanSingaporean-Malaysian national
history. As the authors aver, the
Club’s vision was always to formulate and realise a vision of a
Socialist Malaya, which saw in
Singapore a convergence of
Fabian and other left-wing socialists, notably the Chinese-educated
Left, and the reformist People’s
Action Party.

Chapter 8, marking the second
portion of the book, provides an
important narrative on the resistance of the Club to the “Malaysia” question. It charts the Club’s
attempts to mediate between two
contending visions of the merger
plan and its opposition to the British notion of “Greater Malaysia.”
The PAP’s rise to power and
prominence is given much play in
this
chapter
perhaps
unflatteringly as part of the ascendancy of a new conservative, anticommunist politics in Singapore.

“What distinguished the Socialist Club from other modernist
groups was its identity as a collective of idealistic, socialist-inspired student intellectuals” (p.
257).

Chapter 4 narrates the Club’s forays in party, labour and rural politics of the 1950s, in particular its
advocacy of Malay as the national
language.

Struggle

and

strain

The next chapter shows the
Club’s failed struggle to unify student politics due to the rise of “centrist” student groups and the collapse of the Pan-Malayan Students’ Federation (PMSF) in
March 1956. Among the issues
leading to this collapse was the
leftist students’ adamance in allowing the PMSF to play the British anthem in formal functions.
The Club’s struggle to provide
guidance and leadership on Cold
War issues is given focus in Chapter 6.

Chapter 9 narrates in brutal detail how the PAP’s anti-leftist politics is played out through its willful use of the “Cold War informational order”, established before
the PAP’s rise, in detaining without trial prominent leftists and
detractors (former Club and PAP
founding members included) in
the 1963 Operation Cold Store
and Operation Pecah.
Chapter 10 then provides the closing episodes to the Club, its final
protracted struggles and its attempt to champion student’s
rights and university autonomy in
the 1960s.

Prodigous

role

In the final chapter, the authors
reflect on the Club’s undeniably
prodigious role in charting political debates, framing national poli-
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Let me end this review with a few
sentences of the conclusion worthy of note:

“The Club had Fabian socialists,
democratic socialists and liberals
(all discursively and unfairly
called ‘fireside socialists’)” (p.
258).
“Rather than create a society
based on established ethnic divisions, the Club envisioned a modern state built upon a national
language and culture that was at
the same time free of the tint of the
coloniser” (p. 258).
“The Club remains deeply embedded in the social memories of
Singapore and Malaysia in the
present day” (p. 263).
This book is imperative reading
for all wishing to have any understanding of leftist politics in
Singapore and Malaysia in the
1950s and 1960s and their relevance for politics today. q

Johan Saravanamuttu is
visiting senior research
fellow at the Institute of
Southeast Asian Studies
in Singapore.
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eration (Global Times, 16 March
2014). Even China expressed its
frustration at the Malaysian government for the perceived holding
back of vital information and its
slow response to the crisis (Straits
Times, 16 March 2014).

Dominant
party
syndrome
These criticisms which did not
come from the local opposition are
fair and spot on. Clearly, the
MH370 saga reveals the BN-led
government’s long-standing deficiencies. The focus of international criticism against the Malaysian government is not so much
on the failure to locate MH370.
Critics acknowledge the challenges and difficulties in the
search operation.
But the Malaysian government’s
lack of leadership, slow response, flip-flopping statements, questionable assets, lack
of empathy, authoritarian attitude and an obsession to blame
the opposition for all its failings
have become a source of
bemusement and ridicule. These
shortcomings have long been
embedded in Malaysia’s system
of governance due to the BN’s
long dominance of Malaysian
politics.
In his book Why Dominant Parties
Lose, Kenneth Greene (2007, p.12)
defines dominant party systems
as “hybrids that combine meaningful electoral competition with
continuous executive and legislative rule by a single party for at
least 20 years or at least four consecutive elections”.

BN has been in power for 57 years
and has won 13 consecutive general elections. This has paved the
way for the consolidation of a
single dominant party system in
Malaysia. The BN’s equilibrium
dominance has been attributed to
its success in excluding alternative political choices by exploiting
the incumbent’s resource advantages, imposing suppressive measures and resorting to electoral
manipulation.
Unfortunately, the dominant
party system has brought many
negative impacts on the country.
Lawrence Schlemmer (2005) in
analysing the dominant party
systems in Africa argues that such
system have a major impact on
political culture and governance.
Among the effects:
• the deepening of polarisation
in society especially if the party
came to power on the basis of
racial, religious or regional
solidarity;
• the weakening of civil society
and voluntary organisations
by ignoring advocacy from any
sources other than those sanctioned by the government;
• the erosion of constitutional
checks and balances;
• the enforcement of conformity
or ‘political correctness’
through the disbursement of
state contracts, appointments
and fiscal resources;
• the suppression of public participation and commitment to
democracy;
• the blurring of the distinction
between the dominant party
and the state;
• the ‘worshipping’ of dominant
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party leaders akin to ‘kings’
and ‘royalty’ who are not to be
contested;
• the changing of the core principles and moral codes in society with the dominant
party’s ideologies and values;
and
• the removal of safety valves in
society by taking the opposition out of the power equation.
This is what I called the dominant
party syndrome which has taken
root in Malaysia and is being
manifested in the way the BN government has handled the MH370
tragedy.

A

litany of stupidity,
incompetency
and
abrasiveness

Malaysians have had to live with
the BN’s dominant party syndrome for over five decades. In
fact, a great majority of Malaysians have accommodated the
BN’s failings.
Recently, Malaysians were again
reminded of this BN syndrome.
Deputy Home Minister Wan
Junaidi Tuanku Jaafar showcased
the BN leaders’ tradition of making stupid and senseless comments by informing Parliament
that child rape statistics are higher
within the Malay community
since Malays are less willing than
non-Malays to accept child rape.
Not to be outdone, Minister in the
Prime Minister’s Department
Shahidan Kassim made an even
more outrageous statement by
suggesting that the best way to execute the one person-one vote

policy was to vote according to
racial lines.
When elections have been continuously rigged by the dominant
BN, incompetent and backward
individuals end up winning.
Worse, they are then made Ministers or Deputy Ministers.
Over in Sarawak, newly-minted
Chief Minister Adenan Satem also
portrayed another manifestation
of this BN syndrome. While campaigning
in
the
Balingian by-election,
Adenan urged voters to
vote BN as a show of appreciation to the outgoing Balingian assembly member and former
chief minister, Abdul
Taib Mahmud. According to Adenan, failing
to vote for the BN
would amount to being
tulah (cursed).
He further made a
mockery of the election when he
barred four national opposition
leaders from entering the state. Describing them as “troublemakers”, Adenan, however, allowed
the pro BN right-wing Perkasa
leader, Ibrahim Ali, to enter the
state.

once again fared poorly among 44
countries that had participated in
the problem-solving test for 15year-olds. Malaysia was ranked
39th
while
neighbouring
Singapore came out top. Other related studies had also pointed to
the deteriorating quality of our
public education.
When a single party keeps on
dominating elections, it loses a
sense of accountability and responsibility. Worse, the dominant

party’s leaders will use their government positions to outmuscle
one another. As a result, flip-flopping policies become a permanent
feature of governance and the
views of professional bureaucrats
and implementers are ignored.
Ordinary citizens are the ones
who suffer.

In a dominant party system like
Malaysia, the incumbent does not
bother to engage the people
through policy or to engage in
debates. It merely buys support or,
in the case of Adenan and
Balingian, simply coerces them.

And when the dominant party
smells resistance, it quashes the
threats - as evident from the conviction of two top opposition leaders, Anwar Ibrahim and Karpal
Singh, recently.

Another equally worrying manifestation of the dominant party
syndrome is the sorry state of our
public education. In a recently released report, Malaysian students

Sadly, the litany of the BN’s dominant party syndrome is likely to
continue plaguing Malaysians.
This is the cost that Malaysians
have to bear as a result of continu-
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ally returning the BN as the
country’s dominant ruling party.

Enough

is

enough

It has taken a mammoth crisis like
MH370 to expose Malaysia’s worrying state of affairs. Let us not
ignore another manifestation of
this BN dominant party syndrome like what we had to during the Lahad Datu intrusion last
year. The opposition and several
groups took the Malaysian government to task for the
way they mishandled
the intrusion. But the
BN-led government and
the general public
merely brushed aside
these criticisms as ‘being unpatriotic’ and
unfair.
By ignoring the BN’s
dominant party syndrome, we are allowing the BN to destroy
our beloved country.
Let us save Malaysia. Enough is
enough. A majority of the Malaysian electorate wants to put a
stop to this rot as evident from
their rejection of the ruling BN
in the 2013 elections. What
about the rest of you? q

Dr Faisal S Hazis is an
Aliran executive committee member and co-editor
of our e-Newsletter. A
Universiti
Malaysia
Sarawak lecturer, he published Domination and
Contestation: Muslim
Bumiputera Politics in
Sarawak (2012).

GOVERNANCE

A disease that could kill
Malaysia
It has taken a mammoth crisis like MH370 to expose
Malaysia’s dominant party syndrome
by Faisal S Hazis
Malaysia Airlines
Boeing 777 from Kuala
Lumpur bound for
Beijing went missing in
the wee hours of 8 March 2014.
After almost two months of an unprecedented international search
operation, the disappearance of
the ill-fated aircraft remains a
mystery. My heartfelt thoughts go
out to the family members of all
the passengers and crew.

A

The tragedy that struck MH370
put Malaysia under international
scrutiny. One of the main talking
points has been the way the Malaysian authorities have handled
(or rather mishandled) the crisis.
“They’re handling a huge global
issue as if it was domestic politics,” lamented Clive Kessler,
Emeritus Professor of Sociology
and Anthropology at the University of New South Wales
(Bloomberg, 12 March 2014).
Kessler is a well-respected scholar
on Malaysian politics and society.
Others went as far as pointing fingers at the incompetent leadership
of the BN-led government for the
lack of progress in the search op-
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