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ALIR.AN’s ‘Basic Beliefs’ is a modest attempt to
formulate the broad guidelines of a political philosophy
suited to the unique conditions prevailing in Malaysia.
The historical forces which have conditioned our
development as a nation, the multi-ethnic composition of
our present society and the religious and spiritual values
of our rakyat have‘ been given herein the consideration
they deserve.

At the same time we have tried to address
ourselves to some of the great challenges confronting
the Third World and indeed mankind as a whole. The
problem of achieving social justice, of enhancing political
freedom, of choosing a path of development which will
ensure man's continued survival in this planet would
be some of the more crucial challenges of our age. In
attempting to respond to them, we have absorbed and
adapted those ideas and institutions from other settings
which we believe are valuable and vital for our own
social progress.

It is our hope that this humble document will
generate some interest among the Malaysian public so
that we can all enter into a dialogue on the sort of
society we want to build in this dear land of ours.

Dr. Chandra Muzaar,
President, for and on behalf of,

ALIRAN.

Penang, Malaysia
30th December, 1977.

Let there arise out of you

A band of people
Inviting to all that is
Enjoining what is right
And

forbidding what

is

good

wrong

Surah Ali’ — Illuan Ayat 104
PART ONE:

THE BACKGROUND

What is Aliran
Persatuan Aliran Kesedaran Negara or ALIRAN
multi»ethnic reform movement to have
is the rst
There have been other
emerged in our country.
reform movements in the past conned to particular
communities or to particular issues. Our movement on
the other hand not only draws its strength from various
religious and linguistic groups but is also concerned with
the total reform of Malaysian society as an endeavour
which will span a few decades.
ALIRAN is an independent movement without any
link or connection to any political party, trade union,
consumer association, community organisation or any other
institution. Its independence is fundamental to its
role. It is fundamental to its effectiveness. That is why
ALIRAN intends to remain free and independent.
ALIRAN will utilise all available constitutional
avenues of action in the course of presenting its views
to the nation. We believe that such an approach will
help strengthen the democratic process itself since it
will result in a more active, alert and participatory
public.
Apart from publishing books and pamphlets
which will be its main activity and organising talks,
forums and seminars, ALIRAN will also conduct
research into various social problems and plan public
campaigns from time to time on particular issues. In
the years to come new modes of democratic action will
be developed as the reform movement itself discovers
new challenges in what is after all a constantly
changing situation.
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ALIRAN is open to any Malaysian who accepts its
constitution and subscribes to its ‘Basic Beliefs’. The
present members come from different walks of life.
This we feel is our strength.
What binds the
membership together is a common consciousness, a
common idealism — a common dedication to the reform
of our s0ciety.- -However membership by itself is
unimportant. A reform movement by its very nature
cannot place too much emphasis upon numbers. What
matters is the spread of ideas.
Why Aliiran

this was the very reason for creating
of us felt that it was important to
have an organisation which could inculcate some
consciousness among the rakyat about the great issues
confronting our nation. Civil rights and liberties, the
role of dissent in a Third World society like ours, the
concept of social responsibilities, the position of the
Press, cooperatives in economic development, the relationship of private enterprise to the social good, the nature
of industrialization in Malaysia, the virtues of an
agrarian-based economy, the role of foreign investment,
the effects of corruption, the consequences of social
greed, values in the education system, the question of a
national language and a national culture, the problem
01' national identity, the position of Islam in a multiethnic society, the state.of ethnic relations in the
country, the challenge of national unity, the attributes
of good leadership and indeed, the whole question of
the direction of our spiritual and material development
as a nation
none of these issues has been discussed
and debated, analysed and evaluated in depth and detail.
Indeed,

ALIRAN.

Some

_

This then would be ALIRAN’s rst task — to get
people to think and to reect.
Out of reection emerges
awareness.
Awareness is the foundation for sound,
sensible action. It has always been the basis for those
great deeds and great events which have transformed
the world. Therefore there is an urgent need in our
society to achieve awareness through reflection.
2

Right through history, the problem of making people
aware, of creating consciousness, has been the unique
burden of reformers and reform movements. In fact
this is the distinctive characteristic of a reform
movement. It seeks to make us aware of what needs
to be changed, of what need to he reformed in society.
Of course, political parties, trade unions and consumer
associations apart from other organsations also perform
this role. Be that as it may, it is irrefutably true that
educating society, developing the heart and mind of
the community, is not their primary goal. A political
party for instance has to give much more attention to
the contest for power just as a trade union has to be
concerned specically with labour’s wages and working
Similarly a consumer association must
conditions.
necessarily remain committed to its crusade of protecting
the interests of the consumer. It is only a reform
movement dedicated to a holistic transformation of the
social order that can seriously undertake to nurture a
new consciousness among the rakyat.
Creating a new consciousness, educating society, is
perhaps a more important activity at this stage of our
history than mere involvement in electoral competition
for its own sake. For while elections can produce
changes in leadership there is no assurance that it will
lead automatically to the emergence of an intelligent,
the
incorruptible government capable of fullling
aspirations of the masses. Indeed, more often than not
the replacement of one set of power-holders with another
in many Third World countries, either through the
electoral process or more frequently through coups,
has simply meant the perpetuation of a situation of
This is mainly because
oppression and disintegration.
factors and forces located within existing economic and
political structures responsible for retarding the progress
of the rakyat continue to perpetuate themselves in
spite of a change of faces at the helm. The dominance
of exploitative, parasitic economic elites for instance does
not decline with the fall of an _unp_opular government
unless its successor has the deternunation to destroy their
Unfortunately what often happens is that the
inuence.
8
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its earlier zeal for reform
new political leadership itself
undergoes a metamorphosis of sorts
notwithstanding
assimilating the very vices it had condemned in its
predecessor.
In such a situation there are only two avenues
open to societies committed to change through
democratic means. Either one hopes for the miraculous
emergence of a government with the will to demolish

_

structural impediments to cha_nge while retaining its
iiiteg-rity or one works towards a new social consciousness
convinced that it will help check the‘ excesses and
deviations of the leaders and in the long-run create an
atmosphere which will allow good, able men to assume
power. The rst alternative is something that we cannot
plan for; if it happens it would be an accident of
history. The second alternative is thus the only real
alternative.
Quite apart from the above argument which is valid
for a number of Third World countries, educating society
has a signicance unique to Malaysia and perhaps a
That ethnic
handful of other multi-ethnic states.
considerations will have an important role in national
thinking in such societies is readily understandable. But
when every national issue is seen in ethnic perspectives,
one
when almost every national institution reects
ethnic tendency or another, when the position and
popularity of almost every public personality is dependent
upon his ethnic appeal, then it means that ethnicity has
become the dominant factor in all the crucial spheres
of national life. In a society where ethnic considerations
are so pervasive, so preponderant, there is bound to be
a high degree of ethnic polarization. Political parties
and interest groups motivated by a genuine desire to
establish national harmony cannot possibly bridge the
widening gap hetween the communities especially if the
continued emphasis upon ethnicity helps to keep certain
cliques in power. Indeed, in order to survive in such
a situation, these political parties will also have to seek
ethnic rapport with, and ethnic support from, the voters.
After a while they too become contributory factors to
the perpetuation of ethnic politics. That is why political
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parties operating in a political arena where electoral
expectations have always been cultivated along ethnic
lines will not be able to change the atmosphere — unless
of course those responsible for sustaining ethnic politics
are prepared to make the rst move.

In the absence of this the only solution is for a
group outside the electoral process committed to interethnic solidarity to initiate and establish continuous
contact and communication among the communities on
the basis of common values and common goals and
through this process work towards a common sense of
nationhood. As it should be obvious by now this is
more easily accomplished by a reform movement simply
because it does not have to be concerned about
responding to ethnic demands in order to maintain its
political popularity.
A reform movement then has a role to perform in
the present context. It is a role that requires patience
and perseverance. For in a situation where the promise
of power and position, of wealth and status serve to
allure individuals to public life, a movement that has
nothing to oer but its idealism is bound to face great
difficulties. At least trade unions, cooperatives and
consumer associations can hope to produce immediate
and tangible results through their activities. A movement dedicated to the creation of social consciousness,
on the other hand, has to work towards a vision of
a tomorrow that lies beyond the dreams of those who
live today. Yet, in every society and especially in those
societies where there is hardly any love for humanity
transcending the parochial connes of ethnicity, where
there is hardly any willingness to sacrice personal
well-being for truth and justice, there is a compelling
need to have a handful of men and women committed
to the purity of their ideals. It is such idealism which
in the end propels a people towards noble goals.
E

In this quest for a better society, ALIRAN will be
guided by certain basic beliefs and ideals. Its conception
of the reform of Malaysian society will of course be
based upon these beliefs. AL1RAN’s actual programme
of reforms in various spheres of our national life will
however be discussed through its publications and
forums in the years to come.
PART TWO:
1.

BASIC BELIEFS

Belief in God

‘

ALIRAN upholds belief in God, the rst principle
of the Rukunegara, a belief to which the vast majority
of Malaysians subscribe as the basis of all its other
beliefs. Belief in God helps to emphasise those values
and principles to which ALIRAN is committed.
Firstly, it establishes that the basis of man's
existence and of human society is spiritual. The whole
purpose of human endeavour, of social organisation is
directed towards this supreme goal. Secondly, the belief
implies that ALIRAN shall strive for a social order
where all those spiritual and moral values associated with
the concept of God like justice, freedom, unity, integrity,
tolerance and compassion are held in highest esteem.
Thirdly, because these values are seen in relation to our
belief in God ALIRAN regards them as absolute values,
values which cannot be sacriced for any expediency.
Finally, belief in God underlines the importance ALIRAN
attaches to the principle of the equality and unity of
all mankind, a principle which lies at the very heart
of the concept of God. It is a principle which is vital
to a multi-ethnic society like ours.
2.

Democracy: Rights

ALIRAN believes that the political system most
conducive to man's dignity as God's supreme creation
is a Parliamentary Democracy. For in a genuine
Parliamentary Democracy man is in a position to exercise
a great deal of control over his own destiny.
6

He has the right to choose and dismiss his leaders
through fair and impartial elections held at regular
intervals. In order to give him a sense of direct
participation in government, elections should also be held
More important,
at the town and mukim levels.
even if
gracefully
accepted
electoral verdicts should be
they mean defeat for the ruling party. For in a
democracy it is not the ruling party which is sacred
but the democratic system itself.

The individual must also have the right to disagree
with and criticise the policies and programmes of those
in power. Dissent is a valuable indicator of the response
of the people to the government and its policies at a
particular point of time. It is perhaps the surest way
of persuading people that the democratic system
deserves their faith, their trust, and their condence
for as long as their views can be heard they are likely
to seek change from within rather than without. This
explains why the right of dissent has always been

regarded as democracy‘s most solid armour.

It

is when

this armour is destroyed that a democracy becomes
vulnerable.

It is also the right of the rakyat to be consulted
directly on important national policies. Similarly, the
powers-holders should get the opinion of political parties,
trade unions, consumer associations and various cultural
and religious groups on matters pertinent to them.
Consultation as a democratic principle could well
contribute towards better decisions. After all, one of
the outstanding virtues of democracy is that it does
not regard truth as the monopoly of any particular
group.
To make consultation meaningful, leaders must
ensure that there is an adequate flow of information
to the people so that as the repository of power the
people will be aware of what is going on. The massmedia have a vital role to perform in this area. This
is one of the reasons why the Press, Radio and
Television should be given greater freedom to put across
'7

independent views to the public. Only then will the
rakyat be able to make fair and balanced comments on
national affairs.

Just as the rakyat have the right to be informed
right to know the truth, so do the rakyat have
the right to meet and communicate with their leaders as
often as it is possible. Leaders must therefore remaiu
available to the led. Accessibility will be enhanced if
are reduced
the symbols and trappings of oice
drastically. Only then will mutual rapport so important
for the effective functioning of the democratic system
grow and develop. It is also one way of convincing
ordinary citizens that in a democracy they are in
charge of the community.
and the

_

It

is to give substance to the rakyat’s control over
a democracy recopiises their right
to form groups and associations and to struggle
constitutionally for what they believe to be good for
the rest of society. This is a sacred right which
a democracy accords its citizens, a right which
distinguishes it from a totalitarian society. For that
reason, this hallmark of a democracy must be preserved
at all times. All social groups whether they are
politicians, professionals, trade unionists, academics,
students, businessmen or labourers, have the right to
form their own opinions about the state of our society,
present their opinions to the public and campaign
peacefully and constitutionally for the triumph of
their opinions.

their affairs that

Finally, for this democratic right to function, the
law must provide just and equal protection to all its
citizens. No one should live in fear of arbitrary arrest
or detention without trial. It is only when this fear
is removed that a psychological atmosphere conducive
to the growth of democratic values and ideals can be
brought to fruition. Similarly, the law should not, in
the absence of special circumstances, discriminate
between groups, classes and communities or between one
8

individual and another. To ensure this, the independence
of the Judiciary must be protected and preserved.
More than anything else, it is an independent Judiciary
{which helps to sustain the people's faith in the rule of
aw.

Democracy: Obligations

While the rakyat should expect all these rights and
privileges in a democracy there are also certain
They must rise to
obligations which they must full.
whenever it is
democracy
of
Parliamentary
the defence
For
challenged by totalitarianism in any form.
democratic
to
the
opposed
diametrically
totalitarianism is
values of tolerance and respect for diversity an-d
individuality. In the Malaysian context this means that
we cannot compromise with communist totalitarianism.
By the same token we are totally opposed to the
to achieve change through
Communist attempt
violence. Anyone who advocates violence rules himself
out of the suerance of the democratic system ‘since it
is a sacred democratic norm that change should be
accomplished through peaceful persuasion. In the face
totalitarianism and violence — a
of these threats
democracy is justied in defending itself vigorously, as
vigorously as others would defend their political systems.
However, in the course of defending its integrity, the
values and practices which are fundamental to a democracy
should not be sacriced.

_

There are of course other threats too that we must
guard against. We have a responsibility to ght those
who use democracy for the propagation of chauvinism.
Chauvinism when it reaches an extreme point could lead
to inter-ethnic conflict which in turn may persuade
those who are not genuinely democratic in their
orientation to impose authoritarian rule in order to
restore harmony. It is in this manner that chauvinism
breeding in the arteries of democracy could lead to the
death of democracy itself! Also, the rakyat must not
allow democracy to be used by the rich, the powerful,
the greedy and the corrupt to perpetuate their vested
9

