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Foreword

Dear Reader,

IT has been nine months since we penned the foreword for Socialist Perspectives 7. A very eventful nine
months indeed!

On the domestic front, Malaysians who were hoping for regime change in the next general election
were dismayed by the break-up of Pakatan Rakyat. PAS then fissioned and a new party, Parti Amanah
Negara, emerged. This new party has been invited into a new opposition coalition with DAP and PKR,
leaving PAS fuming and threatening to create three-cornered contests in all constituencies.

Things are only slightly better in the ruling coalition! There has been a mini-coup within the ruling
party. The Deputy Prime Minister, another Minister and now a Menteri Besar have been removed from
office for daring to raise questions regarding the IMDB fiasco. The Attorney-General was replaced on
short notice and several senior anti-corruption officers were reprimanded and transferred. The Prime
Minister’s credibility is at an all-time low, but he has surprised many observers by managing to cling on
to power.

In the meantime the ordinary citizens are buffeted by economic hardships. The cost of living has
gone up by about 17% compared to a year ago due to the GST, the declining value of the ringgit and
profiteering by businessmen. Underemployment remains high for the bottom 40% of families, though
this reality is not acknowledged by the government, which has gone on to sign the Trans-Pacific Partner-
ship (TPP) agreement despite widespread objections from various parties.

But there are also hopeful developments. There are indications that citizens in advanced capitalist
countries are beginning to question neoliberal capitalism. The Greek referendum regarding austerity, the
unexpected ascension of Jeremy Corbyn to the leadership of the UK Labour Party, the electoral gains of
Podemos in Spain and the surprisingly strong showing by Bernie Sanders in the US presidential race all
indicate that the sentiments expressed in the “Occupy” movements have not dissipated. People are get-
ting disillusioned with capitalism, but the transition from a neoliberal programme of austerity and unem-
ployment to a more equitable society will be complicated in a globalized economy which has conceded
too many privileges to the richest 1%.

This, then, is the complex situation that Parti Sosialis Malaysia (PSM) has to operate within. The
articles included in this edition of Socialist Perspectives give “snapshot” views of several of the initia-
tives, analyses and involvements of PSM over these past nine months. We hope you will find them
interesting. If you wish to respond to any of the issues raised in this journal, please write to us at
pusat@partisosialis.org or 22A, Jalan Vivekananda, Brickfields, 50470 Kuala Lumpur.

Happy reading!

The Editors
February 2016






The TPP is a big step in the wrong direction

JUST last week, The Star re-
ported Oxfam’s finding that
“runaway inequality has cre-
ated a world where 62 peo-
ple own as much wealth as
the poorest half of the
world’s population — a fig-
ure that has fallen from 388
just five years ago” (The
Star, 19 January 2016).

This over-concentra-
tion of wealth in the hands of
the world’s richest is the main
cause of sluggish aggregate
demand that is bedevilling the
world economy, resulting in
persistent recessionary tenden-
cies and high levels of unem-
ployment. The high level of in-
debtedness of the bottom 90%
of the world’s population is the
reason why all the “quantitative
easing” carried out by the US,
Japan and other countries has
not really spurred growth in the
real economy but has only led
to stock market rallies and in-
creased speculation in real es-
tate.

What the world needs is
a fairer distribution of wealth.
The percentage going to the top
1% has to be reduced, with
wealth redirected to the pock-
ets of the bottom 50% of the
population. This could take the
form of:
. higher minimum wages

for the world’s poor;
. the closure of tax havens

D. Jeyakumar

The TPP was approved by the Malaysian
Parliament on 27 January 2016.

so that the world’s rich-

est can’t avoid taxes by

hiding their wealth in off-
shore accounts;

. legislation to limit trans-
fer pricing that enables
the 1% to repatriate their
profits to tax havens;

. a better social safety net
funded by this increase in
taxes on the richest 1%.
These measures will not

only help redistribute world in-
come in a fairer manner, but
also boost aggregate demand
and create opportunities for
businesses and jobs for younger
people all over the world. It
would truly be a win-win situ-
ation.

The Trans-Pacific Part-
nership (TPP) agreement is go-
ing to do exactly the opposite.
For the TPP is nothing but a
corporate wishlist. The TPP
gives big capital massive new
“rights™:

. the right to invest in the
12 TPP member countries
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without any restriction,
without requirements re-
garding technology trans-
fer, local content, etc (Ar-
ticle 9.4, 9.9, 9.10);

* the right to repatriate its
profits as it wishes (Arti-
cle 9.8)

* much stronger intellec-
tual property protection,
which will lengthen the
period when big capital
will enjoy a monopoly
(Article 18.37, 18.50,
18.52, 18.77);

. the right to tender for

government contracts;

. the outlawing of any form
of government assistance
to state-owned enter-
prises;

. the right to use “investor-
state dispute settlement”
(ISDS) provisions to sue
any government that does
anything that will affect
the bottomline of the for-
eign investor.

The TPP strengthens the
hand of the biggest corpora-
tions and will lead to further
concentration of wealth in the
richest 1%. This is precisely the
opposite of what the world
needs at this point in time. —
Press statement in Parliament,
27 January 2016

D. Jeyakumar is PSM Member
of Parliament for Sg Siput.



TPP: Ministerial misinformation

INTERNATIONAL Trade and
Industry Minister Mustapa Mo-
hamed tabled the Trans-Pacif-
ic Partnership (TPP) agreement
in Parliament on 26 January
2016. TPPDebate.org, a web-
site monitoring the TPP, came
out with a point-by-point rebut-
tal to Mustapa’s speech. Ex-
cerpts from this rebuttal are re-
produced below.

What Mustapa said:
Mustapa said Malaysia decid-
ed to join the TPP as the nation
did not have any free trade
agreement (FTA) with the Unit-
ed States, Canada, Mexico and
Peru. He said that the TPP
would pave the way for local
companies to penetrate the
huge US market, as import tar-
iffs to the US would be reduced
under the TPP.

TPPDebate.org: All the
12 TPP countries are members
of the World Trade Organiza-
tion (WTO). WTO members
are not allowed to raise their
tariffs above the level that they
are at now. So even if Malay-
sia doesn’t sign the TPP, the US
cannot raise the existing import
tariffs for Malaysian goods. Ac-
cording to Sanya Reid Smith
from the Third World Network,
the average tariff rate is just 3%

L]
International Trade and Industry Minist

for the US and 6% for Canada.
They are pretty low already, so
there is not much difference
going to 0% in the TPP.
What Mustapa said:
The import tax on textile prod-
ucts will be reduced by 70%
and it will give a 30% boost to
exports of Malaysian textiles.
TPPDebate.org: The
textile industry in Malaysia will
not benefit that much because
of the “yarn forward rule”
which requires textile indus-
tries in TPP countries to buy
yarn from within the 12 TPP
countries to qualify for the re-
duced import tariff. The only
country within the TPP with
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e

er Mstapa Mohamed.

economies of scale big enough
to provide yarn is the US. How-
ever, US yarn is more expen-
sive than the Chinese yarn
which is currently being
sourced by Malaysian factories.
As such, the end price in the US
of'the zero-tariff Malaysian tex-
tiles is likely to be higher than
the taxed products from com-
peting non-TPP countries such
as China, leading to Malaysia
actually losing textile market
share in the US.

What Mustapa said: He
said the obligations on labour
under the TPP will augment the
right of workers to form work-
ers unions, negotiate collective



agreements and increase the
minimum wage, safety and
health aspects.

TPPDebate.org: Malay-
sian and US trade unions, citi-
zens and human rights
groups cannot sue the Malay-
sian government for non-com-
pliance with these labour obli-
gations. According to the TPP,
only the US government has the
right to demand compliance. If
the US government chooses not
to sue, there is nothing we can
do to enforce it. According to
Sanya Reid Smith, the US gov-
ernment seldom sues over these
labour rights. In any case, we
can make these changes to our
labour legislation without hav-
ing to join the TPP.

What Mustapa said:
Malaysia could exit the TPP at
any time without having to pay
any penalty as stipulated in
Chapter 30 of the proposed
agreement. We just need to give
six months’ notice.

TPPDebate.org: There
is a high chance that foreign
firms investing when the TPP
is in force will sue Malaysia if
and when we exit the TPP. They
can make use of the eight other
FTAs that Malaysia has entered
into to initiate investor-state
dispute settlement (ISDS) pro-
ceedings (just as Philip Morris,
an American company, set up a
Hong Kong subsidiary so that
it could initiate an ISDS action
against the Australian govern-
ment over plain packaging. At
that time there was no FTA be-
tween the US and Australia.).

What Mustapa said:
“We [federal government] want
the country to be more progres-
sive, but I am worried that the

An anti-TPP protest.

country will slip should it take
the path of anti-foreign invest-
ment and anti-trade [by reject-
ing the trade pact].”
TPPDebate.org:
Malaysia did not sign the Ma-
laysia-US FTA in 2007 because
the cabinet decided it was not
in Malaysia’s national interest.
What happened after that?
Nothing happened. Malaysia
kept exporting as it has until
today, and kept getting foreign
direct investment. Not signing
on to the TPP will not sudden-
ly make Malaysia become
North Korea. Malaysia is al-
ready a member of the WTO
and will continue doing busi-
ness as it is doing today.
What Mustapa said:
ISDS would also protect Ma-
laysian investors overseas.
TPPDebate.org: This is
an extremely asymmetrical
concession. How many Malay-
sian companies are investing
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abroad? You have Petronas,
Sime Darby and Khazanah Na-
sional. Which others? How
many US companies are oper-
ating in Malaysia? Is there
space in this page to list all of
them down?

In addition, Malaysian
investors can already expect to
have a fair trial in domestic
courts in the developed-country
members of the TPP, namely
the US, Canada, Australia, New
Zealand, Japan and Singapore.
Of the other TPP members,
Brunei and Vietnam are in
ASEAN, so investors already
have extra protection under the
ASEAN free trade agreement.
Malaysia already has a treaty
with Chile which protects Ma-
laysian investors in Chile. That
leaves Mexico and Peru. Is it
worth all the trouble of ISDS
just to have Malaysian inves-
tors protected in Mexico and
Peru? How much investment



from Malaysia will
there be in Mexico
and Peru? How does
it compare with the
amount of US invest-
ment in Malaysia?
What Musta-
pa said: ISDS is not
new to Malaysia. Un-
til today, we have
signed 74 bilateral
trade agreements and
eight free trade agree-
ments that contain
ISDS provisions.
TPPDebate.org:

INE

PHILIP MORRES

Phillip Morris

will it not happen in
Malaysia?

What Musta-
pa said: Malaysia’s
sovereignty will not
be compromised.

TPPDebate.org:
In 2007, Italian
investors sued South
Africa in relation to
its Black Economic
Empowerment Act
that aims to redress
some of the injustic-
es of the apartheid re-
gime. As a conse-

Yes, but none of those
FTAs are with the
United States. And the
obligations under the TPP un-
der are much higher compared
to the existing FTAs that Ma-
laysia has agreed to.

When you look at statis-
tics from ISDS cases, Ameri-
can investors are among the
most litigious in the world. Ac-
cording to Sanya Reid
Smith, American companies
sue twice as often as the next
most litigious country’s inves-
tors. And when they sue, they
have a 98% chance of a broad
interpretation of their rights. So
when they sue, you are almost
always going to lose.

What Mustapa said:
ISDS does not restrict the gov-
ernment’s right to supervise
matters related to public health,
safety and the environment.

TPPDebate.org: This
“carve-out” may be under-
mined by the “Most Favoured
Nation” (MFN) clause in the
TPP’s investment chapter. This
clause says that if Malaysia
grants any additional rights to
investors from any other coun-

Cigarette giants like Philip Morris could challenge
Malaysia’s tobacco control measures under the TPP.

try, these rights should also be
enjoyed by US and other TPP
investors as well. The existing
FTAs that Malaysia is in do not
have this carve-out clause re-
garding health and the environ-
ment.

In any case, ISDS tribu-
nals tend to interpret the obli-
gation to provide “fair and eq-
uitable” treatment for investors
very liberally. In practice, any
change in laws and/or regula-
tions that reduces the profits of
the foreign investors is consid-
ered unfair and inequitable.

About 63% of the ISDS
claims against Canada (under
its North American Free Trade
Agreement with the US and
Mexico) involved challenges to
environmental protection or re-
source management pro-
grammes that allegedly inter-
fered with the profits of foreign
investors. The government has
lost some of these environmen-
tal challenges and has been
forced to overturn legislation
protecting the environment. If
this can happen to Canada, why
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quence, the South Af-

rican government has

moved to terminate
its investment treaties that in-
clude ISDS because its review
found that they “pose risks and
limitations on the ability of the
government to pursue its con-
stitutional-based transforma-
tion agenda” and “growing
risks to policymaking in the
public interest”.

What Mustapa said:
Malaysia would also lose out
on business and investment
opportunities if the country
chooses to opt out of the TPP.

TPPDebate.org: Brazil
has no investment treaty in
force, and yet it is the Sth larg-
est recipient of foreign direct
investment in the world. This
is because foreign investment
comes if you have a big popu-
lation, so companies can sell
their products; if you have nat-
ural resources, such as oil, gas,
minerals; and/or you have hu-
man capital, people who can
work in the factories. These are
the main reasons for getting
foreign investment. It’s not
whether you sign this treaty or
not.



The sugar coating on a bitter pill

THERE has been some confu-
sion among trade unionists on
whether to support the Trans-
Pacific Partnership (TPP)
agreement, in view of its Chap-
ter 19 on Labour and the agreed
side-letters on the US-Malaysia
Labour Consistency Plan.

For trade unionists, most
of the provisions in the labour
chapter and especially the side-
letter between Minister of Inter-
national Trade and Industry
Mustapa Mohamed and US
Trade Representative Michael
Froman are long overdue and
should be welcomed with open
arms, as finally the Malaysian
government is being forced to
comply with many of the de-
mands that unions have been
making all these years.

We cannot deny that the
US has just “made an offer we
cannot refuse” to Malaysian
workers through the TPP, as it
would greatly uplift their and
migrant workers’ rights, which
have been trampled upon all
these years. Among the savoury
items in the agreement are:

* Amending all the necessary
laws to ensure full imple-
mentation of the Interna-
tional Labour Organization
(ILO) Declaration on Fun-
damental Principles and
Rights at Work and its Fol-
low-up, as adopted by the
International Labour Con-

A. Sivarajan

ference in Geneva on 18
June 1998

* Ensuring trade unions have
the right to judicial review
against administrative deci-
sions regarding trade union
registration, suspension,
cancellation and determina-
tions of strike illegality

*  Removal of discretionary
powers of the Director Gen-
eral of Trade Unions on is-
sues of union registration

*  Removal of the limitation
on forming unions in the
same trade sector

* Better regulations with re-
gard to outsourcing and em-
ployment agencies

* Ensuring that employers
cannot hold the passports of
foreign workers

* Specifying that levy is the
responsibility of the em-
ployer and cannot be de-
ducted from the worker

* Special passes by the La-
bour Department for work
ers involved in industrial
disputes, enabling them to
remain in the country and
seek alternative employ-
ment until their case is set-
tled.

In terms of enforceabili-
ty, Malaysia is required to en-
act all the above legal and in-
stitutional reforms prior to the
date of entry into force of the
TPP.

Malaysia can comply with
ILO standards on its own
without the TPP

It is rather ironic that the
Malaysian government’s polit-
ical will to enhance the rights
of our workers has to be
“whipped” into us by the US
through a trade agreement. The
Malaysian government has for
decades turned a deaf ear to
various petitions, protests and
complaints by workers, politi-
cal parties and unions demand-
ing the above same rights.

Malaysia has ratified a
total of 17 ILO Conventions
involving forced labour, the
right to organise and collective
bargaining and equal remunera-
tion, among others. All of these
have been ratified and enforced
even before the TPP. So what
is stopping us from further
amending our labour laws, en-
hancing and enforcing them
effectively?

The TPP’s 30 chapters —
it’s all or none!

Now the question is:
should we support the govern-
ment’s decision to sign the
TPP? If Malaysia had the op-
tion to sign only the labour
chapter, I believe most work-
ers and unions would welcome
it. But unfortunately, that is not
the case. The TPP consists of



30 chapters on topics
ranging from investment
and market access to rules
of origin, intellectual
property, state-owned en-
terprises, government pro-
curement and many
more.

The labour chapter

i  The ILO has defined core labour standards,

i which include:

Freedom of association (Convention 87)

Right to colective bargaining (Convention 98)

Prohibition en forced labour (Convention 29 and 105)

Prohibzion on child labour

Freedom from discrimination (Convention 111)

Most of the 40,000 jobs
lost were good jobs in
manufacturing.”

* “There was also
a big gap between predic-
tions and outcomes for
the North American Free
Trade Agreement enacted
in 1994: NAFTA was
supposed to create

is the sugar coating on the
bitter medicine that we are
about to swallow! Various
analyses and articles by
local and international experts
have researched and set out
the negative implications of the
TPP.

Implications for workers
of other chapters

While workers’ rights
may be enhanced via the labour
chapter, workers will suffer the
adverse effects of other chap-
ters, including loss of their right
to decent affordable healthcare
(due to delayed entry of generic
medicines and the maintenance
of high medicine prices), in-
creased cost of education (be-
cause of tighter copyright laws)
and many other indirect impli-
cations.

How will our local small
and medium-sized enterprises
(SMEs) be affected by the
elimination of tariffs on im-
ported products and by the
mandatory “national treatment”
accorded to foreign investors
under the TPP? The President
of the SME Business Associa-
tion, Michael Kang Hua
Kuong, was quoted in The Star
on 23 November 2015 as say-
ing that nearly 30% of the
650,000 registered SMEs in
Malaysia will be out of busi-
ness within two years of sign-

Malaysia does not need to join the TPP in order to
implement the ILO’s core labour standards.

ing the TPP. As 80% of our
workers are employed in
SMEs, we might see an in-
crease in unemployment.

Some might think that
there will be an increase in
employment resulting from the
expected increase in trade and
exports, but the experiences of
Africa, Latin America and Ko-
rea have shown otherwise.

A report from the Eco-
nomic Policy Institute (USA)
titled “No Jobs from
Trade Pacts: The Trans-Pacific
Partnership Could Be Much
Worse than the Over-Hyped
Korea Deal” (by Robert E.
Scott, 18 July 2013) finds the
following with regard to other
much-touted trade agreements:

e “The tendency to dis-
tort trade model results was evi-
dent in the Obama administra-
tion’s insistence that increasing
exports under [the Korea-US
Free Trade Agreement
(KORUS)] would support
70,000 US jobs. The adminis-
tration neglected to consider
jobs lost from the increasing
imports and a growing bilateral
trade deficit. In the year after
KORUS took effect, the US
trade deficit with South Korea
increased by $5.8 billion, cost-
ing more than 40,000 US jobs.
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200,000 new jobs
through increased exports
to Mexico but, by 2010,
growing trade deficits with
Mexico had eliminated 682,900
US jobs, with job losses in
every US state and congres-
sional district.”

Unfortunately, our Minis-
try of Human Resources has not
done a thorough analysis on
which industrial sectors will see
a net increase in employment
and which others will suffer due
to direct competition. After all,
in order to benefit from the la-
bour chapter of the TPP, you
will need to have a job in the
first place! What is the use if
the TPP has caused you to get
laid off?

Thus, PSM cautions all
those in favour of the TPP la-
bour chapter to not lose sight
of the bigger picture — the main
intent of the TPP is to promote
the corporate agenda and to
enhance investor rights in the
region. In the medium term (5-
20 years) it will be the common
working people who will lose
out if Malaysia signs the agree-
ment. At the end of the day,
even if we stand to benefit from
the individual labour chapter,
we have to analyze the net ben-
efit of the agreement in total. —
27 November 2015

A. Sivarajan is PSM Secretary-
General.



Contractualization and promotion of Bumiputra entrepreneurs

WORKERS in many parts of
the world are faced with a mas-
sive shift in their terms of em-
ployment, moving from more
secure to informal, unpredict-
able jobs. This is the bitter gift
of anti-worker neoliberal poli-
cies that seek to increase prof-
its for business by cutting in-
come and safeguards for work-
ers. Despite the devastating ef-
fects of deregulation on work-
ers (and the environment) eve-
rywhere, the Malaysian gov-
ernment has clambered aboard,
fighting to be top of the inves-
tor-friendly list.

In line with this, a large
number of jobs, even those that
defy the notion of contract,
have been relegated to contract
status. Out of the desire to aug-
ment profits, contract jobs are
crafted out of any kind of work.

The Malaysian govern-
ment itself is the indirect em-
ployer of a huge number of con-
tract workers, who have taken
over certain categories of jobs
once done by civil servants.
Like other contract workers
everywhere, those in govern-
ment departments take home
less pay, have no allowances or
other benefits, and endure
worse conditions than their
non-contract counterparts. But
their situation is made even
more precarious because of
government policy in the award
of contracts. The creation of

Rani Rasiah
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Protest against insecurity of tenure and reductions in social security for
contract workers in government schools.

business opportunities in the
name of a skewed affirmative
action policy, buying or reward-
ing political allegiance, and
nepotism, all have led to the
awarding of contracts based not
on open tender but on political
cronyism. This has resulted in
the awarding of contracts to
many incompetent, financially
unstable individuals whose
only “qualification” is their
membership in the right politi-
cal organization. The plight of
workers hired by such contrac-
tors is pitiful.

This is evidenced by the
struggles of several groups of
contract workers for the fulfil-
ment of terms specified in their
agreement, as well as by the
findings of a survey conducted
in a number of states, of con-
tract cleaners and security
guards at schools and state edu-
cation departments under the
Education Ministry.

Even though cleaning
and security services are
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needed every day in Education
Ministry premises, the govern-
ment has abused the meaning
of contract work by making
workers sign three-yearly con-
tracts with contractors. So there
are contract workers who have
worked more than 10 years, re-
applying afresh after the expiry
of each term. A cleaner may
have worked for 12 consecutive
years but will receive the same
pay as a new worker, as there
are no yearly increments for
contract workers. Workers un-
der the contract system have
difficulty obtaining loans to
buy houses, or even if they suc-
ceed, cannot be certain of mak-
ing monthly payments, given
the temporary nature of their
contracts.

There are over 10,000
government schools in the
country. On average, each
school would employ about
seven contract cleaners and se-
curity guards. While in many of
these schools, there must be



decent contractors who comply
with the contracts, it is rather
revealing that more than half of
workers surveyed on a non-ran-
dom basis were being further
squeezed by their contractors:

* A number of contrac-
tors do not comply with the
minimum wage act, and still
pay less than RM900. In addi-
tion, some contractors are no-
torious for late payment of wag-
es, with one school surveyed
showing a four-month delay!
Many contract workers also
have not been paid the mini-
mum wage arrears for 2013 and
2014.

* Many contractors fail
to make EPF and SOCSO con-
tributions, with some making
deductions from workers’ wag-
es and pocketing the money.
Contractors contravene the Em-
ployment Act in many other
ways, such as denying annual
leave, underpaying overtime
work, not issuing pay slips etc.
These flagrant violations take
place under the watch of school
principals and senior officials
of state education departments.

So workers who are
doomed by the contract system
to insecure, low-income em-
ployment are further exploited
by unscrupulous contractors.

The Education Ministry’s
response to this problem is un-
believable. Its position is that
the agreements are between the
workers and the contractors,
and thus it cannot be held ac-
countable. The standard advice
is for workers to file complaints
at the labour office, which can
be a difficult and thankless task.
It is abhorrent that the govern-
ment, which is the culprit be-
hind this exploitation of work-

-Hmslun Slstlm Knntrak ¥g Hambl lbdnkunl(aum Ptluu]q.
nasib 150 pekerja sokongan HBUK yang akan |
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the new contractor.

ers, chooses to absolve itself by
hiding behind technicalities.

Many workers fear mak-
ing complaints at the labour
office while still working, for
fear of victimization, which is
a very real threat. Apart from
that, the experience of workers
who have taken the risk shows
that the labour office route can
be a waste of time and effort.
In one instance, the security
guards of a particular school
won their case for unpaid ar-
rears at the labour court, but the
contractor refused to pay. The
next step was for them to go to
the Magistrate’s Court to get an
order for the contractor to pay.
It meant more costs and more
time off work, and only anoth-
er paper victory was certain. In
other instances, workers who
have filed complaints have
been frustrated by frequent
postponements because of
bosses who are absent for la-
bour department conciliation
meetings and court proceed-
ings.

EPF and SOCSO offi-
cials investigating complaints
are often given the runaround
by all kinds of deceitful tactics
by contractors, such as giving
wrong office addresses or
blaming sub-contractors. What
is obvious is that these contrac-

tors seem to enjoy a certain de-
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150 workers at Hospital Ulu Kinta were re-employed as new workers by

gree of immunity, reinforced no
doubt by the reappointment of
contractors with a terrible rep-
utation.

It is one of the lofty ide-
als of the 11th Malaysia Plan
to elevate the bottom 40% of
Malaysian households “to-
wards a middle-class 5001ety ,
by doubling the mean house-
hold income from the current
RM2,537 to RM5,270 in the
next five years. If one of the
government’s strategies to
achieve this is the contract sys-
tem as implemented by the Ed-
ucation Ministry, realizing the
goals of the 11th Malaysia Plan
will remain just a dream.

In practice, by impover-
ishing a whole sector of work-
ers by opting for the contract
system, the government has
contradicted itself on its
avowed objectives of reducing
poverty and fixing socio-eco-
nomic disparity. This situation
has been further compounded
by its poor management of the
contract system — appointing
cronies who scrounge off low-
paid workers, and then turning
its back on workers’ com-
plaints. — I December 2015

Rani Rasiah is a PSM Central
Committee member and the co-
ordinator of the migrant work-
ers’ desk.



There’s nothing ‘normal’ about losing one’s livelihood,

PARTI Sosialis Malaysia con-
demns the witless comment by
the Human Resources Minister
Richard Riot claiming that the
retrenchment of about 10,000
workers in Malaysia during the
first six months of this year is a
normal situation in a stable and
dynamic labour market. He fur-
ther adds that based on the
worker layoff trend for the past
three years, 10,000 retrenched
workers in the first six months
is normal because a total of
21,375 workers were re-
trenched in 2012, 16,716 in
2013 and 14,248 in 2014.

The Minister seems to
play dumb, affecting ignorance
of the global economic down-
turn which has great implica-
tions for workers and the job
market. The Malaysian Em-
ployers Federation has con-
firmed that due to the falling
value of the ringgit, the cost of
importing raw materials for
production has increased tre-
mendously, and many employ-
ers have decided to lay off
workers to control escalating
costs. The National Union for
Bank Employees (NUBE) re-
vealed that some 4,000 employ-
ees in the banking sector have
been laid off since January
2015 and another 4,000 might

Mr. Minister!

A. Sivarajan

suffer the same fate.

In April 2015, the Wall
Street Journal reported that due
to the slump in global oil prices,
the oil exploration and process-
ing industry would witness up
to 100,000 job cuts globally.
Some 91,000 of these workers
will be from the offshore oil
rigs. Besides those directly
working in the petroleum in-
dustry, the impact will also be
experienced by all other down-
stream and supporting indus-
tries, thus the expected layoff
figures could be much higher.

The national carrier Ma-
laysia Airlines is already in the
process of laying off around
6,000 employees under its re-
structuring plan. Recently
Fairchild Electronics from the
United States, which has oper-
ated in Malaysia since the
1970s, decided to close its op-
erations in Bayan Lepas,
Penang, and lay off over 1,000
workers. The JVC factory in
Shah Alam too closed its opera-
tions a couple of weeks ago,
pushing some 500 workers out.

The call by PSM and
workers’ unions to the govern-
ment to launch the Workers
Retrenchment Fund more than
10 years ago has fallen on deaf
ears. The Human Resources
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Ministry keeps dragging its feet
even as thousands of workers
are driven into the unemploy-
ment pool.

It has been reported by
the Labour Department that in
the 10-year period from 2003
to 2012, a total of 7,130 em-
ployers retrenched 222,986
workers! The amount of re-
trenchment benefits that is sup-
posed to be paid as per the Em-
ployment Termination and Lay-
off Benefits Regulation 1980
(ETLB) is RM1.67 billion, but
only RM1.27 billion has been
duly paid out by the respective
employers. Employers have
failed to pay the remaining
RM397.45 million to the de-
serving retrenched workers in
those 10 years.

Thus we can estimate that
annually workers lose nearly
RM40 million in unpaid dues
as a result of companies wind-
ing up and declaring bankrupt-
cy. According to Labour De-
partment figures, an average of
31.4% of workers who are laid
off fail to receive their due com-
pensation from employers.

Malaysia’s labour laws
offer no significant protection
to workers in terms of social
protection. We only have a sev-
erance payment mechanism in



Worker Daily wages Years of service Compensation under the ETLB

A RM38/day 2 years RM38 x 10 days x 2 yrs = RM760

B RMS55/day 3 years RMSS5 x 15 days x 3 yrs = RM2,475

C RM72/day 6 years RM?72 x 20 days x 6 yrs = RM8,640
D RM98/day 10 years RMO98 x 20 days x 10 yrs = RM 19,600

place for laid-off workers un-
der the ETLB. As mentioned
above, even under this regime,
there are still 31.4% of work-
ers who are denied this benefit.
We need a fund urgently to en-
sure that such workers receive
their due compensation from
the fund immediately in the
event that the employer ab-
sconds, winds up and declares
bankruptcy.

Under the ETLB, a
worker who has served for a
period of two years or less will
be paid 10 days’ wages per year
of service in the event of lay-
off. If the worker has worked
for 2-5 years, he/she will be
paid 15 days’ wages, and those
who have worked for five years
onwards are entitled to 20 days’
wages per year of service (see
table for examples).

As should be clear from
the above figures, the amounts
are insufficient to sustain their
families unless and until the
retrenched workers are able to
get another job. As pointed out
by the International Labour
Organization (ILO)’s World
Social Protection Report 2014-
15: “Social protection is both a
human right and sound eco-
nomic policy. Social protection
powerfully contributes to re-
ducing poverty, exclusion, and
inequality — while enhancing
political stability and social
cohesion. Social protection also

contributes to economic growth
by supporting household in-
come and thus domestic con-
sumption; this is particularly
important during this time of
slow recovery and low global
demand. Further, social protec-
tion enhances human capital
and productivity, so it has be-
come a critical policy for
transformative national devel-
opment. Social protection and
specifically social protection
floors are essential for recov-
ery, inclusive development and
social justice, and must be part
of the post-2015 development
agenda.”

PSM calls on the Human
Resources Minister to immedi-
ately implement a comprehen-
sive social protection scheme
for workers, under which they
are supported by lump-sum or
monthly payments in the event
they are retrenched due to com-
panies going bankrupt, cutting
costs via restructuring or clos-
ing operations to relocate.

This special retrenchment
fund, which can be initiated
with a seed fund from the gov-
ernment and sustained via con-
tributions by employers and
workers, will assist any worker
to cope with the impact of sud-
den income loss. Monthly pay-
ments to the workers can be
made from this fund to ensure
their households will not be
marginalized by poverty. This
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can enable workers’ families to
pay for their housing loan, chil-
dren’s education and other ba-
sic needs till the worker is re-
trained.

Besides ensuring the af-
fected workers are not dragged
into poverty, such a social pro-
tection scheme via the estab-
lishment of a retrenchment
fund will enhance the recovery
of the local economy by in-
creasing domestic demand.
With the monthly assistance
payment from the fund, work-
ers will have a sustained dis-
posable income to spend on
necessities. This will stabilize
the effects of an economic cri-
sis due to a drop in domestic
aggregate demand.

As countries around the
world undertake fiscal consoli-
dation by cutting subsidies and
reducing social spending and
introduce regressive taxes,
workers will be the ones to feel
the brunt of such measures. The
need for a social protection
safety net for the working class
is most vital now. Richard Riot
has to wake up from his slum-
ber and get to serious work.

Workers demand a com-
prehensive social protection
plan and a retrenchment fund
because there is nothing “nor-
mal” about losing one’s liveli-
hood, Mr. Minister. — Retrench-
ment Fund Now! — 27 July
2015



Shame on you, Hong Leong!

Rani Rasiah

%Hume Cemboard Industries

A Mermbes of the Hong Leonyg Groug

THANKS to the Malaysian
government’s denial of the right
of redress, the oppression and
exploitation of migrant work-
ers continues unabated. Among
the latest predatory employers
to take advantage of this situa-
tion is Hume Cemboard, a sub-
sidiary of Malaysia-based con-
glomerate Hong Leong Group.

Barely four months after
they began working, 33 Sri
Lankan workers were summar-
ily dismissed by the Kanthan,
Perak-based Hume Cemboard
management. Dismissal ac-
cording to our labour laws may
only be effected if justified af-
ter a process which involves
warnings, show-cause and do-
mestic inquiry. No such proc-
ess was followed in this case,
and the workers were sacked on
the spot in mid-October 2015.

What is worse is what
prompted the dismissal. The
management had breached cer-
tain terms in the employment

contract from the start, and the
workers finally decided to
complain. The specific com-
plaint was the non-payment of
allowances such as the shift al-
lowance (noon shift RM5/day,
night shift RM10/day) as prom-
ised in the contract.

This seemingly harmless
action however resulted in con-
sequences that the workers
were completely unprepared
for: repatriation to Sri Lanka
within a week! For, after dis-
missing them, the employer
had, with the aid of the Immi-
gration Department, cancelled
the work permit (PLKS) and
obtained the checkout memo,
which is a non-negotiable “go
home” directive. All done uni-
laterally with the aid of the Im-
migration Department and
without the workers’ presence.

Obviously the employer
viewed the workers less as
workers with rights and more
like slaves. He could make fake
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agreements, hold the workers’
passports and fire them as he
wished, and the workers were
not supposed to complain.
Employers like Hume
Cemboard are emboldened by
the government’s migrant
worker policies and enforce-
ment system which offer little
opportunity for migrant work-
ers to obtain justice. Though
legally there is provision for it,
in practice there is no right of
redress available for migrant
workers. If a worker has not
been paid wages, has been beat-
en up by the employer or has
been wrongfully sacked, he/she
has every right under the law
to seek justice. But legal pro-
visions are cancelled out by of-
ficial policies and practices.
The sudden change in cir-
cumstances for the Sri Lankan
workers was no doubt night-
marish. How could they go
back so soon, and empty-pock-
eted, after having left their



homeland with a
large debt? But the
prospect of staying
on and working ille-
gally without a
work permit was
also daunting. Sri
Lankan High Com-
mission officials
chose not to rock the
official boat, as re-
mittances by their
migrant workers are
a high priority. They
took the side of the
management and
told the workers to
go home.

The majority of the 33
workers have returned to Sri
Lanka, but a minority seem to
have slipped quietly into the
vast pool of undocumented
workers, joining the invisible
workforce of 3 million whose
economic contribution is ac-
cepted without question but
whose status is held in deep dis-
dain.

Migrant workers, who
now form 30% of the Malay-
sian workforce, should be giv-

en better protection by the gov-
ernment and not left to the mer-
cy of employers. A meaningful
right-to-redress mechanism
should be put in place to ena-
ble workers to have their grous-
es heard and acted upon in a just
manner. Such a mechanism
should have the following fea-
tures:

a. Passports should at all
times be held by the workers.
This will enable the workers to
liaise with or lodge complaints

employers.

Migrant workers should be given better protection and not
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left to the mercy of

Many of them borrowed RM6,000 to pay for the chance to come to work in Malaysia.

at the police station, labour of-
fice or Immigration Depart-
ment. This policy already ex-
ists but is widely breached, and
needs to be enforced.

b. The dismissed worker
must be enabled to seek redress
at the labour department. This
means there should be no can-
cellation of the work permit
(PLKS) pending the outcome
of the case. And no issuance of
the checkout memo as well.

c. Upon filing a com-
plaint at the labour depart-
ment, the worker must be
given the right to stay on and
find alternative employment
for the entire length of the
case until a decision is made.

Such a mechanism is
not an obstacle to decent em-
ployers, but it will grant mi-
grant workers the basic hu-
man right of redress, and
greatly improve the image of
our government. — Press
statement, 25 October 2015



THANK you Dato
Speaker for this oppor-
tunity to debate the
2016 Budget.

I wish to respond
to this Budget from the
standpoint of the ordi-
nary citizens of Sg
Siput.

I carried out a
small survey on the

economic situation of  Migrant workers are prepared to work at below the
minimum wage.

the residents in the ru-
ral areas of Sg Siput two
months ago and managed to
collect data pertaining to 130
families. I found that 45% of
these families had a monthly
household income of less than
RM1,200, and another 40%
between RM1,200 and
RM2,000. Only 15% of these
families had monthly house-
hold incomes of more than
RM2,000.

Tuan Speaker, RM1,200
isn’t quite enough to meet all
the expenses of a family with
2-3 children. Definitely not suf-
ficient to send one’s children
for tuition. Even paying the bus
fare to regular school and set-
tling utility bills would be a
problem. I would consider all
the families earning less than
RM1,200 poor.

That is why [ was amazed
to hear our Prime Minister de-
clare during his Budget speech

Rural poverty

D. Jeyakumar

that we had practically eradi-
cated poverty in Malaysia. The
Member from Pekan claimed
that our poverty rate in 2014
was only 0.6%! This really flies
in the face of reality! It appears
that Pekan has himself become
a victim of the government’s
propaganda! Our government
has set the poverty line at
RMS30 for a family with three
children in Peninsular Malay-
sia. This would mean that a
family with a household in-
come of RM900 would not be
considered poor. But definitely
even RM1,200 isn’t enough to
meet the basic needs of a fam-
ily with three children.

I would think that setting
the poverty line at a monthly
household income of RM1,500
for rural families and RM2,500
for urban families would be
much more realistic. If that was
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done, then the rate of
poverty would be about
25% of Malaysian
families.

Let’s now look
into the causes of the
poverty that I observed
in my constituency.
About 20% of the men
who I surveyed re-
ceived wages that were
lower than the manda-
tory minimum wage of
RM900 per month. How can
this happen?

The answer is — the ex-
istence of 3.5 million undocu-
mented foreign workers in our
nation. There are several thou-
sand of them in Sg Siput and
they are prepared to take jobs
in estates, small farms and on
the Felda schemes at wages that
are below the minimum wage
of RM900 per month.
Malaysian citizens competing
for these jobs have to accept
similar wage rates if they wish
to get employment.

Let me expand on this is-
sue of undocumented workers
a little. It is an important cause
of the poverty among our B40
families.

Just last week a group of
33 Sri Lankan workers came to
see me at my service centre in
Sg Siput. They had come to
work in the Hume Cemboard



factory in Sg Siput in July this
year. As the management was
not paying them as per their
contract agreement, they had
brought the issue up with the
management. This resulted in
their termination. By the time
they came to see me, the man-
agement had cancelled their
work permits with the Immigra-
tion Department and had taken
out the COM or Check Out
Memo, a sort of temporary im-
migration pass that enabled the
workers to stay in Malaysia till
the date of their flight back to
Sri Lanka. That had been fixed
for four days from the day they
met me.

They told me that they
were desperate to stay. They
had each spent more than
Rs100,000, equivalent to
RM6,000, as fees to the agents
in order to come to Malaysia.
Many of them had to resort to
borrowing to settle the agent
fees. I told them that I was pre-
pared to help. I advised that
they come with me to the In-
dustrial Relations Department
office in Ipoh to lodge a formal
complaint against their em-
ployer. With that in hand, I
would take them to the Immi-
gration Department to apply for
a Special Pass. That would cost
about RM100 each. They said
they had not received the pay
for the month. I offered to ad-
vance the money for them first.

I explained to them the
law isn’t particularly friendly to
people in their straits. That the
Special Pass did not give them
the right to work for another
employer while waiting for
their case to be settled. But I
promised that PSM would

sharecrop.

stand by them and push to get
the work permit so that they
could work legally. They
agreed then. But the next morn-
ing they called me to say that
an agent had promised them
work at an alternative em-
ployer, and that he would be
able to get them a work permit
within two weeks. I tried to ex-
plain to them that this was not
possible. That they were going
to fall into the hands of unscru-
pulous labour contractors and
end up as illegal undocumented
workers. I suppose I wasn’t as
convincing as that agent.

About a third of them de-
cided to go with that agent, and
they ran away from their hos-
tel that day, augmenting the sta-
tistics of undocumented work-
ers in our country. The remain-
ing workers decided to cut their
losses and go home.

This is the cause of the
undocumented workers in Ma-
laysia, Tuan Speaker. Most of
them come through proper
channels. But because of ill
treatment or non-compliance
with some terms of their con-
tract, they end up in a conflict
with their employers. It’s an
uneven conflict as their avenues
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89% of the rubber tappers work on 3 acres of Ind or less. 65%

3

to argue their case are limited.
And very often the employers
play dirty by cancelling their
work permits, rendering them
illegal. As many are unprepared
to go back to their home coun-
tries as they have debts there,
they have no recourse but to
become undocumented work-
ers.

PSM and I are sometimes
accused by “netizens” of being
“soft” on foreigners. Some
even have advised me to resign
as an MP and go into an NGO
working with migrant workers.
It is clear that these people are
not thinking deeply enough.
The fact is that the presence of
the 3.5 million undocumented
foreign workers is seriously af-
fecting the well-being of the
bottom 40% of our population.
Their presence curtails job op-
portunities for our B40 and also
drives down the wage floor.
The scope for Malaysian work-
ers to negotiate better terms
with employers is also severely
circumscribed by the presence
of a huge number of desperate
foreign workers. It cannot be
denied that the fates of the un-
documented migrant workers
and our B40 are linked.



So what can be done to
contain the problem? Well first,
one has to acknowledge the
problem. Unfortunately there is
no indication at all in the PM’s
Budget speech that he is cog-
nizant of this problem. There
are two things that we have to
do:

1. We have to make it
possible for foreign workers to
take their grievances with their
employers to the Labour Court
or to the Industrial Relations
Department (IR) so that these
can be dealt with.

Employers often play
dirty and cancel the work per-
mits of the workers they are in
conflict with. At present the
Immigration  Department
makes it very difficult to obtain
the Special Pass. They insist on
seeing the date for the IR or la-
bour case before they issue the
Special Pass. The IR court date
is only fixed after a process in-
volving “conciliation talks”
and, if this fails, referral to the
Minister of Human Resources
for clearance to refer to the IR
court — a process that can take
months.

The Immigration Depart-
ment should issue special
passes on submission of a let-
ter from the IR or Labour De-
partment that the worker has
lodged a formal complaint
against the employer.

At present the Special
Pass states clearly that the
worker cannot work, though he
can stay in the country. Isn’t this
ridiculous? The sacked worker
has to move out of the work-
ers’ hostel and find accommo-
dation. He has to eat. How can
he do this without finding an-

other job? Isn’t the system en-
couraging him to work illegal-
ly?

The Special Pass issued
to the foreign worker should
allow him to look for employ-
ment with another employer.
And when he does find anoth-
er employer, the Immigration
Department should issue a tem-
porary work permit to him/her
as expeditiously as possible.

If foreign workers are
granted the right to redress,
then the numbers among them
who transition into undocu-
mented workers would de-
crease quite markedly.

2. We should impose
heavier punishment on the em-
ployers who take on undocu-
mented foreign workers. Tuan
Speaker, we now have 3.5 mil-
lion undocumented foreign
workers. It is obvious that they
are not just sitting around shak-
ing legs. Neither are they sur-
viving on charity from the Ma-
laysian public. They are work-
ing in thousands upon thou-
sands of businesses and farms
which find them a useful source
of cheaper labour.

We do have laws, Tuan
Speaker. Section 55(B) of the
Immigration Act states in sub-
section (3) that any employer
with more than five undocu-
mented foreign workers in his
firm should be punished with a
mandatory jail sentence of at
least six months. Have you
heard of even one case of this
happening? 3.5 million undoc-
umented workers, but not even
one employer convicted under
Section 55(B)(3). What we do
is that we come down hard on
the foreign workers. They get
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remanded. They get jailed, un-
dergo whipping and then, after
completion of their jail sen-
tence, get deported. Their em-
ployer in the meantime em-
ploys another undocumented
worker. We need tougher action
on the employers, Tuan Speak-
er.

Let me take you back to
my Sg Siput survey. 25% of the
men surveyed were smallhold-
ers. Their low income is due to
two factors. The first is the low
price of rubber. The second is
the size of their smallholdings.
89% were working on plots
smaller than 3 acres. A tapper
usually taps a rubber tree eve-
ry other day. 3 acres can be
tapped in a day. This means
most rubber smallholders in Sg
Siput only work three days a
week. Another 15% of the men
in the kampungs of Sg Siput
cited “kerja kampung” (infor-
mal, contract work in the rural
area) as their main source of
income. They too only worked
2-4 days each week.

The Member from Pekan
stated that in 2014, the unem-
ployment rate in Malaysia was
only 2.9%. However, in the hin-
terland of Sg Siput, about 40%
of the men work only 3-4 days
a week. They need extra sourc-
es of income but are unable to
find work. This may be diffi-
cult to explain at first. There are
literally thousands of foreign-
ers working in the estates and
factories in and around Sg
Siput. But I would caution you
to avoid making the mistake of
blaming the under-employment
of the kampung population on
laziness on their part.

The truth is, employers



much prefer to employ foreign
labour. Of course they have to
pretend that they are looking for
local workers, but they find it
far more profitable to employ
foreigners. Let me explain this
a little further.

One of the men I inter-
viewed in my survey, a 35-year-
old, told me he had been work-
ing in the Isolite factory in Ipoh
prior to his current occupation
of “kerja kampung”. He was
employed by a labour contrac-
tor who supplied some 50
workers to Isolite. He was paid
RMO900 as basic wage and of-
fered four hours’ overtime eve-
ry day, six days a week.

The problem with this ar-
rangement was that the labour
contractor was calculating
overtime on the basis of a 1.0
ratio. According to the Employ-
ment Act, the overtime rate is
1.5 times the normal wage rate.
In this case, RM900 divided by
26 (days) and then by 8 (hours)
gives you RM4.33 as the hour-
ly rate for normal work. Over-
time should be 1.5 times, i.e.,
RM6.49. However, the labour
contractor was only giving his
workers RM4.33 for the over-
time as well.

When this worker
brought this up with the labour
contractor, he was told quite
rudely that if he wasn’t happy
he could leave. No one was
forcing him to work there, the
boss had enough foreign work-
ers who were willing and hap-
py to work, etc. From then on
the boss stopped giving him
overtime work. After a few
weeks of that “cold shoulder”
treatment, the worker stopped
work.

There is another reason

why foreign workers are more
economical for the bosses. The
employer does not have to pay
EPF contribution for them. The
employer has to make a contri-
bution of 13% of the worker’s
pay to the EPF monthly for all
Malaysian workers. This works
out to RM117 per month per
Malaysian worker who is on the
minimum wage of RM900. It
is a mandatory contribution. A
levy has to be paid for each for-
eign worker too. But in many
cases, a sum of about RM100
is deducted from the foreign
worker’s salary for the purpos-
es of paying the levy.

The existing system dis-
courages bosses from employ-
ing too many Malaysians. For-
eigners are much more eco-
nomical. They do not complain
when paid overtime at the ba-
sic rates. One does not have to
fork out another 13% to pay
their EPF. If any labour dispute
erupts, it can be easily dealt
with by cutting their work per-
mits and shipping them back to
their home country.

If we wish to address un-
der-employment of the rural
population, we have to deal
with this issue. In addition to
strengthening the bargaining
power of foreign workers and
creating better avenues to re-
dress unfair treatment, we
should also legislate that the
levy for foreign workers can-
not be cut from their pay but
must be paid by the bosses. We
should ensure that there aren’t
any economic advantages ac-
cruing from employing foreign
labour.

All this can be achieved
if there is political will. Why

hasn’t it been done so far? Let’s
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take a look at who benefits from
the present situation. We know
that the foreign workers get
bullied, are poorly paid and are
stressed out. We also know now
that our B40 also are disadvan-
taged by the current setup.
Those who gain are the bosses
who get cheap and easily bul-
lied labour, the agents and la-
bour contractors who receive
huge commissions for the pro-
vision of this cheap labour, and
quite possibly senior govern-
ment officials in the Immigra-
tion Department and in the po-
lice. Most of these beneficiar-
ies would belong to the T10 or
the richest 10% of our popula-
tion. Is this why the govern-
ment turns a blind eye?
Yes, Tuan Speaker, the
2016 Budget does have some
“goodies” for the B40:
¢ The minimum wage has
been raised to RM1,000

e The rubber price support
scheme kicks in at a slight-
ly higher price

e The BRIM amount has
been raised a bit

e Several more medicines
have been zero-rated.

But all of these do not
undo the economic damage in-
flicted on our B40 population
by the labour situation in our
country where the presence of
5.5 million foreign workers —
out of which 3.5 million are
undocumented — has denied our
B40 employment opportunities
and has kept their wages below
the official minimum wage lev-
el.

None of this is addressed
in the 2016 Budget, Tuan
Speaker. As such, [ am not able
to support this Budget. — 2 No-
vember 2015



IN 1977, the Negri
Sembilan Economic
Development Corpo-
ration leased 4,700
acres of agricultural
land to the National
Union of Plantation
Workers (NUPW) for
a period of 66 years.
In the same year, the
NUPW incorporated
Gatco (Great
Alonioners Trading
Corporation) as a vehicle to un-
dertake the planting of
sugarcane on the land.
Sugarcane was the chosen crop
since there was a sugar factory
Gula NS nearby.

Four hundred former
plantation workers from all
over the country took part in
this scheme, paying RM7,600
for the development of this set-
tlement — RM2,600 as initial
payment for 1 acre land cost,
construction of one unit house
and infrastructure on housing
development area, and
RMS5,000 as initial payment for
jungle clearance, infrastructure
development and sugarcane
planting on 10 acres of land.
These 400 families moved in in
1980.

Unfortunately, the Gula
NS sugar factory closed down
due to financial problems and
the settlers were left stranded.
Gatco then took a loan of

The Gatco fiasco

S. Tinagaran

Gatco settlers blocking the cutting down of their trees.

RM15 million from United
Asian Bank to replant the area
with rubber. The lot size was re-
duced to 8 acres per settler un-
der a new agreement signed on
26 April 1983.

The rubber plantation
project also ran into problems.
Mismanagement was the core
reason for this. Gatco was de-
clared bankrupt for failing to
settle debts of RM135,000
owed to a sub-contractor in-
volved in the rubber planting.
A liquidator was appointed to
sell Gatco’s assets to settle its
debts.

The Gatco settlers took
this matter to court in 1985,
seeking a judicial review. A
public tender was finally called
on 4 December 2003. The set-
tlers indicated their interest to
buy this land, which was val-
ued at RM 16 million, and they
paid up RM320,000 or 2% of
the land value to the liquidators
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on 18 August 2004.

However, in-
stead of honouring
this deal, the liquida-
tors decided to sell
the land to Thamarai
Holdings. An agree-
ment to this effect
was signed on 2 De-
cember 2004. It ap-
pears that the land
was  given  to
Thamarai based on
negotiations and not through an
open tender.

Things went quiet for a
while, and the settlers contin-
ued tapping their rubber trees.
Then, on 12 March 2015, with-
out any prior notice, Thamarai
brought in bulldozers, protected
by thugs and backed up by the
police, Rela and Land Depart-
ment officers, to take over
“their” land. When questioned
about the existence of a court
order, the police replied that
they had orders from the
Menteri Besar himself. The set-
tlers who protested were beaten
up by the thugs and then ar-
rested by the police!

On 22 April 2015 the
Negri Sembilan state govern-
ment, in a written reply in the
State Assembly, announced that
after Gatco went bankrupt, the
state government consulted
with Thamarai to present 1,206
acres (out of the total 4,700



acres) to the settlers who were
living there and working the
land. Four-acre plots were to be
distributed to the first group of
settlers and 2-acre plots to the
second group.

Meanwhile, the Court of
Appeal on 25 February 2014
ruled that there had been irregu-
larities in the Thamarai deal and
that the case should be retried
in the High Court. This hasn’t
yet occurred because Thamarai
has appealed the matter to the
Federal Court. This would
mean that Thamarai’s owner-
ship of the land is still con-
tested. Thamarai is thus not in
a legal position to hand over
part of the land to the state gov-
ernment. Thamarai’s appeal to
the Federal Court is still pend-
ing to this date.

Despite the fact that the
matter has still to be heard in
court, the state government and
some private contractors linked
to a Negri Sembilan MIC Youth
leader have been trying to clear
the land by cutting down rub-
ber trees. To date, there have
been more than 400 police re-
ports lodged by settlers but no
action has been taken. Instead
the police have been harsh to-
wards the settlers, repeatedly
arresting them, sometimes
without valid reason. There
have even been instances where
the police cited the failure of the
settlers to have their identity
card on them while working in
their rubber smallholding as the
reason for arresting the settler.
This clearly is harassment and
an abuse of police powers.

On 27 May 2015, PSM
accompanied around 100 set-
tlers to picket in front of the
state police headquarters in

Memorandum to the Menteri Besar of Negri Sembilan.

Seremban and to hand over a
memorandum to the state po-
lice chief DCP Datuk Jaafar
Mohd Yusof urging the CPO
and state HQ to take over the
investigations and asking the
police to remain neutral. How-
ever, the memorandum to the
CPO did not result in any im-
provement on the ground as the
police in Air Hitam and the
Jempol district HQ kept on har-
assing and arresting the settlers
on flimsy grounds.

In June 2015, the Gatco
Action Committee (GAC) and
PSM handed over a memoran-
dum to the Malaysian Human
Rights Commission (Suhakam)
regarding the abuse of power
by the authorities. On 29 July
2015, around 150 settlers to-
gether with NGOs and opposi-
tion politicians gathered in
front of federal police head-
quarters in Bukit Aman to stage
a protest and hand over a
memorandum outlining the
misuse of power by the Negri
Sembilan police.

On 16 July 2015, the
GAC handed a letter to the state
government asking for a meet-
ing with the Menteri Besar. Fi-
nally on 12 October 2015, the
GAC was called to the office
of the Negri Sembilan State
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Secretary. Four committee
members of the GAC and two
representatives from PSM met
the State Secretary, who did not
seem to be aware of the actual
situation pertaining to the land
under dispute. He kept on say-
ing that the settlers had lost the
court case and was not aware
of the latest developments in
the case and the Court of Ap-
peal’s decision. Finally he
asked the GAC to bring all the
relevant documents so that he
could study them and discuss
with his lawyers.

While the Gatco fiasco
has still to be resolved, the de-
termination of the people to
obtain justice and the tactics
employed by the GAC and
PSM in highlighting the issue
to progressively higher ech-
elons of the police hierarchy
and to the general public, have
helped put the Gatco settlers in
a better bargaining position.
The doors to a more meaning-
ful negotiation have been
opened. It remains to be seen if
the vested interests represented
by Thamarai Holdings and cer-
tain MIC factions will agree to
a fair resolution.

S. Tinagaran is Chairman of
PSM Seremban.



The battle over farms in Perak

THE 11 farmers tilling the land
in Padang Tembak about 2 kilo-
metres north of Sg Siput town-
ship were shocked to receive
notices from the Land Office
ordering them to vacate the
land they had been tilling for
between three and 20 years.
The notice warned that if they
failed to do so within two
weeks, they would be liable to
afine of RM 10,000 and/or a jail
sentence of not more than a
year.

This scenario is played
out several times a year in di-
verse locations all across the
state of Perak. Most of the
“market gardeners” who grow
vegetables and fruits for sale in
local markets are ethnic Chi-
nese who have been tilling un-
used government land for dec-
ades. Some of them are on farm
sites that were initiated by their
grandparents. Many of them
have applied for grants to the
land that they have been work-
ing on, but very few have had a
positive response. There are
also a sprinkling of fish and
livestock rearers among them —
in the Padang Tembak commu-
nity for example, there is one
fish rearer and three cattle
rearers as well as seven vegeta-
ble farmers.

With the continuing ur-
banization of Perak, there is a
drive for new industrial and
housing projects. Although
plantation companies occupy

D. Jeyakumar
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Sit-in at gate of Perak Menteri Besar’s office. 39 people were later

arrested at this protest.

far more land than do the mar-
ket gardeners — in Sg Siput for
example, the plantation compa-
nies are cultivating about
18,000 acres of land, while the
market gardeners and livestock
rearers only occupy about
1,000 acres — the state govern-
ment rarely acquires plantation
land for these projects.

The National Land Code
gives the state authorities im-
mense powers to alienate land.
Small farmers on state land
have no rights at all to the land
they are farming, even if they
have been cultivating the land
for two, three or more decades.
There is no requirement in the
National Land Code to offer
alternative farming land or even
to give adequate notice. In the
Padang Tembak case cited
above, they were only given
two weeks to vacate their land.
The government plans to build

a school at the Padang Tembak
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site — surely the plans should
have been in gestation for the
previous two or more years. But
the 11 farmers were not noti-
fied of the government’s inten-
tions up till the last minute.

PSM is currently helping
small farmers in over 20 loca-
tions in Perak. In all of these
locations, the farmers have
been asked to make way for
“development”. How does a
small party without allies in the
ruling government, and without
its own State Assemblymen,
help small farmers facing evic-
tion? There are several ways
one can help.

The first is that we help
the farmers find out what ex-
actly is going on by going to
the Land Office with them to
find out the nature of the project
that their land is going to be
used for, and then going on to
the Registrar of Companies to
find out the personalities be-



hind the companies involved.
Forty-two farmers in Tronoh
found that their land was being
acquired by MB Inc, a com-
pany owned by the state gov-
ernment to be used for devel-
oping a new township in con-
cert with a big property devel-
oper.

We then help the farmers
make representations to the au-
thorities, starting with the local
Land Office, and if the Land
Office does not respond, make
efforts to meet the Menteri
Besar, who is often the head of
land matters in the state. If this
fails to result in a meeting, we
have the option of taking the
matter to the Minister of Agri-
culture, the Prime Minister and
to the Malaysian Human Rights
Commission (Suhakam). The
Tronoh farmers went through
all these stages, but without
much success.

In the meanwhile, the
land has to be “protected”. We
help the farmers make police
reports stating that efforts are
being made to contact the rel-
evant authorities and asking the
police to advise the Land Of-
fice or the developer to give
time for the response to be ob-
tained and to settle the issue
through negotiations. Usually
the evicting party will come
together with the police. Police
reports of this sort will lead
them to pause for a while. How-
ever, we prepare the farmers to
resist forced eviction by dis-
cussing that possibility, getting
them to make a list of their and
their friends’ phone numbers
and by organizing some system
of surveillance of the land. If
the developer attempts to evict
the farmers by force, we go and

§ e

stand with them, blocking the
bulldozers if necessary. More
often than not, we can get the
developer to withdraw. But
sometimes some of us get ar-
rested in the process. Two PSM
members (including Saras, our
National Deputy Chairman)
and a farmer have been arrested
in 2015.

If the developer attempts
eviction and the Menteri Besar
(MB) still refuses to give a date
to meet, we might then organ-
ize protests outside the MB’s
office and call the press to cover
these. This applies some pres-
sure on the MB. It also some-
times results in arrests — in Au-
gust 2015, 39 of us got arrested
for doing a sit-down protest in
front of the MB’s office. This
group included some 27 farm-
ers, several PSM members and
several supporters. We were all
released after several uncom-
fortable hours. But it made the
headlines in several papers (and
it boosted the confidence of the
farmers’ group). However, even
this pressure did not make the
MB of Perak budge. We still
haven’t got an appointment to
meet him!

I attempted to put in a
Private Member’s Bill in Par-
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Protesihg the eviction of small farmers.

liament in 2015 to include a
new Section 214B in the Na-
tional Land Code mandating
the setting up of a special com-
mittee that would oversee the
alienation of government land
for any form of development.
This committee, structured as
a mirror image of the Estate
Land Board as set out in Sec-
tion 214A of the Land Code,
would be empowered to turn
down applications of the Land
Office to alienate land if there
are farmers cultivating it. How-
ever, the Speaker of the Dewan
Rakyat disallowed it as he felt
that this proposed amendment
encroached on the powers of
the state. I checked with some
senior lawyer friends, and was
told that in this case the Speaker
had a valid point, for, accord-
ing to the Ninth Schedule of the
Federal Constitution, land mat-
ters come under the purview of
the states and the Federal Par-
liament cannot legislate in this
area except in very tightly de-
fined situations as laid out in
Article 76 of the Federal Con-
stitution. I have, however,
passed the entire Bill to a DAP
member of the Perak State As-
sembly for him to try and put it
in at state level.



While all this was going
on, in two of the areas the de-
velopers concerned filed court
cases to evict the farmers. We
have helped them get lawyers
to file their counterclaims. Usu-
ally an application under Order
89 for summary eviction can be
defeated as these farmers have
been there for decades and they
often have documentary evi-
dence that they were there with
the knowledge and therefore
implied consent of the state.
But usually when it comes to
this stage, our days are num-
bered. The developer can file a
formal application for vacant
possession, and as he does have
the grant to the land, the courts
have little option but to grant
him the order. Then the devel-
oper can ask the police to help
them in the eviction process,
and our resistance then be-
comes contempt of the court
order giving possession to the
developer.

The Jelapang branch of
PSM has helped the Tronoh
farmers file a case challenging
the legitimacy of the state gov-
ernment’s alienation of land to
MB Inc. Our lawyers are argu-
ing that venturing into commer-
cial enterprises violates the
conditions under which a com-
pany such as MB Inc was set
up. This matter is being argued
by Mr Chan Kok Keong at the
Federal Court.

Meanwhile in Sg Siput
the Padang Tembak farmers
have enlisted the help of Dato
Ambiga Sreenevasan to apply
for a judicial review of the gov-
ernment’s action with respect to
the land of these farmers. We
are arguing that though the Na-
tional Land Code empowers the
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state government to allocate
any unalienated state land for
building a school, the failure of
the government to give ad-
equate notice and to offer alter-
native farming land is a gross
misuse of its powers, especially
given that Malaysia is not self-
sufficient in vegetables, meat
and milk. This case has been
filed at the Taiping High Court.
Despite protestations from the
Attorney-General’s Chambers,
the Taiping High Court judge
Yang Ariff Mohamed Zaini b
Mazlan granted us leave on 3
December 2015. This gives us
the opportunity to set out the
issues faced by this group of
farmers. Both these matters are
being done pro bono by the
lawyers concerned.

We have also used all of
this to try and educate the pub-
lic regarding the issue. We have
prepared simple pamphlets in
three languages which we have
given out in wet markets as well
as night markets in several
towns all over Perak. Food se-
curity is an issue that affects
every resident of Perak, and
they should be informed of the
arrogance and irresponsible at-
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Padang Tembak farmers at Taiping Court, December 2015.

titude of the government that
they have put in office! So far
we have organized two fund-
raising dinners for the farmers,
one in Jelapang and the other
in Sg Siput, to help defray some
of'the costs of running this cam-
paign. We are careful with how
this money is held, spent and
accounted for. In Sg Siput we
have opened a special bank ac-
count with three signatories,
two of them being from the af-
fected farmers, for the money
collected through the dinner.

So, there is still quite a lot
that can be done even if one is
not in government and even if
one’s party does not have any
State Assemblymen. (Of course
if we did have a PSM Assem-
blyman, we would explore the
legislative angle at the state leg-
islature.) One additional bonus
of the campaign that we have
been conducting for the small
farmers in Perak is that it is
another factor that might help
bring down the BN government
in Perak if the opposition par-
ties do not end up stabbing one
another in the back when the
next general election comes!
Do wish us luck!



BET you know these cool he-
roes: Superman, Batman, Spi-
der-Man, Iron Man, and the list
goes on. Ever wondered,
though, why lots of movies we
come across feature superhe-
roes instead of superheroines?

That’s probably because
there aren’t that many promi-
nent fictional superheroines.
But real-life superheroines —
those who don’t don nifty
capes, wield bulletproof shields
or wear shiny suits of armour —
are all around us, be it at home
or in society.

Life or a world without
women is impossible, and 8
March is a special day to high-
light and celebrate women all
over the world and the ones
near and dear to us.

The struggle for recogni-
tion of International Women’s
Day has a deep revolutionary
history — of brave and coura-
geous women fighting for their
rights in the patriarchal society
back in the 1800s. In 1909, the
Socialist Party of America ob-
served the day in remembrance
of'a 1908 strike by the Interna-
tional Ladies’ Garment Work-
ers’ Union. The day was later
celebrated by their German
counterparts and the Commu-
nists in Russia.

She’s the hero

Madhavi S.

Malahayati.

Over the years on Inter-
national Women’s Day, wom-
en have taken to the streets and
fought tirelessly to gain equal
rights. This year’s internation-
al theme, “Pledge for Parity”,
clearly spells out the fact that
the long struggle is not yet over.
Women all over the world still
face discrimination and are vul-
nerable to exploitation.

One has to understand
that the rise of women doesn’t
entail the fall of men but rather
reflects a progressive society.
As prominent early women’s
rights activist Elizabeth Cady
Stanton wisely said, “Because
man and woman are the com-
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plement of one another, we
need woman’s thought in na-
tional affairs to make a safe and
stable government.”

Let’s look at Southeast
Asia’s rich history of women
rulers and warriors that’s often
forgotten. For example, we
have Malahayati, an admiral in
the navy of the Aceh Sultanate
which ruled the area of mod-
ern Aceh province in the 16th
century. She was the first wom-
an admiral in the modern world
and her troops were drawn from
Aceh’s widows and the army
named the “Inong Balee”. She
led battleships crewed by her
2,000 brave women warriors.



She was feared by pirates
and even by the Portuguese
and the Dutch for her legen-
dary battlefield skills.

The first queen of
Aceh was Ratu Nibrasiyah
Rawa Khadiyu, who ruled
the 15th-century kingdom of
Samudra Pasai. In the 17th
century, four sultanas con-
secutively ruled the king-
dom of Aceh Darussalam.
Aceh also had several wom-
en hulubalang (rulers of au-
tonomous regions, equiva-
lent to European dukes), and
in the days of Queen Safia-
tuddin, 18 of the 73 mem-
bers of parliament were
women.

Back in our homeland,
women played important polit-
ical and social roles alongside
men in pre- and post-independ-
ence Malaya. Srikandi Suriani
and Shamsiah Fakeh were
among the many women war-
riors who fought against the
British imperialists. They, how-
ever, remain unsung she-roes
whose immense contribution to
the nation’s independence will
go unrecognized unless there is
a conscious effort to teach the
‘real” history in schools again.

Zooming our lens back to
this millennium, women make
up half the world’s population
and work two-thirds of the
world’s working hours, but re-
ceive just 11% of the world’s
income and own less than 1%
of the world’s property. Fur-
thermore, physical or sexual
violence is a problem that af-
fects more than a third of all
women globally, according to
a report released by the World
Health Organization (WHO) in

Shamsiah Fakeh.

2013.

The modern capitalist
system has drawn women into
paid work, where they now
comprise at least half the na-
tional workforce in many
countries. Women have been
deceptively led to believe that
this development equates to
real liberation. What has actu-
ally happened, however, is that
awoman’s workload has in fact
more than doubled as conserv-
ative notions of gender roles
still persist, whereby the work-
ing woman is also expected to
be a good homemaker. There-
fore capitalism is able to thrive
with the entry into the market
of a female workforce that is
also responsible for the nurtur-
ing of the future workforce
(their children).

‘Women must fight as part
of the oppressed working class,
for better distribution of the
wealth they help produce as
workers. In today’s context,
they need to demand a higher
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minimum wage, shorter
working hours, greater job
security and a better social
safety network. Women
need to fight against gender
discrimination that further
oppresses them and against
violence against women,
and for greater dignity,
equality and respect, and for
reproductive rights includ-
ing the basic right to make
decisions on their own body
and health. These are among
the many glaring contradic-
tions that undermine the po-
sition of women the world
over.

It’s 8 March, so re-
member that women are the
she-roes and superheroines the
world needs. History has
proved it repeatedly but wom-
en often forget their own
strength and take a backseat. As
the way forward for us to em-
brace this herstoric day, let me
conclude with a Nobel Prize
winner’s powerful words:

“I’'m convinced Social-
ism is the only answer and I
urge all comrades to take this
struggle to victorious conclu-
sion. Only this will free us from
the chains of bigotry and ex-
ploitation.” — Malala Yousafzai

Here’s wishing each and
every woman a progressive,
radical International Women’s
Day.

Madhavi S. is Coordinator of
JERIT (Jaringan Rakyat
Tertindas — Oppressed People's
Network).



Political Islam in Malaysia

WHETHER the people who
are for secularism like it or
not, Islam is an increasingly
powerful presence in Malay-
sia’s political arena. It can-
not be wished away. We
have to deal with it. The first
step would be to delineate
the various strands of Is-
lamic politics that exist in

PAS has been using its
Islamic credentials to win votes
in the northern states of Penin-
sular Malaysia ever since Inde-
pendence. Since the mid-1980s
PAS has pushed the Hudud
agenda to demonstrate to the
faithful that it, not UMNO, is
the best and most sincere pro-
ponent of Islam in Malaysia.
The Hudud enactment was
passed by the PAS-controlled
Kelantan State Assembly in
1993 and by the Terengganu
State Assembly in 2002 when
PAS held Terengganu for a term
(1999-2004). But both these
states have not been able to im-
plement the Hudud criminal
code as that would contravene
certain provisions of the Fed-
eral Constitution. This has ena-
bled PAS to intensify its propa-
ganda war against UMNO for
blocking the amendments to the
Federal Constitution that would
enable the implementation of
Hudud in Kelantan and

D. Jeyakumar

A marked reluctance to amend poorly crafted
Malaysia at present. laws.

Terengganu.

For the first 30 years af-
ter Independence the UMNO-
led government was more con-
cerned about the challenge
from the Left in the form of the
Communist Party, the Socialist
Front and the union movement.
The Left was perceived as the
most dangerous challenge to
UMNO’s hegemony. However,
since the 1980s, UMNO has
been taking steps to counter
PAS’s attacks from the Islamic
flank. Recruiting Anwar
Ibrahim, the charismatic leader
of the Muslim Youth Move-
ment of Malaysia (ABIM) then,
was a major coup for Mahathir.
Mabhathir went on to canvass
that Malaysia was already Is-
lamic in character.

Some of UMNO’s efforts
are not much more than token-
ism, such as its development of
“Islamic” banking, insurance
and bonds. In Islamic banking

24

for example, interest is dis-
guised as a sales agreement
and given an Arabic name.
In so doing, UMNO is tak-
ing a restrictive, literal inter-
pretation of the Koran’s
stand on 7iba or usury. This
is actually quite similar to
PAS’s approach in deciding
to promote Hudud as the
most important “plank” of
its Islamization project.

Unfortunately, some of
UMNO’s other attempts to
demonstrate its fidelity to Islam
haven’t been as benign. One of
the efforts taken by UMNO in
the late 1980s was to table bills
in several State Assemblies to
control the propagation of non-
Islamic religions amongst Mus-
lims. This is provided for un-
der Article 11(4) of the Consti-
tution, which states that “State
Law may control or restrict the
propagation of any religious
doctrine among persons pro-
fessing the religion of
Islam”. However, the poor
drafting of these enactments
has had the unfortunate (and
perhaps even unintended) effect
of empowering the state au-
thorities to interfere in the form
of worship that is allowed of
non-Islamic religions even if it
is among their own members
and in their own house of wor-
ship.



For a while nothing hap-
pened. Things came to the fore
when in 2007, the Home Min-
istry used this enactment to bar
the Catholic in-house newspa-
per, the Herald, from using the
term “Allah” in its Bahasa Ma-
laysia section.

One does not have to be
an expert in constitutional law
to realize that this problem over
the use of the term “Allah” can
only be resolved definitively
when the poorly drafted
enactments are amended to
make it clear that it is an offence
only when the terms specified
in these enactments are used in
an attempt to convert Muslims.
However, none of the State As-
semblies (and some of these
have been controlled by
Pakatan Rakyat for two terms)
have had the political courage
to make the necessary amend-
ment. All the Muslim-majority
parties — PAS, PKR and
UMNO - are reluctant to open
themselves to accusations that
they are “soft” when it comes
to Islam. Their fear of political
sniping from the other parties
leads them to be “soft” in terms
of justice and fairplay though
they often state that justice and
compassion are the essence of
Islam.

Another not-so-benign
attempt on the part of UMNO
to embellish its Islamic creden-
tials was the 1988 amendment
to Article 121 of the Federal
Constitution. This expanded the
powers of the Syariah Court by
specifying that the civil courts
do not have any jurisdiction
over any matter that comes un-
der the Syariah ambit. This has
had a deleterious impact on
those individuals who, despite

having been brought up as non-
Muslims, have been designated
as Muslim in their documents.
Many of them are products of
mixed marriages that have bro-
ken down, resulting in their
being cared for by their non-
Muslim grandparents. Previ-
ously such individuals could
swear a deed poll in the High
Court and then proceed to the
Registration Department to
make the necessary changes to
their documents. Now they
have to go to the Syariah Court,
and quite often Syariah Court
judges are extremely reluctant
to accede to their request. There
are scores of individuals caught
in this “no man’s land” between
religions, and this has greatly
inconvenienced them, to say
the least.

As mentioned earlier,
both UMNO’s and PAS’s at-
tempts to demonstrate to the
faithful that they are the true
defenders of Islam are based on
ahistorical and literal interpre-
tations of the Koran. There are
however Muslims who have a
different approach to the project
of Islamization of society. One
such group is IKRAM, which
held a conference entitled
“Magqasid Syariah” (which
means “the higher objectives of
the Syariah”) in October 2015.
Their keynote speaker, Dr
Rachid Ghannouchi from the
En Nahda movement in Tuni-
sia, had to cancel his participa-
tion at the last moment. But the
organizers had managed to
record a 30-minute video pres-
entation from him especially
for this conference.

Ghannouchi spoke in
Arabic and the video was

paused every few minutes for
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translation into Malay. He
stressed that Islam stood for
justice for all and for a harmo-
nious relation with the environ-
ment. He said that the objec-
tives of Islam were to promote
the welfare of all citizens and
to promote freedom — of
thought, of belief (including
religion) and of association.
The rights of women and eth-
nic and religious minorities are
to be preserved under Islam.
Diversity in religion and in cul-
ture is a blessing. It enriches life
and should be handled gently.
We should not fight over these
differences. The answers to
handling all these issues can be
discerned through ijtihad (ra-
tional discourse) based on the
Koran and the Sunnah (Hadiths
and the actions of the Prophet).

There were four other
speakers, including Dr
Dzulkefly Ahmad from Parti
Amanah. Then came a discus-
sion involving four panellists
including YB Dr Mujahid
Rawa, the MP from Parit
Buntar, Dr Maszlee Malik, a
law professor from UiTM, and
Syed Ibrahim Syed Noh,
former Chairman of the Abol-
ish ISA Movement (GMI).
Among the ideas expressed was
that an Islamic programme
would vary from place to place
depending on the characteris-
tics of that society. Mujahid
said, “We have to contextualize
Islam and indigenize it. Cannot
simply copy-paste from differ-
ent eras or different societies.”

There was active partici-
pation from the 2,000-strong
audience, who were largely
IKRAM members from all over
the country. A woman asked
why all the speakers were male



despite the claim that the
Magasid Syariah man-
dates promotion of
women’s participation.
The audience clapped.
She was told that that is
work in progress. The
capacity of women
should be promoted and
there needs to be af-
firmative action for this.
A young lady asked
Mujahid his stand on
sexual minorities. Again
the audience showed
their approval by clapping.
Mujahid answered that one
does not need to agree with the
beliefs or lifestyle of the other
before engaging him or her. He
went on to say that acting
harshly against people we do
not agree with is not right. We
need to understand, he added.
Another participant asked
about handling Shia believers.
He received an answer similar
to the one regarding sexual mi-
norities. The active encourage-
ment of women and youth to
ask questions is quite radically
different from the more hierar-
chical and authoritarian relation
between the ulama leaders and
the rank and file in PAS.
Several of the Parti
Amanah leaders, the G25 mod-
erates and a significant portion
of the Malay middle class sub-
scribe to this IKRAM position.
Where do the proponents of this
position stand with regard to
implementation of Hudud? The
public position of the IKRAM
leaders is that Hudud, being
God’s law, has to be accepted
by mankind. However, certain
preconditions have to be met
including resolving the issues

Issue of unilateral conversion not resolved as yet.

of poverty and inequality, ap-
prehension regarding Hudud
among the non-Muslims, and
the undeveloped state of the
Syariah institutions. Do some
among them believe that
Hudud also has to be “contex-
tualized”? Perhaps living in the
shadow of the PAS-dominated
Islamic discourse for the past
30 years makes it difficult to
signal an abrupt U-turn.

There are also other quite
diverse views regarding Islam
among Muslims in Malaysia,
but these constitute a minority.
There are “Koranists” who be-
lieve Islamic jurisprudence
should be based solely on the
Koran; the Hadiths and the
Sunnah should not be taken as
among the sources of Islamic
jurisprudence. This view is at
variance with PAS, UMNO and
IKRAM, which all affirm the
validity of the Hadiths and the
Sunnah. Kassim Ahmad is
probably the most prominent of
the Koranists, and he has been
taken to court by the Syariah
authorities.

There are also Muslims
who believe that a thorough
implementation of Islamic prin-
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ciples would result in a
socialist society. Most
of them do not openly
state this as there is still
quite a bit of antipathy
to communism and a
significant portion of
our people will associ-
ate socialism with com-
munism.

The fact that there
are at present several
dozen Malaysian jihadis
in Syria and Iraq sup-
porting SIS and other
armed groups is indicative that
there are some Malaysian Mus-
lims who can be persuaded that
violence is justified if it is in
the cause of religion. These are
probably a very small minority
at present, but the further mar-
ginalization of Malay youth
could swell their ranks.

Islam is here to stay.
Muslims all over the world be-
lieve that Islamic values should
be infused into the way their
societies are governed and that
it is part of their religious obli-
gations to ensure this. Some of
them believe that it is quite al-
right to force this on the socie-
ty, by violence if necessary.
However, there are also people
like Dr Rachid Ghannouchi
who argue that an Islamic the-
ocracy isn’t necessary for the
infusion of Islamic values in
society, that political plurality
should be promoted and diver-
sity embraced, and that force
should never be used to settle
ideological or religious differ-
ences.

It would be in the inter-
est of all Malaysians if the more
inclusive and non-authoritarian
strand of Islamic politics gains
ascendance.



A Muslim case for liberty

The following is the text of the foreword to the Malay-language edition of Mustafa Akyol’s
Islam Without Extremes: A Muslim Case for Liberty.

I HAVE written this book for
several reasons: To counter the
Islamophobic trends in the
West, to give a concise story of
the Muslim civilization, or to
criticize the authoritarian re-
gimes in the Middle East. But
most importantly, [ wrote it for
a self-assigned mission: To re-
vitalize the value of freedom in
the minds of my fellow Mus-
lims.

But why is freedom im-
portant? Why do we need it? Is
it an Islamic value in the first
place?

You will find the answers
in the book. But here is an an-
swer in a nutshell: Yes, we des-
perately need more freedom in
our societies, and the best way
to see why is to realize the dis-
astrous effects of the lack of
freedom.

Take the freedom we sac-
rifice by imposing Islam on
each other, for example. Some
states in the Muslim world
proudly do this imposition, by
employing “religion police”
that enforce the practices of Is-
lam, such as wearing a
headscarf (hijab) or refraining
from alcohol. As a result, are
their societies becoming more
religious? No, by the testimony

Mustafa Akyol
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of countless observations. Be-
cause imposition of religion
does not make societies sin-
cerely religious. It rather makes
them hypocritical. People ob-
serve Islam not because they
fear Allah but because they fear
the state. Some people even
begin to detest Islam, while
conforming to it in appearance.

So we need freedom — the
right to choose our way of life
—not because we need to move
away from religion. We need it,
rather, to be sincerely religious,
in the way we understand it, in
the way we genuinely feel
about it.

The lack of freedom not
only breeds hypocrisy. It also
deprives us of intellectual de-
velopment. Many Muslim
states have a tendency to ban
publications, books or simply
ideas that are “against” Islam.
They do this with the intention
of protecting Muslim minds
from “going astray.” What they
do instead, however, is to keep
Muslim minds isolated, incapa-
ble of articulating Islamic faith
and values in an open, pluralis-
tic world. Banning free speech
seems to save us from the chal-
lenge of “harmful ideas,” but it
actually deprives us of the in-



tellectual maturity that will
come by facing them.

It is no accident that the
most successful era of the Mus-
lim civilization, from the 7th to
the 13th centuries, was also the
time Muslims were open to dif-
ferent ideas from different civi-
lizations, such as Ancient
Greece. Great Muslim thinkers
and scientists emerged not by
condemning Aristotle as a
worthless “kafir,” but by read-
ing him in the light of the
Qur’an. It is also no accident
that our regression as a civili-
zation began when we con-
demned such cosmopolitanism
and began to venerate parochi-
alism and isolation, as shown
in this book.

In the political realm, the
lack of freedom has a poison-
ous consequence, which is very
widespread in the Muslim
world: authoritarian rule. We
have authoritarian kingdoms,
authoritarian single-party re-
publics and even authoritarian
“democracies.” The result is
bitter struggles for the domina-
tion of these all-dictating states.
Why do we have disastrous
civil wars in Iraq and Syria?
Mainly because the Sunnis, the
Shiites (or Alevis), the Kurds
and others cannot agree on a
liberal political system which
will guarantee the freedom and
equality of all communities and
all citizens. The “fitna”s we
complain about are created,
first and foremost, by our in-
ability to tolerate differences
and obsessing about dominat-
ing each other, rather than shar-
ing power.

I know some of these is-
sues are controversial in Malay-

sia too, a beautiful country I
twice had the chance to visit. I
am in no position to advise the
people of Malaysia how to gov-
ern their affairs. But I will be
glad if this book contributes to
the ongoing debates in this dy-
namic nation about Islam, the
state and freedom. Hence I am
deeply thankful to the Islamic
Renaissance Front, its idealist
director Dato’ Dr. Ahmad
Farouk Musa and his hard
working colleague Dr. Nur
Asyhraff for printing my book
in Malay.

di mana ada penindasan

As we say in the Islamic
tradition: ours is the effort, suc-
cess is only Allah’s blessing.

Mustafa Akyol, a Turkish jour-
nalist and author, studied politi-
cal science and history at
Bogazici University, and teaches
politics at Fatih University, both
in Istanbul.

The above is reproduced
from the website of the Islamic
Renaissance Front (irfront.net),
which brought out the Malay-
language edition of Islam With-
out Extremes, Islam Tanpa
Keekstreman: Berhujah Untuk
Kebebasan.

di situlah tercetusnya kebangkitan

Malam Salam Per]uangan

730PM  16-4-2016 (Sabtu)
Dewan Chin Woo, Jalan Stadium, KL
RSVP: 016-2290460 bendahari(@ partisosialis.org
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KHALID Ismath, a 25-year-old
PSM member, was arrested by
the police at his place of work
in Klang on 7 October 2015.
We were informed by the po-
lice that they were responding
to complaints from members of
the public that Khalid had
shown disrespect to the Johor
monarchy in his Facebook
postings pertaining to the con-
tinued detention of a certain
Kamal Hisham Jaafar.

Kamal Hisham Jaafar is
a businessman-cum-lawyer
who was the legal advisor to the
former Sultan of Johor, Sultan
Iskandar Sultan Ismail. He re-
located to Dubai in 2011 after
falling out of favour with the
royal family. On 2 September
2015, when Kamal Hisham re-
turned to Singapore on some
personal business, he was ar-
rested by the Singaporean po-
lice and handed over to their
Malaysian counterparts. He
was charged with criminal
breach of trust involving a sum
of RM533,000 and offered bail
of RM300,000. After posting
bail, he was released, only to
be rearrested after the Public
Prosecutor applied for a revi-
sion and the bail was with-
drawn. He had been in remand
for more than a month at the
time of Khalid’s arrest, and still
is, at the time of this writing (4

Free Khalid Ismath!

PS Central Comittee member S. A

rutchelvan (left) wasmong those

actively engaged in the campaign to free fellow party member Khalid

Ismath (right).

December 2015). Apparently,
in Khalid’s Facebook posting
commenting on Kamal
Hisham’s detention without
bail, Khalid had referred to the
police and judicial authorities
using a term that some con-
strued as being disrespectful of
the royalty.

Khalid was taken to Johor
Baru on the same day he was
arrested. Malaysian law only
allows the police to hold a sus-
pect for 24 hours. To detain a
person for a longer duration, the
police have to apply to a mag-
istrate under Section 117 of the
Criminal Procedure Code for
permission. This is what the
police did for Khalid on 8 Oc-
tober 2015. They asked for a
four-day detention period for
investigation under Section 233
of the Communications and
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Multimedia Act (CM Act).
Khalid’s lawyers asked for im-
mediate release. The magistrate
assented to a two-day remand
order.

When this expired on 9
October 2015, the police asked
for an extension of remand of
another three days. This was
turned down by the magistrate.
The police then took Khalid
back to the police station, “re-
leased” him and rearrested him
for investigation for offences
under the Sedition Act. The fol-
lowing day they asked for and
obtained a four-day remand or-
der.

This is when PSM started
the campaign to free Khalid, as
it became clear to us that the
authorities were misusing their
powers to harass and punish
Khalid. Sivarajan, Selvam and



Arul went down to
Johor Baru and met up
with senior police offic-
ers there. We also met
up with the lawyers who
had come forward to
help out. PSM members
in Johor Baru held can-
dlelight vigils outside
Khalid’s detention cen-
tre. PSM members from
other states took turns
going down to Johor Baru to
take part in these protests. We
also organized vigils in Kuala
Lumpur, Klang, Cameron
Highlands, Ipoh and Penang.

Upon the completion of
remand on 13 October 2015,
Khalid was charged in the Ses-
sions Court for 11 offences un-
der the CM Act and three of-
fences under the Sedition Act.
The first 11 offences refer to the
11 times he used a particular
term to refer to the authorities
responsible for the incarcera-
tion of Kamal Hisham. The
Sessions Court judge refused to
give bail although all the of-
fences Khalid was charged with
are bailable. The judge opined
that there is a high likelihood
that Khalid would abscond to
another country.

PSM continued with its
campaign, which included pre-
senting a memorandum to the
Chief Justice, while the lawyers
filed an application in the High
Court of Johor Baru for a revi-
sion of the Sessions Court de-
cision regarding bail. In the
meantime, Amnesty Interna-
tional declared Khalid a pris-
oner of conscience. Khalid’s
High Court application was
heard on 29 October 2015 and
Khalid was granted bail of
RM5,000 for each of the 14

—

A

Denied bail and held for 21 days.

charges, a total of RM70,000.
PSM has a small bail contin-
gency fund. We used some
money from this while the
larger share came from the
Freedom Fund that has been set
up to assist individuals facing
political persecution. All in all,
Khalid had been in detention
for 21 days, much of it in soli-
tary confinement.

It is perplexing why the
police reacted in such a heavy-
handed manner against Khalid.
Is it due to competition among
different factions of the ruling
elite to demonstrate their loy-
alty to the royalty? UMNO is
currently split and there is a
high-stakes power struggle tak-
ing place now. Or was Khalid’s
arrest and detention to discour-
age criticism of any sort, in-
cluding regarding the 1MDB
scandal? Difficult to say.

Following this episode,
there was a discussion within
PSM as to whether we should
try to avoid more arrests on
charges of insulting the mon-
archy. As one of the members
put it, rallying for members
locked up on sedition charges
takes time and energy away
from addressing the ongoing
economic assault on ordinary
Malaysians — the low-wage
policy, the GST and now the
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TPP. It would be better
if we could focus on
these neoliberal as-
saults on the working
people.

This is a valid
point. But the campaign
to release Khalid also
helped in the political
education of the
Malaysian public. We
pointed out that remand
is for the purposes of facilitat-
ing investigation; it should not
be used with punitive intent.
Similarly bail is a right. Denial
of bail in order to “teach some-
one a lesson” is wrong in law.
Punishment should only be pre-
scribed after the accused is
found guilty in a court of law.
We also talked of the link be-
tween repression and the grow-
ing attraction among some sec-
tions of our youth to militant
approaches. We also showed
through our example that it is
possible to stand up against
authoritarian misrule. That or-
dinary people have rights and
that collectively we are strong.

As PSM Chairman Dr
Mohd Nasir is wont to say, “It
is not this or that. It should be
this and that, depending on the
timing and situation.” Resisting
the neoliberal assault on the
well-being of the ordinary peo-
ple of Malaysia (currently it is
the TPP that they are trying to
ram down our throats) will re-
main PSM’s main focus. But
fighting attempts to bully and
intimidate activists is also im-
portant for the struggle to de-
fend the democratic space.

PSM wishes to thank all
those who played a part in this
campaign.



Charged with sedition, PSM politician insists lawful now to

OPPOSITION politician S.
Arutchelvan on 23 November
2015 pointed out that the gov-
ernment has moved to remove
criticism of the courts and the
executive as an offence under
the Sedition Act 1948, a wrong
he was accused of committing.

Shortly after being
charged with sedition on 23
November, Arutchelvan called
his prosecution over his criti-
cism of a Federal Court deci-
sion a “waste of public funds
and waste of public time”, also
saying it was a “joke” to
bring a case against him for
statements similarly made
by other media groups.

“And [ would continue
to say this is yet another po-
litical prosecution,” the Parti
Sosialis Malaysia (PSM)
central committee member
told reporters.

Arutchelvan, or Arul
as he is popularly known,
said the sedition charge
against him goes against the
fundamental human right to
free speech.

“It’s a whole question of
whether political parties or in-
dividuals in this country have
the freedom of speech or free-
dom of expression to comment
on anything,” the seasoned hu-
man rights activist said.

criticize judgments

Ida Lim

Parti Sosialis Malaysia (PSM) central committee member S. Arutchelvan
(front, 2nd from right) with PSM chairman Dr Mohd Nasir Hashim (front,
right) and his lawyer New Sin Yew (front, left) on 23 November 2015. —

Picture by Ida Lim, Malay Mail Online

Arutchelvan was charged with sedition for
criticizing the judgment in Anwar lbrahim’s
second sodomy case.

“I think basically this is a
party’s statement on a judg-
ment, | think as a responsible
political party we have a right
to make criticism on bad judg-
ment,” he said of his 10 Febru-
ary 2015 statement as the PSM
secretary-general then.
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He also highlighted
the political party had pre-
viously commented both
positively or negatively on
court decisions it deemed
good or bad.

In the allegedly sedi-
tious statement by Arul that
was read out in court on 23
November, he was said to
have claimed among other
things that the 10 February
judgment in PKR politician
Datuk Seri Anwar Ibrahim’s
second sodomy case

strengthened the belief that the
courts are “not independent and
politically driven”.

New Sin Yew, one of
Arul’s lawyers, pointed out that
the amendments to the Sedition
Act, which have yet to come



Arrested for commenting on Anwar Ibrahim’s case.

into force, include the removal
of criticism against the “admin-
istration of justice” including
the judiciary as an offence.

“And that’s important be-
cause the government, the Par-
liament has recognized it’s not
in the public’s interest to con-
tinue to have such an offence,”
he told reporters outside the
courtroom.

Saying that a prosecution
should only be carried out when
there is a public interest or a

realistic chance of conviction,
New added: “And there is noth-
ing beneficial to the public to
continue persecuting somebody
who made a legitimate criticism
against the judiciary.”

Arul claimed that the se-
dition case against him is meant
to divert attention from other
major issues in Malaysia and to
wear down the federal opposi-
tion, besides allegedly to “dis-
qualify people from standing in
elections”.

Speaking after remand request denied by Magistrate.
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In an immediate re-
sponse, Human Rights
Watch’s deputy director of
its Asia division, Phil
Robertson, called for the
criminal charges against
Arul to be dropped immedi-
ately.

“This prosecution is
all about harassing a promi-
nent and loud political critic,
pure and simple,” he said in
a brief statement.

“Once again, the
Malaysian government is
using the rights-abusing Se-
dition Act as a sword to strike
at critics while failing to under-
stand that every such prosecu-
tion takes the country farther
from democracy and the so-
called ‘moderate’ path that
Prime Minister Najib extolled
at the recently concluded Asean
summit,” he added, calling for
an end to sedition prosecutions
and the revocation of the Sedi-
tion Act.

Gerakan Hapus Akta
Hasutan (GHAH), a local coa-
lition of 133 civil so-
ciety groups, called
for the scrapping of
the Sedition Act and
described Arul’s
prosecution along
with a list of indi-
viduals under the
same law as politi-
cally motivated.

Citing Article
10 of the Federal
Constitution, GHAH
also urged Putrajaya
to uphold the right to
voice out and express
opinions. — Malay
Mail Online (23 No-
vember 2015)




Stop pushing back the boats

TOGETHER with all con-
cerned Malaysians, Parti
Sosialis Malaysia (PSM) would
like to assert that for the 8,000-
odd Rohingya at our doorstep,
pushing back the boats into the
sea should never be considered
an option. Instead they should
be allowed on Malaysian
shores whilst negotiations take
place at ASEAN level on how
best to resolve this humanitar-
ian crisis.

Though the sad and bit-
ter truth is that the sea seems to
be the only place willing to host
them now, it would be com-
pletely inhuman to push back
the boats and abandon 8,000
lives to the vagaries of weather
and sea.

Malaysia and other
ASEAN countries need to ac-
cept that they are dealing with
8,000 lives, mostly victims of
the barbarism of the genocidal
Myanmar regime that has taken
away their citizenship, and their
right to life. Instead of
criminalizing the victims,
ASEAN nations must resolve
to find permanent solutions to
the situation. Turning them
away or deporting them back to
Myanmar are not only unac-
ceptable, but such actions also
do not address the crisis or pre-
vent its recurrence.

Diplomatic etiquette and

Rani Rasiah

It would be mhuman to turn the Rohlngya away.

niceties cannot take precedence
over lives, and ASEAN nations
must use the ASEAN network
to confront the Myanmar gov-
ernment in resolving this ex-
tremely delicate and complex
problem. What is the need for
ASEAN if it cannot speak for
oppressed ASEAN peoples?
We must admit our role
in this crisis. How serious have
our efforts been in tackling hu-
man trafficking? Without traf-
fickers of all nationalities at the
source and all along the route
to Malaysia, it is not possible
to have such a massive cross-
border movement of people.
The current situation clearly
reveals the mind-boggling ex-
tent of trafficking activity in the
region. Malaysian NGOs work-
ing on migrant issues have
many times alerted the govern-
ment on trafficking activities,
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including ransom killings by
trafficking vultures. Yet as
Thailand’s recent stumbling
upon the first mass grave of
Myanmarese victims implies,
Malaysian and ASEAN gov-
ernments are way behind the
traffickers.

The government must
depart from its standard prac-
tice of punishing the victims
and being soft on the perpetra-
tors of human trafficking and
its attendant abuses. We ask the
government to take a bold and
humane decision, and allow the
Rohingya refugees ashore un-
til the problem is sorted out
with the ASEAN community.
Such an action will not earn us
profits in monetary terms, but
it is what every civilized gov-
ernment is expected to do. —
Press statement, 16 May 2015



Where now, Amanah?

Mohd Nasir Hashim

A NEW political party,
Parti Amanah Negara,
was formed a few
months ago, comprising
mainly former members
of the progressive wing
of PAS. Despite it being
in its formative stages,
this new party is being
touted as the much-
needed replacement for
PAS within the opposi-
tion coalition. To under-
stand Amanah, we need to first
understand the dynamics within
PAS.

PAS was formed on 24
November 1951 after a split
from UMNO. Its development
can be divided into three main
phases. Initially PAS had a
more Malay nationalistic char-
acter. It openly canvassed the
interests of the Malay commu-
nity. Under the leadership of Dr
Burhanuddin Al-Helmy in the
1960s, it also had some leftist
inclinations. In 1970, Dato Asri
Muda led PAS back into the
UMNO-controlled ruling coa-
lition when the democratic
process resumed after the 17-
month suspension of parlia-
ment occasioned by the May 13
meltdown in 19609.

The second phase of
PAS’s existence began in the
early 1980s. The Iranian Rev-
olution popularized the concept

Mat Sabu, Amanah President.

of an Islamic state. Current PAS
President Hadi Awang, then a
35-year-old firebrand, came out
with his thesis, the Amanat
Hadi, that UMNO was infidel
(kafir) as it was not sincere in
propagating the struggle for an
Islamic state, which for him
meant the implementation of
Hudud, the Syariah criminal
code. This attack on UMNO
was most strident in Tereng-
ganu, where even mosques
were labelled as kafir because
they were controlled by UMNO
elements. This acrimonious tus-
sle for leadership of the Mus-
lim community was one of the
factors leading up to the Me-
mali incident in 1985 where
several people were killed
when the local people tried to
prevent the arrest of a local re-
ligious teacher, Ibrahim Libya.
PAS under the control of the
ulama passed the Hudud enact-
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ment in the Kelantan
State Assembly in 1993
but has been unable to
implement it as it would
contravene provisions in
the Federal Constitution.

The third phase of
| PAS dates from the
Reformasi movement
sparked by the 1998
sacking of Anwar
Ibrahim, then the Deputy
Prime Minister of Malay-
sia. Many Malay leaders with
a more moderate vision of Is-
lam entered PAS and attempted
to steer it away from the nar-
row fundamentalism of the
ulama towards a more demo-
cratic and welfarist approaach.
They promoted ideas found
within the Islamic tradition
such as wasatiyyah (modera-
tion) and Rahmatan lil- ‘Alamin
(A mercy to all mankind). PAS
did very well in the 1999 elec-
tions, winning the state of
Terengganu for only the second
time since Independence (the
first was in the early 1960s —
that government only lasted one
year before several PAS assem-
blymen defected to UMNO and
brought down the government).
The anger people felt at the
sacking and humiliation of
Anwar was a major factor in
PAS’s 1999 victory but the ap-
peal of a more inclusive, ra-




tional and welfarist Islam can-
not be discounted.

However, the influx of
more liberal-minded profes-
sionals and technocrats created
a dynamic tension between
them and the more conservative
elements in PAS, who felt that
these more liberal leaders were
watering down the core pro-
gramme of the party, which
was, in their understanding, the
establishment of an Islamic na-
tion. When the more liberal-
minded ulama leader Fadzil
Noor died in 2002, Hadi took
over as President and he pre-
sided over a shift back to a more
fundamentalist stance with the
acceptance of Harun Din’s
document regarding an Islamic
state. He also oversaw the pass-
ing of the Terengganu Hudud
bill in 2002. This Islamic lurch
led to the break-up of the
Barisan Alternatif opposition
coalition as well as to the elec-
toral debacle of 2004 where
PAS lost Terengganu.

After the 2004 elections,
the more moderate faction
within PAS gained ascendancy
and were allowed to promote a
more tolerant and inclusive
image of PAS. They came up
with a manifesto “The Welfarist
State” and developed a work-
ing relationship with the other
opposition parties. They also
took part in campaigns against
the ISA and price hikes and for
electoral reform. This led to the
best ever showing of the
Malaysian opposition in the
2008 and 2013 elections. PAS
itself did very well, winning
seats that it had never been able
to win before.

Within PAS, however, the

pendulum began to swing back
towards a more conservative
brand of Islam. The entry of
several younger leaders who
had been trained as ustazs in the
Middle East and had brought
back with them the ultra-fun-
damentalist teachings of
Wahhabi Sunnism led to an ex-
acerbation of the tussle between
the two factions. The death of
the highly respected ulama Nik
Aziz Nik Mat, who had been
able to keep both factions in an
alliance, was another factor that
worsened the tension between
the two groups. UMNO seems
to have exploited this division
well by enticing the conserva-
tives in PAS with promises of
support in the Federal Parlia-
ment for the implementation of
the Hudud criminal laws in
Kelantan. All this culminated in
the 2015 PAS party elections
which saw the trouncing of the
liberals in the wake of a cam-
paign by the fundamentalists
which wasn’t particularly “Is-
lamic”. This led to a split where
a number of the liberals left to
form their own party, Parti
Amanah Negara.

PAS now is bereft of a
group of younger and more
dynamic leaders who were able
to reach out to moderate Mus-
lims as well as to non-Muslims.
The current PAS leadership has
alienated a large section of the
population by taking an anti-
secular stand, by being author-
itarian and not taking up socio-
economic issues affecting the
masses. It seems to have lost
sight of the fact that Islam is a
universal religion and not the
property of Malays. Its admin-
istration of Kelantan, which it
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has governed uninterruptedly
for the past 25 years, can hard-
ly be described as stellar. Its
rule of Kelantan could have
showcased the high moral val-
ues and welfarism inherent in
Islam. However, PAS’s modus
operandi has been to continue
with the same economic pro-
gramme that UMNO had car-
ried out. PAS’s handling of the
forests in the interior of Kelan-
tan and the floods at the end of
2014 have been deplorable.
Kelantan remains one of the
poorest states with a plethora of
social problems including un-
employment and drug addic-
tion.

The challenges facing Parti
Amanah Negara

The new Parti Amanah
Negara faces an uphill task. It
is top-heavy, as many of the
rank and file within PAS,
though sympathetic to the
Amanah leaders, could not
bring themselves to leave PAS
as they had been with it for the
past two or more decades.

For the Amanah leaders
to promote a progressive form
of Islam that is based on uni-
versal Islamic values, they
would have to consciously re-
define their position with re-
gard to concepts such as secu-
larism, democracy, human
rights, justice and dialectics.
There are strands within Islam
that would consider democra-
cy as not being quite Islamic;
in a democratic polity, it is the
collective will of the people that
is considered supreme, while
some Islamists hold that it
should be God’s will that



should be supreme. But who is
it who determines what is it that
God actually wills? Amanah
has to develop its position on
this. There are also authoritari-
an/repressive tendencies with-
in Islam today as manifested in
the view that it is quite kosher
to physically suppress or even
kill persons who deviate from
the “true” interpretation of Is-
lam. This is the ideological ba-
sis of “fatwas” calling for the
killing of some individuals and
for violent sectarian conflict.
Amanah also has to articulate
explicitly its position on diver-
sity —in beliefs, in lifestyles and
even in sexual orientations.

They also have to decide
how to handle those Hadiths
that are clearly at variance with
Koranic teaching, and how to
deal with the conservative, un-
questioning mindset that PAS
has inculcated in many of its
followers over the past 30
years. PAS has managed to
make commitment to Hudud
the main yardstick to measure
the “Islamicity” of a party, an
NGO or a person! This has to
be addressed by Amanah. At the
same time they have to define
their position with regard to
various neoliberal initiatives
being taken by the UMNO-BN
government. Last but not least,
they have to negotiate the dif-
ficult terrain of multiracial poli-
tics.

Amanah has to build its
base and that can be done if
they go to the ground, engage
in the problems of the ordinary
people while at the same time
promoting democracy within
their party. Their membership
has to understand the dialectic
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Pakatan Harapan — Formed a little too hastily?

process where one is some-
times a leader and at other times
a follower depending on the
situation and activity. Amanah
should consciously differenti-
ate itself from PAS by pursu-
ing a more open and democratic
style of leadership, a more open
and discursive interpretation of
Islam where members are en-
couraged to ask questions and
discuss, and by developing ef-
fective programmes that ad-
dress the social and economic
problems of the people. If not,
it will be following in the steps
of other splinter political
groups that faded away within
a few years of being set up.

Amanah should also ven-
ture into new areas of knowl-
edge such as quantum physics,
which is a bridge between sci-
ence and religion, find the bal-
ance between the secular and
the spiritual, between reality
and illusion, and between re-
form (Islah) and a more funda-
mental renaissance of religion
(Tajdid). They must remain
clear that infusing Islamic val-
ues into society must be based
on working together with all
without any element of coer-
cion or oppression.

The Left would have no
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difficulty working with
Amanabh if that party develops
a brand of Islam infused with
the Islamic values of justice and
welfare to the poor. It would
help if Amanah comes to real-
ize that it is not possible to build
a just society within the frame-
work of capitalism, which is an
economic system based on self-
ishness, greed and exploitation
of the weak and the environ-
ment! Amanah has to work to-
wards an economic system that
is based on the solidarity of hu-
mankind.

The strength of a politi-
cal party depends on how it is
able to integrate itself with the
masses. The masses are our
source of inspiration and we
should open our hearts and
minds so that we can learn from
their experience while they too
increase their knowledge, capa-
bilities and confidence, such
that we can, together with them,
build a society that is just, hu-
mane and harmonious.

Mohd Nasir Hashim is PSM
Chairman. The above is ex-
cerpted from a paper presented
at the Socialism 2015 conference
that was organized by PSM in
Kuala Lumpur in November
2015.



Pakatan Harapan: Challenges ahead

AFTER the demise of Pakatan
Rakyat and the withdrawal of
PAS, a new party, Gerakan
Harapan Baru (GHB),' has
emerged which is being touted
as a remedy for the problems
that exist today. If we follow
DAP’s script, GHB will join
DAP and PKR to form a new
alliance to take over from
Pakatan Rakyat. The proposal
for a new coalition received a
boost when Anwar Ibrahim
from Sungai Buloh prison re-
portedly gave the green light
through his lawyer.

This situation has result-
ed in PAS being marginalized
within the opposition. But a
party as big as PAS, which has
been around since before Inde-
pendence, cannot be left out of
the equation just like that, not
if we are serious about displac-
ing the BN from Putrajaya.
Several of the personalities
coming together to form GHB
are of course our old comrades-
in-arms. We have stood togeth-
er on many occasions on issues
affecting the people. The GHB
faction appears to be more in
favour of a pluralistic multi-
ethnic state in comparison to
the PAS they have split off
from. Despite this, it would be
a costly mistake to treat the
whole of PAS as an “enemy”
even if we have serious misgiv-

S. Arutchelvan

ings about the policies and
methods of working of the cur-
rent top leadership of PAS.

The regime of Najib Ra-
zak is shaky. There is lot of
unhappiness within UMNO it-
self with the manner the Prime
Minister has handled the
IMDB issue and this led to a
mini-coup pulled off by the PM
to consolidate his position —the
Deputy PM and the Attorney-
General were both axed, the
parliamentary Public Accounts
Committee disbanded and the
Malaysian Anti-Corruption
Commission chastised. Despite
all this, many within the ruling
coalition still feel that Najib,
with all his baggage, shouldn’t
be the PM leading the BN into
the 14th General Elections due
by 2018. The question of suc-
cession however remains a
thorny issue as Muhyiddin
Yassin, the recently sacked
Deputy PM, remains the Dep-
uty President of UMNO and
therefore the person next in line
if Najib steps down now.

This would appear to be
the most opportune time for re-
gime change, but unfortunate-
ly the opposition is so weak that
some people are even looking
to Tun Dr Mahathir Mohamad
as the hero to save the country!

But what level of change
do we really need in Malaysia?
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Is the ABU position of “Any-
thing But UMNO” sufficient?
To resolve the BN’s political
problems, they need a change
of leader. To partially solve the
problem of mismanagement of
the country, we need a new co-
alition. But to solve the woes
of the people, we need a new
system. So what is it that we
should be working for at this
point in time?

Two Kkey issues

There are two sets of is-
sues that have to be addressed
by any opposition coalition.
The first is how to solve the
economic problems that our
people are burdened with. The
second comprises issues relat-
ed to language, culture and re-
ligion.

The socio-economic
problems that the Malaysian
marhaen face derive from an
economic system that is condi-
tioned by neoliberal capitalism.
This system favours the inter-
ests of investors, keeps wages
down through massive impor-
tation of foreign labour, glori-
fies privatization, promotes a
regressive tax like the GST,
devastates the environment and
is predisposed to agreeing to
international treaties such as the
TPPA. Unfortunately both the



BN and the major opposition
parties tend to accept the neo-
liberal vision of the world (or
aspects of it) as the only possi-
ble one.

The Pakatan Rakyat
stance with regard to neoliberal
capitalism has been contradic-
tory. For example, while there
are some Pakatan politicians
criticizing the TPPA, several
other Pakatan leaders are pre-
pared to accept the agreement
because they think it will help
Malaysia to prosper and help
curb some of the excesses of the
NEP and because they want to
be friendly with the United
States and international capital-
ists.

On the issue of the mini-
mum wage, Lim Guan Eng ini-
tially proposed that foreign
workers be exempted from
minimum wage requirements
and be paid lower wages.
Couldn’t he see that if his pro-
posal were to be implemented,
it would seriously aggravate
unemployment among the
youth in our B40 (bottom 40%)
families?

Some Pakatan state gov-
ernments are promoting health
tourism although such a move
weakens the public hospitals
which cater to the medical
needs of the majority of our
population.

And what about environ-
mental policies? The old
Pakatan Rakyat was not able to
persuade PAS not to devastate
the mountain ranges in the in-
terior of Kelantan. What is the
stance of the proposed new coa-
lition on nuclear reactors?

These issues need to be
answered because we do not
want the new coalition to mud-

dle along with the same contra-
dictions and weaknesses we
have seen before in Pakatan
Rakyat.

The other set of issues
that have not been resolved de-
spite 58 years of Independence
are issues related to ethnicity
(language, education, scholar-
ships) and religion (the Hudud
legislation, the creation of an
Islamic nation, religious con-
version, the use of the term
“Allah” and so on). It is no use
chanting slogans about a new
hope if basic and fundamental
issues involving race and reli-
gion are not addressed. Pakatan
2.0 cannot take the easy way
out by saying simply that they
“agree to disagree”. If crucial
issues are swept under the car-
pet, they will be used at an op-
portune time by the BN to break
up the new coalition, as hap-
pened over the past 18 months
where UMNO used the Hudud
carrot to entice some elements
within PAS, creating the ten-
sions that led to the meltdown
of'the Pakatan Rakyat coalition.

Coalition politics

The BN coalition can
only be brought down by a coa-
lition of opposition parties. It
would be impossible for any
party, whether DAP, PAS, PKR
or GHB, to form the national
government on its own. This is
the political reality in Malay-
sia, and it has been so for the
past 60 years. Previous oppo-
sition leaders understood this
and they attempted to form
multi-party coalitions (see ta-
ble).

All these coalitions — both
the class-based coalitions such
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as PUTERA-AMCIJA and the
Socialist Front, as well as the
populist coalitions such as
Gagasan Rakyat, Barisan
Alternatif and Pakatan Rakyat
— had to handle contentious is-
sues relating to nationhood,
ethnic rights and religion. The
class-based coalitions generally
did better than the populist coa-
litions.

The PUTERA-AMCIJA
coalition had to deal with the
issues of citizenship and the
term for nationality. On the
question of citizenship,
AMCIJA argued for jus soli but
PUTERA had problems accept-
ing it. On the issue of the term
for citizenship, PUTERA pro-
posed “Melayu” for all citizens
while AMCJA proposed the
name “Malayan”. However,
Burhanuddin Helmy, Tan
Cheng Lock and Ahmad
Boestamam managed to reach
a compromise whereby citizen-
ship was open to all, provided
that all accept “Melayu” as the
term for citizenship. With com-
promise and tolerance, they
managed to resolve the ethnic
issue. Their solution was not to
divide the society into two fac-
tions but to seek common
ground for unity.

IfPUTERA-AMCIJA had
not been crushed by the British
in the Emergency of 1948 that
ultimately allowed the UMNO-
MCA-MIC coalition to govern,
we might now be standing un-
der the People’s Constitution
and no longer considering our-
selves as Malays, Chinese, In-
dians and others because we
would all have one common
identity. But colonial interests
pushed us down a different,
more ethnic-centred route of



Opposition coalitions in Malaya/Malaysia
Period Coalition Common Achievements Among the reasons for the
ground dissolution
1945-48 PUTERA + AMCJA Protest Hartal — 1947 i. Emergency
(combination of against the Malay ii. Massive repression
more than 100 Tanah Melayu citizenship
organizations) Federation
1948
1957-66 Socialist Front To create a Created many i. Severe repression
(Parti Rakyat just democratic | local ii. The issue of official
+ Labour Party) socialist nation | governments language
and won a few
parliamentary
seats
1990s Gagasan Rakyat Crisis in Kelantan fell i. S46 reconciled with
(S46 + DAP + PRM UMNO to PAS UMNO
+ IPF + PBS)Angkatan | + economic ii. Vernacular schools
Perpaduan Ummah crisis and Merdeka University
(PAS + S46 + Hamim)
1999 Barisan Alternatif Mahathir- UMNO Islamic state issue
(PAS + DAP + PRM Anwar defeated in
+ PKN) conflict, Kelantan
Reformasi and Terengganu
2008-15 Pakatan Rakyat People’s Governed Hudud issue
(PAS + DAP + PKR) hope in GE 12 five states. BN
lost 2/3 majority

building a new nation, such that
now we find our society even
more divided ethnically than
we were at Independence!

The Socialist Front (SF)
had to deal with the issues of
language and culture which in
1965 led to serious disagree-
ments between the largely
Malay-based Parti Rakyat and
the urban Chinese-based La-
bour Party. This coalition broke
up in 1966 as a result. But we
should not downplay the role
that severe repression played in
the break-up of this coalition.
Hundreds of senior coalition
leaders were arrested and de-
tained under the ISA in the
1960s. The absence of the mod-
erating influence of more sea-
soned leaders was an important
cause of the break-up. The SF

already had a formula to han-
dle the language and culture is-
sue — they had proposed a com-
mon language (Malay) to unite
the working people of all races
and to build a common popu-
lar culture that had its roots in
the struggles of the oppressed
sectors for justice. The SF be-
lieved that dividing and mobi-
lizing people on the basis of
race is wrong strategy. If it had
not been incapacitated by the
detention of hundreds of its sen-
ior cadres, it is quite probable
that the SF would have been
able to resolve the ethnic issues
that it was faced with.

The populist coalitions
have been more susceptible to
tensions arising due to ethnic-
ity and religion. Gagasan
Rakyat, Barisan Alternatif and
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Pakatan Rakyat all floundered
because of race and religion
despite not facing the degree of
repression that the class-based
coalitions experienced. Perhaps
this is because the parties com-
prising the populist coalitions
are themselves guilty of play-
ing the ethnic and/or religious
card to get support in their re-
spective areas of influence. As
a result, they are not in a posi-
tion (or frame of mind) to step
back and find ways to defuse
the tensions.

History teaches us that
the opposition has been split
time and again on the issues of
language, vernacular schools,
Hudud and the Islamic state. If
Pakatan 2.0 does not address
these issues but just tries to win
on popular sentiment by high-



lighting issues such as IMDB
and Rosmah’s ring, then it too
will suffer the same fate.

Some ideas for Pakatan
2.0?

1. Pakatan 2.0 should
recognize that drawing up a
comprehensive plan to improve
the lot of the bottom 60% of the
Malaysian population should
be the major thrust of their pro-
gramme. To arrive at such a
plan, Pakatan 2.0 must look at
the impact of the 5.5 million
foreign workers flooding the
Malaysian labour market, the
deleterious  effects  of
contractualization of labour, the
impact of privatization on the
cost of living, the erosion of
social security, and the under-
performance of Bumiputras in
the SME sector. It is very im-
portant to get the analysis right,
for effective and realistic poli-
cies can only emerge if the
analysis is correct. It would
definitely be in the long-term
interest of Pakatan 2.0 to en-
gage the rest of society in the
attempt to define more clearly
the sources of the problems af-
fecting the lower 60% of the
Malaysian population.

2. Pakatan 2.0 should rec-
ognize that many non-Muslims
are very apprehensive of efforts
to “Islamicize” Malaysian so-
ciety. Islamophobia fanned by
the West is but one factor. The
failure of existing Islamic insti-
tutions in Malaysia to respect
and protect non-Muslims is an
even more important factor, but
it is not being addressed. The
human rights abuses carried out
in other countries by groups
calling themselves “Islamic”

are yet another factor. Pakatan
2.0 should make a special ef-
fort to delineate more clearly
the apprehensions of the non-
Muslims and the reasons for
these. At the same time, it
should be brave enough to ex-
plain to the Muslim community
that pushing ahead with an
“Islamization” programme de-
spite the fears of the non-Mus-
lims is not “Islamic” at all but
is merely the politicization of
Islam for narrow party inter-
ests.

3. Promote genuine en-
gagement with smaller political
parties and civil society groups.
Pakatan 2.0 needs the help of
such groups in order to displace
the BN. GHB have been say-
ing that the new coalition,
Pakatan 2.0, will be a coalition
of political parties and NGOs.
Some of the NGOs being men-
tioned in this context are
BERSIH, IKRAM, ABIM and
a few others. However, so far
there has been no serious dis-
cussion with these NGOs. The
engagement has to be genuine.
Calling for a meeting to endorse
decisions that have already
been made by senior leaders of
Pakatan 2.0 isn’t sufficient.
Pakatan 2.0 has to call for the
input of these civil society
groups. Inclusivity will be
judged by how sincerely it is
practised, not how well it is
enunciated!

4. Develop a principled
position with regard to politi-
cal funding. Electoral politics
is expensive. Even party elec-
tions consume millions of
ringgit. At present, big business
is a major funder, but that
means that political parties then

become beholden to big busi-
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ness. This undermines democ-
racy. The other major source of
funds for political parties cur-
rently is over-priced govern-
ment contracts that are recycled
back to party coffers as dona-
tions. This is corruption pure
and simple! Pakatan 2.0 should
invite ideas from civil society
on how to tackle this difficult
issue. Couldn’t every voter be
allocated RMS5 per year that
will be given annually to the
political party that that voter
indicates in a separate ballot
paper that he/she marks when
voting in the general elections?

If Pakatan 2.0 could go
back to the grassroots to de-
velop a consensus on the four
issues outlined above, it would
emerge much stronger and be
seen by the public as occupy-
ing the higher moral ground.
Otherwise it will suffer the
same fate as the populist oppo-
sition coalitions that have come
before — splits due to internal
strife (often precipitated by
BN-UMNO) —and the people’s
heartfelt desire for a better gov-
ernment will again be dashed!

These are the challenges
facing Gerakan Harapan Baru
and Pakatan 2.0. A new hope
must have the courage to face
the old problems so that it can
resolve them.

S. Arutchelvan is a PSM Central
Committee member. The above
was translated by Harris Nasril
from the original article in
Malay, “Harapan Baru, masalah
lama”.

Notes

' Gerakan Harapan Baru has since
consolidated itself as Parti
Amanah Negara (Amanah).

2 Pakatan 2.0 has named itself
Pakatan Harapan.



Indonesia: Remembering 30 September 1965

Choo Chon Kai and Cecilia

FIFTY years ago, on 30
September 1965, when
there were rumours
about a planned coup
against President
Sukarno, a “counter-
coup” was staged, where
six generals, including
General Ahmad Yani,
the Commander of the
Indonesian Army, were
kidnapped and killed.
General Suharto
immediately mobilized

with the intention to le-
gitimize Suharto’s takeo-
ver of power. The Cold
War taboo against com-
munism still lingers until
this day in Indonesia, and
there are still many unan-
swered questions about
the G30S event.

There is evidence
that reveals that the G30S
and the Suharto-led mili-
tary coup as well as the
bloody anti-communist

the army under his com-
mand to take over Ja-
karta and claimed that he
had defeated the “coup”.
Suharto and his men then
started a massive propaganda
campaign pointing fingers at
the Communist Party of Indo-
nesia (PKI), alleging that the
PKI was behind the “30 Sep-
tember Movement” (abbrevi-
ated as G30S). The army tar-
nished the PKI’s image by
claiming the bodies were muti-
lated, even though there was
never any forensic evidence of
mutilation.

This culminated in the
mass murder of PKI members
and left-wing sympathizers
across Indonesia, and the hu-
miliating removal of Sukarno

The Communist Party of Indonesia logo.

and his house arrest, and finally
the ascension of Suharto to be
the second President of Indo-
nesia. This marked the begin-
ning of the 32-year repressive
“New Order” regime.

The G30S was used as
the pretext by Suharto to stage
the military coup and unleash
a campaign of terror and bloody
massacre which took the lives
of between 500,000 and 1 mil-
lion people, allegedly for their
involvement in the PKI. The
Suharto regime later funded a
film telling the “official side”
of the G30S story and often
aired it on state television from
1984 until his downfall in 1998,
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mass killings were sup-
ported by the Central In-
telligence Agency (CIA)
of the United States. The US
government had been uneasy
with Sukarno for his close ties
with the Soviet Union and
China, as well as his support for
the PKI. The US National Se-
curity Council had adopted a
series of policy documents as
early as 1953 calling for “ap-
propriate action, in collabora-
tion with other friendly coun-
tries, to prevent permanent
communist control” of Indone-
sia. The CIA poured millions of
dollars in support of right-wing
groups and anti-communist
army officers in influencing the
events of 1965. The US govern-
ment, like the New Order re-



ducing agrarian reforms
and embarking on an
effort to build a non-
aligned Third World
anti-imperialist move-
ment through the
Bandung process. Such
moves were perceived
as a serious threat to the
interests of Western im-
perialist powers.

It has been 17
years since the downfall
of the Suharto regime,
and in 2014 Indone-
_ sians for the first time
PKI leaders. elected a President,

Joko Widodo (widely

known as Jokowi), who

is not associated with
the military or traditional elites.
Yet, the menace of the New Or-
der still haunts the country and
its democratization process. For
example, remnants of the New
Order rallied behind an oppo-
nent of Jokowi during the 2014
presidential election.

There is still a strong un-
willingness on the part of the
Indonesian government to look
into the events of 1965-66.
There is a need to revive the
Truth and Reconciliation
Commission to establish the
true story behind the G30S
events and the anti-commu-
nist massacre. There is a
need to revisit and re-estab-
lish an objective narrative of
this bloody history in order
to advance the democratiza-
tion process in the country.
There can be no actual de-
mocratization for Indonesia
as long as there is no genu-
ine effort to uncover the
truth behind the G30S and
the years of anti-communist
terror.

TOoOxXO-

gime, definitely has blood on
its hands in relation to the 1965-
66 massacre across the coun-
try.

Sukarno, the leading fig-
ure of Indonesia’s struggle for
independence, had tried to de-
velop the new nation along an
alternative path by converging
forces across the political spec-
trum through the concept of
NASAKOM (nationalism, re-
ligion and communism), intro-
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A roadmap for the 21st century?

IN early October, Bhaskar
Sunkara, publisher of
Jacobin magazine, spoke
to Vivek Chibber, a pro-
fessor of sociology at New
York University, about the
lessons of past periods of
state-led development and
what kind of movements
could extract real conces-
sions from capital today.

There’s a widely
held view among progressives
that the neoliberal era has not
been a success in the South.
And with it, a positive assess-
ment of the era of state-led
development. What should
we think about the earlier
period, when countries took
up developmentalism and
planning?

By and large, the “devel-
opmental era” was an empres-
sive success, especially if you
compare it with other eras of
industrialization. By historical
standards, this is true of all
countries that undertook state-
led development — countries in
South America, South Asia,
parts of the Middle East, and
even Sub-Saharan Africa after
decolonization. It was a re-
markable improvement on the
first half of the 20th century
when all these countries were
stagnant. But it was uneven.

Evo Morales, Bolivia’s President.

Some countries in this era de-
veloped spectacularly, at record
rates, mostly those in Northeast
Asia. Other countries were
much less impressive, such as
the middle-income countries
like Brazil, India, Egypt, Mex-
ico — impressive, but not near-
ly as much.

Why the different out-
comes?

There were two determi-
nants of whether or not a coun-
try fell into the more success-
ful or the less successful camp.
One was that countries that im-
posed land reform domestical-
ly made things a lot easier for
themselves because the redis-
tribution of land equalized in-
come and it also raised incomes
in the countryside, which cre-
ated a domestic market for in-
dustry. And it also enormously
reduced the power of landed
classes, which had always been

43

a problem for develop-
ment. The second issue,
which is perhaps less
known, is that the coun-
tries that did well were
ones which used state
power and state plan-
ning better than the oth-
ers. And the essence of
that was that planning in
the postwar era in all
these countries was a
double-sided process. Govern-
ments used public money, tax
money, to help out local busi-
nesses, and in exchange for
that, demanded that these busi-
nesses invest the money in
ways that were growth-enhanc-
ing, which was not necessarily
always the most profit-enhanc-
ing thing to do.

The problem for govern-
ments was that the thing that
was best for national develop-
ment wasn’t always the thing
that could fill up the pockets of
local industrialists the fastest.
So the states that did best were
not only the ones that were able
to subsidize local industry, but
were able to make sure that
industry used the money in
ways that were conducive to
national economic growth. That
was in Northeast Asia — specif-
ically South Korea and Taiwan.
In other countries, like in India,




Turkey and Brazil, they weren’t
able to do the second task near-
ly as well.

Why were some states
better able to steer capital?
Surely, their domestic capital-
ists weren’t just of nicer tem-
perament.

Well, this is where, for the
Left, it’s been a learning expe-
rience. Throughout the 1940s
and 1950s there was an as-
sumption among Marxists that
local industrialists would be a
natural partner for rapid indus-
trialization. And the reason for
that was obvious — rapid indus-
trialization was supposed to
help the local capitalist class
grow. So they assumed there
wouldn’t be any kind of resist-
ance to national development
plans; if there was going to be
resistance it would come from
only the landed classes.

As it turned out, the land-
ed classes were not always es-
pecially hostile to planning,
mostly because they had al-
ready lost a lot of political pow-
er by then anyway — there
wasn’t much they could do. It
was the local capitalist class
that ended up being hostile. The
reason for this is that although
lots of goodies and subsidies
were granted to capitalists (they
were very happy about this), at
the same time they were ex-
pected to reciprocate by giving
up some powers over invest-
ment. This is where the capi-
talist classes drew the line and
they fought against relinquish-
ing unilateral power over in-
vestment. States like India and
Turkey had to scale back their
ambitions as to how much pow-
er they would have over capi-

talists because they were una-
ble to bring these capitalists
into line and, in the end, these
were bourgeois states. In Ko-
rea and Taiwan, they were
much better able to harness
capitalists to this agenda.

I guess this belies the
notion that there was this na-
tional bourgeoisie that was in
any way inherently progres-
sive, or was a natural partner
of the working class.

It is true that even today,
in the orthodox Communist
parties, the mainstream Com-
munist parties in the develop-
ing world, there’s still this idea
that the vanguard of national
economic development is going
to be the domestic bourgeoisie.
I think this was a very flawed
analysis, and it remains so now.
It imputes to capitalists a mo-
tive and an interest that they’ve
never had. Capitalists have al-
ways and everywhere had only
one interest, which is making
profits. Now, in certain condi-
tions, profit-making becomes
consistent with overall nation-
al economic development, but
only under certain conditions.
It’s very possible for capitalists
to make great profits for them-
selves, like, for example, in in-
dustrial zones that remain en-
claves unconnected to the rest
of the economy. Also, it’s pos-
sible for them to make profits
by simply ripping off the state
and ripping off public funds
without really engaging in pro-
ductive investment.

Where does the faith in
the progressive nature of
these postcolonial capitalists
and the idea that they could
be trusted to achieve develop-

ment outcomes come from?
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This is kind of a hango-
ver from the way in which the
Russian Communist Party
propagated a particular view
after the 1920s about the na-
tional bourgeoisie being neces-
sarily the senior partner, be-
cause the “bourgeois democrat-
ic” stage of the revolution still
needed to be completed. And
this filtered across the intellec-
tual left of the 1940s and 50s
and I think it was a mistaken
notion then, and it’s a mistaken
notion now. What capitalists are
interested in are profits and
maintaining political power
over the classes that work for
them. Where and when that
turns into national development
is quite a separate question and
we should not equate the two.

That said, do you see the
return to some type of devel-
opmentalism being in the
cards?

In order to answer that
question, it’s important to first
ask the question, “Why did de-
velopmentalism come to an
end?” The popular view out
there among many people on
the Left is that the West de-
stroyed it, and that’s partially
true, but only true in the sense
that after the 1970s, economic
conditions globally shifted in
such a way, under the influence
of the West, that maintaining
national economic planning
wasn’t really feasible anymore.

What destroyed develop-
mentalism wasn’t the West
coming in and imposing some-
thing else, it was that the capi-
talist class that had demanded
developmentalism, or in some
way had been important to it,
lost interest in it by the 1980s.



Now, if that’s why it got done
away with, the answer to your
first question is now fairly sim-
ple. It amounts to asking, “Can
we imagine a situation in which
capitalists in countries like Bra-
zil, or India, or Egypt, Peru,
Chile, would want to go back
to developmentalism?”” And the
answer is no, because there are
too many sections of the do-
mestic capitalist class that are
too wedded to a globalizing
agenda for them to go back to
putting up with all those regu-
lations and controls that devel-
opmentalism entailed. So I
don’t see a return to develop-
mentalism of that kind.

How about a new form
of developmentalism, some
new plan for the Global South
even within capitalism?

Developmentalism that
rested on some kind of partner-
ship with national capitalists is,
I'think, gone forever. There’s no
indication that it’s coming back.
But if the question is could we
have developmentalism of an-
other kind, by which we mean
some kind of growth-oriented
agenda in which the state plays
an important role, there I think
the answer is perhaps, but only
under an entirely new political
partnership that’s going to be a
partnership between working
people and the state. So it’ll
have to be some kind of (for
lack of a better term) social-
democratic growth agenda or
labour-led development agen-
da. And I think for that the con-
ditions are actually not all that
forbidding.

It’s not just that prospects
for developmentalism of the old
kind are bleak — it’s not really

something that we should want,
either. That whole era was one
in which the ruling partnership
was between the state and in-
dustrial capitalists, where there
was some space for labour to
organize. Nevertheless, it rest-
ed on a significant containment
of labour’s political power, ei-
ther through military dictator-
ships — and we shouldn’t for-
get that developmental states
were often times quite authori-
tarian — or through some kind
of handcuffing of the labour
movement through corporat-
ism. Through that process la-
bour often became dependent
on state support and state lar-
gesse. So that ended up having
very negative political conse-
quences and we shouldn’t want
that.

If poorer countries do
manage to go through devel-
opment along the path you
describe, would their trajec-
tory be basically the same as
European late developers?

I think it’s going to look
very different. The path that
European late developers took
was one in which they trans-
formed their agriculture. As a
result, peasants, who either had
left their home regions or had
been thrown out of them, came
to cities and were sucked up
into industry. What is happen-
ing now, and what has been
happening for the past 30 years,
is something interesting. First
of all, the late-developing coun-
tries today, which is 100 years
after the initial generation, were
already different in that in these
countries the service sector and
the informal sector have played
amuch larger role in the growth
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process than it did in the ear-
lier generation of late develop-
ers, where industry rapidly ex-
panded to become the most vi-
tal sector of the economy.

Something else is hap-
pening now, industry is actually
shrinking in terms of the em-
ployment that it commands in
the economy — it’s the informal
sector that’s now getting bigger
and bigger. This makes their
developmental path much dif-
ferent from the earlier genera-
tion, and there’s no reason to
think that at some point it will
veer back towards industriali-
zation, so you’re going to get
growth, but it’s going to be
growth of a very different kind.
One corollary to this: in some
of the countries, like India, the
ballooning of the informal sec-
tor is bound up with a persist-
ence of agriculture and peas-
antry because what’s happening
is that employment growth in
manufacturing has been very
slow, so instead of seeing ur-
ban jobs as a magnet for them-
selves, for which they will
leave their villages and come to
the cities, what peasants and
rural proletarians have learned
is that urban employment is in-
secure and unreliable. What
they end up doing is, instead of
leaving their land to come to the
cities, they hold onto small
patches of land and then go
back and forth between there
and the cities.

This also means that the
political consequences of de-
velopment are going to be dif-
ferent, too. One consequence of
rapid industrialization was
bringing huge numbers of
former peasants together into



new factories where they rap-
idly got absorbed into trade
unions and were quickly
radicalized. But now since
workers don’t stick around in
the factory long enough to be
politicized, to be drawn into
organizations, it means that
economic development and ur-
banization isn’t bringing with
it a kind of radicalized work-
ing class the way you saw in
the past. What you’re getting is
an itinerant working class,
which is much harder to organ-
ize. This means that for radicals
on the Left in these countries,
organizing strategies are also
going to have to be very differ-
ent. Looking at past experi-
ences is important to put the
current era into perspective, but
we shouldn’t expect it to be a
blueprint for what’s going to
come.

This would seem to be a
perfect environment for the
emergence of some type of
populism that might not nec-
essarily be progressive. How
do leftists make sure these ar-
ticulations are done in a
broader class framework?

It’s going to be hard.
What is probably not going to
work is a strategy of organizing
these workers at the workplace
and then negotiating with em-
ployers shop by shop. I think
it’s going to have to be a com-
bination of using the leverage
that the formal sector of the in-
dustrial economy has; workers
in the formal sector, although
they’re small in number, they
account for a disproportionate
part of the domestic product,
giving them a lot of economic
leverage. Using that leverage,

combined with a legal appara-
tus which extends protections
and privileges to informal sec-
tor workers through rule of law,
rather than through workplace
negotiations, is vital. This ex-
tends to informal workers a
whole host of services and
goods through the state instead
of having them come negotiate
it through higher wages and
employer-based benefits like
health care.

This means using the
power of workers where you
can organize them and have
an expansive welfare state tak-
ing more and more goods out
of the commodity economy,
providing them as public
goods, and thereby increasing
the leverage of workers in the
informal sector so that they are
not as terrified constantly of
losing their jobs. This will ena-
ble them to then negotiate with
some degree of effectiveness
against their employers.

So organize where you
do have the most working-
class strength and then try to
push for demands that will
create the conditions for a
stronger social base for social-
ist politics?

Yes, it will shore up that
base and it will be the engine
that brings workers from the
informal sector into progressive
and left politics, rather than
being a mass of potentially re-
cruitable people into right-wing
politics, which is quite often
what can happen when people
are desperate. I can tell you that
in India, a lot of what are called
religious riots are actually peo-
ple who are recruited into right-
wing religious organizations on
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a monetary basis because they
need the money, and that’s a
sign of these right-wing organ-
izations preying on their des-
peration. But we have to be
humble here — the truth is that
we haven’t made much
progress crafting a strategy for
these ends yet.

This calls for a project
driven by workers — some-
thing radically different than
many of the postcolonial
projects of the 20th century.
And yet, there is this kind of
nostalgia of academics like
Vijay Prashad who pose that
those newly independent na-
tions formed a new bloc with
some sort of emancipatory
potential.

I think that’s a distorted
view of the era. There’s some-
thing to it in that they did try to
wrest some degree of autono-
my for developing countries in
the global economy. Neverthe-
less, we have to be careful
about calling it a “project” as
Prashad does. First of all,
this Non-Aligned Movement,
the effort to bring together de-
veloping countries through
things like the Bandung Con-
ference, was essentially an elite
project. It was really something
that catered to particular de-
signs that local industrialists
had and went down to some
parts of the intelligentsia and
the middle classes. It wasn’t
something that resonated with
most workers and peasants, so
to characterize it as a movement
is misleading. Secondly, be-
cause of its narrow base, it was
something that was constrained
by the visions of the domestic
elites. And so it was right from



the start very limited in its abil-
ity to project an alternative
project to what postwar capital-
ism globally was representing.

I think this view rests on
a very romanticized view of the
national bourgeoisie. It at-
tributes to it a broader vision
and progressive intention that
it didn’t have. What it was try-
ing to do was to carve out a big-
ger space for its interests in the
global economy, not anything
that we might call national in-
terests, much less the interests
of working people.

There are others who
seem to even resist the idea
that Brazilian capitalists can
be just as bad as American
capitalists and Indian capital-
ists just as bad as Canadian
ones.

I think the problem goes
even deeper. On the intellectu-
al left, in the United States over
the past 15 years, there’s a very
pronounced discomfort in
thinking in class terms at all.
And this kind of romanticism
about the Third World and the
Third World nations is actually
not the first time we’ve seen it.
It’s part of an inclination, a de-
sire, to think of the world in
racial terms and national terms
rather than in class terms — in
terms of nations of darker peo-
ple in the South versus the
white North, rather than ac-
knowledging and recognizing
that those nations themselves
are racked with class divisions
where their ruling classes are as
vicious as the ones in the North.

And that’s why you get
narratives where people like
Nehru are champions of
progress.

Yes, I’ve seen Nehru and
Nasser represented as visionar-
ies of social justice and nation-
al self-determination. Nehru,
under whom India unfolded
one of the longest military oc-
cupations of the postwar era, in
the northeast states of India;
Nehru, who went back on eve-
ry promise he made to the
Kashmiris for local autonomy,
and whose daughter and grand-
son imposed a brutal military
occupation there; Nasser, who
was virulently and unrelenting-
ly anti-communist and hostile
to the Left, and had expansion-
ist plans of his own in the Mid-
dle East.

These are basically rep-
resentatives of local ruling
classes who had some progres-
sive thrusts, not because they
had a different vision, but be-
cause in all these countries,
workers and peasants had some
real strength, which created a
more forward-looking ethos
within the ruling classes for a
brief period, which was reflect-
ed, and had echoes, in confer-
ences like Bandung. But we
must understand that the agen-
da of people like these leaders
was to contain and to roll back
the power of the labouring
classes, not to represent them
in some way. And nostalgia to-
wards that is, I think, entirely
misplaced.

But the emphasis of that
period on growth and
progress isn’t entirely un-
questioned now on the Left.

I’m one of the people
who say that growth is a good
thing, not a bad thing. In coun-
tries that are still very poor, it’s
hard to imagine a serious egal-
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itarian agenda which doesn’t
take income growth as part of
its premise. But the other side
of it along with income growth
has to be not just constraining
capital, but strategically taking
assets away from capital where
it’s politically and economical-
ly necessary, and then in those
sectors that allow private capi-
tal to continue to have power
over investment, force it to ne-
gotiate with the organizations
representing ordinary citizens
in some way. And then finally,
to take as much of the universe
of economic and produced
goods out of the private sector
as much as possible to turn
them into public goods.

And this perspective
isn’t counterposed to the idea
of going beyond capitalism in
the future?

It appears that a ruptural
break with capitalism is proba-
bly not on the agenda in most
parts of the world, so short of
that, you have to come up with
a bridge, which recognizes that
you have to work within capi-
talism but nevertheless tries to
tame capitalism and make it
less brutal for working people.
I think the first step towards that
is to see that the fundamental
problem these days is not North
versus South, the fundamental
problem is that in any country
where working people try to
raise their voice, the first pow-
er they come up against and
they have to confront is their
own ruling classes.

The above is reproduced from
Jacobin magazine (Issue 19, Fall
2015, www.jacobinmag.com,).



The neoliberal assault on the Swedish welfare system
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SWEDEN is well known for its
welfare system, not only among
the Nordic countries but around
the world. It has been described
as a “cradle to grave” welfare
system based on high taxes and
is currently executed by both
the public sector as well as pri-
vate organizations.

The welfare system is not
new and has a long tradition
where it was preceded by “poor
relief” programmes organized
by the Church of Sweden. This
became mandatory under
the Civil Code of 1734. The
National Pension Act was
passed as early as 1913, and in
1934, private unemployment
societies were regulated and
subsidized.

Among the features of the
Swedish welfare system are:

i. Sweden’s entire popu-
lation has equal access to the
public health care services. The
Swedish health care system

county councils, al-

though management
of the hospitals is often under-
taken by private companies se-
lected by public tender.

ii. Elderly care in Sweden
is the responsibility of the local
municipalities. There are
both retirement homes as well
as home care.

iii. Labour market poli-
cies fall under the responsibil-
ity of the Ministry of Employ-
ment whose ambit includes un-
employment benefits, activa-
tion benefits, employment serv-
ices, employment programmes,
job and development guaran-
tees, starter jobs and the Euro-
pean Social Fund.

iv. Education, from pre-
school to adult education, is the
responsibility of the Ministry of
Education and Research.

v. Swedish social security
is mainly handled by
the Swedish Social Insurance
Agency and encompasses
many benefits including:
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*  Monetary support for chil-
dren up to 16 (support also
available for older students)

* Paid leave to take care of
children for up to 480 days
per child. It also includes
special benefits to care for
sick and disabled children

* Housing allowances for
anyone who otherwise can’t
afford housing

* Benefits if one is ill or disa-
bled and can’t work

* Benefits for unemployed
(time limited to 300 days,
five days a week, which
means 60 weeks)

* Benefits for those who have
retired

* Benefits for anyone (and
their children) who other-
wise can’t get a reasonable
standard of living. This is
given out purely on a needs
basis and handled by
each municipality’s social
service.

However, Sweden is fac-
ing challenges from neoliberal
influences. The welfare system
started to erode after the eco-
nomic crisis of the early 1990s.
The government has reduced
entitlements and cut public
spending. In addition, the pri-
vate sector has been able to in-
volve itself in almost every
level of the welfare system. All
public contracts are subject to



competitive tendering and
most new clinics and hospi-
tals are built with private
funds. Communal clinics,
nursing homes and schools
compete with private firms
for pupils and patients. Al-
most 100 billion kronor
from the welfare budget
goes to private welfare op-
erators, overwhelmingly
owned by private equity
funds.

According to Petter
Nilsson of Sweden’s Left Party,
“When the Social Democrats
turned rightwards in 1986 or so,
a lot of the developments that
had taken place in other Euro-
pean countries came to Sweden
in a few swift blows. In just a
few years, we had huge in-
creases in class differences and
this affected our universal wel-
fare system....

“This is actually what the
right wing normally does when
it comes to power: they cut sub-
sidies so that the quality of, for
example, public schools drops,
and then they propose private
schools. People start saying,
‘Well, if public schools are so
bad, then we have to have a pri-
vate alternative for those who
can afford it.” This was an ideo-
logical attack and an explicit
strategy to undermine trust in
the welfare system.”

There are a lot of analy-
ses regarding what is happen-
ing in Sweden. Some argue that
the welfare system as a road to
socialism cannot work any
longer. Others contend that the
softer version of capitalism that
placed more importance on so-
cial equality has failed.

According to Adam Bott,
writing for a socialist journal,

High-quality health care for all.

the Swedish right wing had be-
come deeply anxious by the late
1970s. They saw how their
counterparts abroad were roll-
ing back the state and breaking
the back of organized labour.
They had been sitting still while
the Social Democrats and the
trade unions steered the coun-
try, as they saw it, towards ruin.

The adoption of the em-
ployee funds programme as
trade union policy in 1976
marked the high point of Swe-
den’s leftward tide. The origi-
nal idea was that a fixed por-
tion of corporate profits would
be converted into share issues
to union-controlled funds. It
was supposed to be a way for
labour to counterbalance the
power of big capital, in a coun-
try with an extraordinarily high
concentration of wealth.

The Swedish employers’
confederation (SAF) set about
building a powerful public re-
lations machine. Opposition to
the employee funds was to be
the rallying point for a new
free-market coalition. The SAF
published a leaflet titled “A free
economy or fund-socialism”.
However improbable, the spec-
tre of a “Swedish road to so-
cialism”, with the employee
fund as the first step in the crea-
tion of a sort of Nordic version
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of East Germany, had a power-
ful impact, in particular among
the self-employed and small
business owners. In October
1983, tens of thousands took
part in a protest march through
Stockholm. The SAF chartered
buses, trains and even flights to
bring participants from across
the country. They failed to pre-
vent the introduction of the
employee funds, but succeeded
in building a new base for the
right.

SAF continued their
work and set up a series of
think-tanks and campaigning
organizations. The free-market
Alternative for Sweden (MAS)
was established in 1982 with
funding from the SAF and the
Heritage Foundation from the
US and continued its propa-
ganda for a system based on the
“free market”. Although its at-
tempts were not so successful
in the beginning, due to hesi-
tancy of Swedes to let private
entities look after their welfare,
it slowly made some progress.
Among the political class, in-
cluding many Social Demo-
crats, the privatization agenda
gained ground in the guise of
what came to be called “new
public management”. Put sim-
ply, the idea was to create an
artificial market within the pub-



lic sector to improve the effi-
ciency of the public sector. Lo-
cal authorities began to experi-
ment with this concept.

Although the first shift
was piecemeal and slow, the
explosion finally arrived with
the election of the Moderate
Party-led conservative govern-
ment in 1991. On 4 October, the
10th anniversary of the march
against the employee funds,
Prime Minister Carl Bildt de-
clared “the age of collectivism
is over”. The new administra-
tion immediately launched a
programme of radical liberali-
zation, lowered income tax, cut
welfare and social security ex-
penditure and privatized utili-
ties and publicly owned indus-
tries. The employee funds were
dissolved. Legal restrictions on
private involvement in welfare
were repealed and a voucher
system introduced for primary
and secondary schools.

The welfare system con-
tinued to face attacks in the fol-
lowing decades. In 2006, con-
servative Prime Minister
Fredrik Reinfeldt’s government
accelerated the pace of reform,
tightening the criteria for unem-
ployment benefits and sick pay
while lowering taxes. Income
tax in Sweden is now lower
than in France, Belgium and
Denmark, and public spending
as a share of GDP has declined
from a record 71.0% in 1993
to 53.3% in 2013.

It took some time for
Swedes to realize that their
welfare system was being dis-
mantled in stages. Poor service
and a scandal at a privately run
elderly care home sparked a
backlash against the privatiza-

Child care centre.

tion agenda. A majority of peo-
ple in Sweden have said that
they are willing to pay a higher
level of taxes to fund higher
levels of welfare. Today they
are paying about 30% of their
income as tax. So public expec-
tation of welfare programmes
is still quite high. This situation
became an opportunity for the
political parties in the 2014
general elections.

The Social Democrat
Party returned to power in 2014
and formed a coalition govern-
ment with the Left Party and the
Greens as junior partners. The
government led by the Social
Democrat Party has, however,
maintained the previous gov-
ernment’s policies on spending
and tax. What they did was just
to halt further privatizations but
they did not reverse what had
already happened. Like New
Labour in Britain, they are keen
to prove themselves as respon-
sible “modernizers”.

Sweden is now a welfare
state in disarray — and voices
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both domestic and international
have argued that the Swedish
model is more and more a part
of the problem rather than the
solution. However, the real
problem lies with the neoliberal
agenda and the push to priva-
tize the provision of the basic
needs of the people. The Swed-
ish welfare programme is still
one of the best in the world but
is facing serious attacks from
the right wing. The battle to
protect the welfare system is
still ongoing.
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THERE is an inexplicable an-
ger towards my parents’ gen-
eration that I have endured for
many years without being able
to explain fully, until recently.

Just two weekends ago I
had the fortune to get in touch
with my parents’ parents’ gen-
eration, the ones who were
alive during the crackdown on
Mahathir’s dissenters. More
specifically, the dissenters who
were detained without trial for
at least a year during Operation
Lalang in October 1987, under
the pretences of preventing ra-
cial riots.

All T knew before then
was that my parents’ generation
never rebelled against a clearly
corrupt government that stole
billions in taxpayers’ money,
not to mention jailing the peo-
ple who stood in their way. In
my anger, | blamed them for
allowing such a system to ex-
ist, a system that robs their chil-
dren of a future the parents said
they were going to get.

There is much more simi-
larity between my generation
and the generation that dis-
sented in the 1960s, than be-
tween my generation and the
generation that has come to
adore the Big Brother era of
Mabhathir Mohamad.

During his reign, my par-
ents’ generation received the

The politics of dismissal

Maryam Lee

Jobs often difficult to come by.

most benefits. It was a time of
rapid development and there
was enough to go around. Edu-
cation was accessible and
mostly free, housing was af-
fordable, people were healthy
enough to work. The policies
that Mahathir inherited from
Tun Razak created a Malay
middle class that allowed them
to settle down and raise a fam-
ily comfortably.

Unfortunately, that no
longer holds true.

A growing number of
youths from my generation,
born after the 1990s, are feel-
ing the worsening effects of
neoliberal capitalism that
crushes our socio-political and
economic lives.

Even our closest siblings
born in the late 1970s to early
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1980s are not as angry as we
are, for most of them were able
to acquire a decent house un-
der RM200,000 just less than
10 years ago. They also have
comfortable jobs that pay bet-
ter as they gain experience, al-
though they now experience the
fear of unemployment as com-
panies start laying off people.

“Young people today
have it easy,” they say. Just be-
cause we have computers and
mobile phones.

Talking about our prob-
lems makes us “the entitled
generation”, a made-up narra-
tive for our parents’ generation
to dismiss our problems as “just
a phase”.

For a generation that had
the luxury of staying comfort-
able at one job until retirement,



their children are “disloyal” for
working at five different com-
panies in two years because we
constantly have to work out a
living wage.

All these attempts at dis-
missing the problems of today’s
youth seem to coincide with
their own demand to stay in
power. After all, if we can’t take
care of ourselves, it only makes
sense to let the parents keep
having control, right?

However, as angry as I
am, I have to admit that this
tug-of-war between today’s
youth and their parents’ genera-
tion is not only unfruitful, it
further distracts the public from
the even more marginalized.

Negotiating to take over

Student protests are see-
ing a comeback from a hiatus
that ensued with the end of the
Occupy movement.

Just yesterday, on 12 No-
vember, American students
took their demands for free edu-
cation to the streets. They took
part in a rally called Million
Student March and flooded so-
cial media with a vehement call
to end a ballooning US$1.2 tril-
lion in student loan debt.

It almost looks like the
1960s again, when student re-
volts were triggered in protest
against wars, but this time their
fight is over more than just ter-
ritorial borders.

Demands are getting
more radical, too. It’s not
enough to just make financial
aid easily available anymore.
Youths are demanding to get rid
of student loan debts altogether,
so that they can start off their

Malaysia.

working lives debt-free just like
their parents did.

It is possible that we are
now looking at the increasing
acceptance of making real
structural changes, like a bar-
rel of fuel just waiting to be lit.

Mobilizing the same
movement in Malaysia would
have to rely on undoing the cul-
ture of passivity instilled from
a very young age. This is why
looking to our parents’ genera-
tion for guidance would be fu-
tile. Theirs was a generation
that never needed to protest, so
they didn’t.

In order to avoid making
the same mistakes our parents
did, we need to stop looking to
our elders for guidance, we
must look to them for lessons.

A study by Ilham Re-
search Centre recently reported
that not one political party in
Malaysia could claim to have
the support of young voters.
Since 5.2 million out of the 13.2
million voters who turned out
during GE13 were of the young
bloc, Ilham Centre CEO
Hisomuddin Bakar was right
that the strength of a political
party will rely on how much
they’ve convinced young,
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A buku jalanan gathering. There are more than 70 such groups in

mostly first-time voters in the
coming election.

However, on a personal
note, I think it is more impor-
tant to spread awareness on ac-
tive political participation than
just going back to vote every
five years.

Grassroots engagement
with the public is key to politi-
cal mobility. Social media can
be used akin to a guerilla move-
ment to disseminate knowledge
and make vibrant political cul-
ture mainstream.

Making political partici-
pation a part of citizenship is
definitely worth pursuing.

Not only will it make
governments accountable for
their management of taxpayers’
money, it would return politi-
cal bargaining power to the
people so that our elected lead-
ers won’t be at any better ad-
vantage than their constituents.

In short, we need to real-
ize that only a political society
can be a just society. Surely this
ideal cannot be dismissed. — /3
November 2015

Maryam Lee graduated from
UiTM in 2015. She is involved
in Dialog Jalanan and Projek
Dialog.



A FEW years ago I stepped
into a two-bedroom low-
cost flat in a suburb of great-
er Kuala Lumpur. [ was
there to interview the fami-
ly of an alleged gang mem-
ber who was shot dead by
police the week before. He
was only 16 years old. The
boy lived with his parents
and their several children in
this flat that could not be more
than 600 square feet.

Sitting across his grieving
mother in the airless living
room, our knees just a foot and
a half apart, [ asked her to re-
count the night her son died.
She said the last time she saw
the boy, he was hanging out
with his friends at the void
deck, as he usually does at
nights. But according to his
friend who returned his helmet
to the boy’s mother the morn-
ing after, they had gone to a
cybercafé at around midnight.
There, the boy met up with
some people this friend didn’t
recognize, and he (the boy) left
with them in a car.

All this while, his parents
were working at a tomyam stall
next to the block of flats. When
he wasn’t home when she got
back after closing shop in the
wee hours, the mother started
to get worried. The next thing

Police presnce at Low Yat Plaza.

The Low Yat brawl

Aidila Razak

1y i

she knew, her son was dead,
gunned down after allegedly
fleeing a robbery scene. The
parents insist this is not true.
Their son, shot square in the
forehead, was not a criminal.

As I watched the videos
of the mob of young men at
Low Yat Plaza in Kuala
Lumpur yelling racist remarks
against the Chinese on Sunday
night, I remembered this boy.
If he was still alive, could he
have been friends with these
young men? Could he have rid-
den pillion with a friend, trav-
elling 15 minutes to Bukit Bin-
tang from the working-class
flats and squatter homes of
Kampung Datuk Keramat and
Kampung Pandan, to yell racial
epithets?

Hours after the midnight
brawl in front of the Low Yat
mall, US-based Malaysian jour-
nalist Kuek Ser Kuang Keng
decided to do something to re-
verse the negativity he is see-
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ing on social media. Kuek
Ser uploaded a picture of his
friends of different races
holding a Malaysian flag in
a park, and encouraged oth-
ers to do the same.

“It is both a political
and economic issue but
painted as a racial issue, as
always. Many have pointed
that out. But I think the ma-
jority needs a platform to speak
up.

“So far the extremists and
racists have been dominating
the discourse, which is not only
unhealthy but may escalate the
situation.

“I was thinking about a
simple way that can catch at-
tention and include everyone to
join, hence the #Muhibbah
#WeAreFamily campaign.
Hopefully it helps to stall the
agenda of the perpetrators,”
Kuek Ser told me.

Looking at the picture he
uploaded, I saw people not un-
like myself —middle-class peo-
ple who most likely grew up in
multiracial neighbourhoods
and schools, who have friends
of all races.

I thought of the boy
again. I thought of the flat he
grew up in, the neighbours who
poked their heads out to the
shared corridor to see who
these people were with the vid-



Persns injured in Low Yat brawl.

eo camera, the young boys
hanging around playing check-
ers and football at the void
deck, the boy’s younger broth-
er who sat in his father’s lap
during the interview. If the boy
had lived, would he be able to
take the same picture? Will he
have friends from different rac-
es to be able to put up a picture
and and tag it #WeAreFamily?
Who will they be, and where
will he have met them?

It is common belief that
what happened at Low Yat
would not have happened with-
out instigation. That these
young men were whipped up
into a frenzy because those in-
stigating used the mobile phone
incident and subsequent brawl
to say, “Look, the Chinaman is
cheating Malays again.” Well,
if that’s the case, why isn’t eve-
ryone falling for it? Why are the
#WeAreFamily hashtag follow-
ers not similarly instigated?

Are they just smarter, or
is it divine providence that by
a stroke of luck, they were not
born to a family in a Keramat
Jaya flat, where an academic

study on urban poverty in Kua-
la Lumpur found just under
100% of respondents are Ma-
lay and poor? The study, pub-
lished in the International Jour-
nal of Ethics in Social Scienc-
es last year, had a sample size
of 300 households, and was
conducted in three parliamen-
tary constituencies in Kuala
Lumpur — Kepong, Segambut
and Titiwangsa.

The researchers, Mohd
Wahid Murad et al, said they
chose the three constituencies
because all three had dominant
races. Electoral data shows
Kepong is 89% Chinese, Seg-
ambut 53% Chinese and Titi-
wangsa 68% Malay. But what
they did not expect was that
among the low-income com-
munities of these inner-city
constituencies, almost all of the
respondents in each area were
from a single race.

In other words, one is
hard-pressed to find a non-Chi-
nese person living in the low-
income areas of Jinjang or a
non-Malay in a low-cost flat of
Keramat or a non-Indian living
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in a squatter area in Sentul.
What this means is that in these
areas of KL, children are grow-
ing up in struggling households
located in mono-ethnic
ghettos. However, strip away
the ethnicity aspect of the data
and you’ll find that most of the
families surveyed have similar
characteristics.

For example, the average
household income for each area
surveyed is less than RM 1,000
a month while at least a third
of the respondents for each area
have only primary schooling.
Less than 1% have university
degrees. But how will those
growing up in Keramat Jaya
know that the struggle of their
families to make ends meet is
the same as that of the Chinese
families in Jinjang or the Indi-
an families in Sentul Pasar?

I earnestly hope that those
growing up in the low-cost flats
and squatters of San Peng,
Loke Yew, Pudu, Pantai Dalam,
Kampung Pandan and the
many, many mono-ethnic, low-
income areas just like these in
KL can all easily take pictures
with their multiracial friends.
The statistics, however, suggest
that this is an act of futility.

When life is hard and
you’re forced to sleep on a mat-
tress you share with your 12-
year-old brother in the living
room, and someone tells you
this minority race is not only
rolling in cash but cheating you
at the same time, who would
you believe? Would you be-
lieve someone familiar, or the
strange, sinister other? — Ma-
laysiakini (14 July 2015)

Aidila Razak is a member of the
Malaysiakini team.
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Price: RM25

Dunia ini disulam rapi dalam
alunan pancaroba kehidupan.
Disuntik dengan beraneka
adegan dan berbolak-balik dalam
seribu satu ragam menuju ke
penghujung zaman. Setiap
peristiwa dan liku kehidupan yang
ditempuhi itu bergolak rancak,
persis menggamit pertanyaan
tanpa kesudahan. Mengundang
kupasan demi kupasan tentang
kewujudan atau kehadiran dirinya
di bumi ini; hubungannya dengan
masyarakat nan berubah-ubah;
dan keprihatinannya pada
lingkaran alam yang dinamik lagi
menyuburkan. Kadang kala,
pancaindera yang terikat pada
masa, sungguh mengelirukan,
merunsingkan dan membentes
keyakinan terhadap tindakan
yang disarankan.

— Dr. Nasir Hashim
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Author: Dave Anthony
Language: English
No. of Pages: 86
Price: RM18

This is a historically important
booklet, a must-read for people
like me who do not know much
about how the Emergency had
affected the Tamil communities in
the rubber estates. The horror of
Chinese squatters herded into
New Villages is better known
compared to the sufferings of
their Indian compatriots within the
concentration camps of the
plantations.

The inspiring and heroic life of
Kaatu Perumal reflects their
struggle for a just economic
existence, and for human respect
and dignity.

— Dr. Poh Soo Kai
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Samada seseorang itu kapitalis,
sosialis atau hanya berminat
dengan tadbir urus yang baik,
ternyata akan mendapat manfaat
dengan membaca koleksi ucapan
dan kertas kerja oleh Dr
Jeyakumar, seorang ahli politik
berprinsip yang saya hormati.
Seperti yang dijangkakan, setiap
kata dalam penulisannya dinilai
dan dipertimbangkan dengan teliti
dan penuh cermat. Hasilnya ialah
koleksi yang mencabar kita dalam
memikirkan kembali faedah dari
sistem kita mutakhir ini dengan
meletakkan ia selari dengan
falsafah ‘rakyat didahulukan’,
dalam erti kata yang sebenar. Anda
akan menemu konsep bahawa
pemimpin politik harus hidup
bersederhana, mengisytiharkan
harta mereka dan berperilaku
dengan bermaruah. Sungguh
memberansangkan! Namum
kekuatan sebenar kata-kata Dr
Jeyakumar terletak pada
kenyataan bahawa dia bukan
sekadar tulis atau mengatakannya.
Beliau hidup dengannya.

— Dato Ambiga Sreenevasan
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