Human Rights Narratives and Contestation in Malaysia:

Contrasting Discourses of'Universality' and 'Hegemony'
By

Carolina López C. and Saliha Hassan 

Whether a major power, or a developing nation, states have had to face up to the shifting role of government in response to the changes brought about by globalisation. One of these changes involves the increase in non-formal politics, which takes the form of activism in domestic civil society. Nation states, in general, are currently in the process of (re)defining their roles in the contemporary global milieu as the locus of control over decisions affecting national destinies shifts increasingly away from the state and its institutions. An important part of these changes in traditional power configurations can be seen in the growth and revitalisation of independent organs of civil society, as people throughout the world attempt to grapple with the impacts of globalisation on their lives (Mittelman 1997). Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs), both national and international, are major activists in this context. The present chapter focuses on the Malaysian state’s human rights policies and practices in response to increased civil society participation in governance through the venue of non-electoral politics. A central question to be addressed in assessing the Malaysian human rights movement concerns whether, and to what degree, a political culture of participatory democracy may be evolving in the country. 

Three Debates on Human Rights: Global, national and local intersections

The presence of the global human rights narratives expressed in the United Nations’ (UN) 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) in developing nations around the globe, has generated a series of responses from nation states, as well as from grassroots organisations. Given power relations, and the diversity of belief systems and interests within Malaysia, it is no surprise that there is a wide variety of views concerning the applicability of the global human rights discourse to Malaysia.  The literature indicates three major areas of debate in response to the human rights discourse expressed in the UDHR (Bauer & Bell 1999). One of the debates concerns the UN’s formulation of the indivisibility of human rights. The basic tenet of the indivisibility argument - held by all the Western nations - is that it is necessary to observe all rights at all times. The Malaysian state, however, maintains that it is necessary to curtail certain civil and political rights in order to achieve development (Mahathir in Hashim 2000), implicitly prioritising economic and social rights over civil rights, such as freedom of speech, association, assembly, etc. Particularly, the state’s discourse concerning the imperative to become a fully developed nation by 2020 is used to argue that for the sake of national development, it is necessary to curtail certain civil and political rights. The logic behind this position lies in the assumption that social and economic wellbeing are prerequisites to the enjoyment of civil and political rights, or ‘citizens’ rights’ in democracy. Conversely, actors arguing that human rights are, in fact, indivisible, maintain that in order to ensure social and economic development within nations in the global milieu, citizens and grassroots organisations must at times exercise their civil and political rights in order to contest the state, i.e. to pressure for access to adequate housing, medical care, education, etc. From this viewpoint, it is necessary to exercise such rights as freedom of expression and assembly in order to ensure basic socio-economic well being. While the state does not adhere to the assumption of indivisibility, Malaysian NGOs such as International Movement for a Just World (JUST), Aliran, Hakam and Suaram - in agreement with the global mainstream assumption - maintain that the basic rights expressed in the UN documents are, in fact, indivisible. 


A second major area of debate arises between the Universalist and the Relativist understandings of human rights (Bauer & Bell 1999). The Relativist position holds that human rights are subject to interpretation based on local norms, values, religious traditions and national priorities. In the Malaysian context, we find the state’s position to be essentially Relativist; here, Prime Minister Dr. Mahathir’s Asian values rhetoric is used to substantiate and justify the regime’s relativist positions and actions concerning the global human rights narrative, as can be seen in the Prime Minister’s speech on globalisation, ‘Japan must lead Asia’, where he states, ‘they [USA] are no longer the liberators. They have become the dominators./…/Youths want to become blonds, work less and play more, discarding in the process the traditional Japanese and Eastern culture of filial piety and discipline’ (New Straits Times, January 19, 2001). Here Mahathir alludes to the need for more localised articulations of human rights, which are relative, and therefore, relevant to the Asian milieu. In terms of national Islamic NGOs, we find some - such as ABIM and PKPIM - also arguing from the relativist perspective that there is a particularly Islamic understanding of human rights,
 which is somewhat different from the United Nations’ UDHR. While both the state and some Islamic NGOs share a relativist position, the state argues on the grounds of Asian values, while the above-mentioned NGOs argue for an understanding based on Islamic principles. On the other side of the debate, the Universalist position holds that the rights expressed in the UDHR are applicable to all individuals and societies around the globe, in all possible contexts, regardless of race, religion, or culture. NGOs such as Suaram, Hakam and Aliran advocate the Universalist view, which is embraced by most global powers as well. Both the Malaysian state and some Islamic-oriented NGOs within the country have posed a strong challenge to the assumption of the universality of human rights as expressed in the UN instruments. 

A third and related debate revolves around the nexus between the mainstream interpretation of human rights and its connection with globlisation. Many governments in developing nations suggest that the mainstream articulation of human rights expressed in the UDHR is actually an ideological spearhead for the penetration of Western values, culture and consumption patterns around the globe (Chandra 1996). In his criticism of the hegemonic Western conception of human rights, Chandra suggests that if the global human rights narrative is to truly be non-hegemonic, it must be reassessed in light of some of its underlying assumptions, such as what he calls 1) individuality versus gross vulgar individualism, 2) individualism versus the greater good, 3) freedom divorced from responsibilities, 4) the Western particularistic human rights conception with its primary emphasis on civil and political rights, which downplays economic, social and cultural rights (Chandra 1996). Alvares (1996) suggests that, in contrast with the Asian family and community orientation, the Western rights definition is based on the individual. According to the author, this focus leads Westerners to see their rights as separable from their place in family and/or society. He further suggests that the entire intellectual system that underpins the global political order, including the human rights narrative, simply reflects the interests of Western culture and, therefore, cannot represent the interests nor the belief systems found in non-Western societies. In reality, according to Alvares, the very concept of globalistion masks the Western proposal to extend its cultural, political and economic hegemony over the rest of the planet, submerging and suppressing others in the process (Alvares 1996) - a position often voiced by Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamed as well. 

A Glimpse of History: The Development Imperative in Multiracial Malaysia

Malaysia’s colonial past under the British (1768-1957) has lead to the plurality of peoples, cultures and belief systems comprising national civil society today. While people of diverse cultural communities have long been present in the Malay world, under the colonial administration, the migration of Chinese and Indians to the region increased greatly. The British largely believed that the Malay people were not willing or suitable to work as laborers in the colonial enterprises. To meet the demand for labor, they brought in large numbers of Chinese immigrants to work in commerce, tin mines and commercial agriculture. In addition, many people from the Indian subcontinent were brought over to work on British estates and rubber plantations. Added to the presence of the British themselves, the ‘importation’ of vast numbers of Chinese and Indians represented a profound change in the demographic composition of the region (Andaya & Andaya 2001). With the influx of migrant populations, demographic breakdown of peoples found in Malaya was categorized in three broadly-defined ethnic divisions: Chinese, Indian and Malay, which were actually quite heterogeneous in their makeup. Neither Eurasians nor mixed peoples were considered in the British categorisation of peoples residing in the region. The complexities of Malaysia’s present demographic makeup are largely due to migratory policies stemming from colonial times (Andaya & Andaya 2001).

Since independence, the leadership in post-Merdeka Malaya/Malaysia has had to contend with the complex demographic and socio-political situation. While the Constitution ensures that political power should remain in the hands of the Bumiputras, the Chinese have held much greater control over the national economy. Meanwhile, the ethnic Indian population has been largely involved in agricultural work or other activities on the margins of economic power. In the task of nation building, the state has devised a political and economic formula to meet the dual imperative of developing the national economy and attempting to create a sense of national unity among the ethnically-diverse Malaysian populace. 

In spite of efforts to forge unity among Malaysians of diverse backgrounds, in 1969 there erupted violent clashes, primarily among the Malays and the Chinese, which came to be known as the 1969 Race Riots. In the wake of the Riots, in 1971 the government set up what it called the New Economic Policy (NEP) - an affirmative action policy which attempted to address issues of equity and economic opportunity for the Malays. The NEP focused on Bumiputra entrepreneurship and industrial manufacturing (Young 1980). The policy’s stated objective was to reduce and eventually eliminate poverty, and to correct economic imbalances, so as to reduce and eventually eliminate the identification of race with economic function. One controversial goal of the NEP was to alter the pattern of ownership and corporate equity in Malaysia, with the government providing funds to purchase foreign-owned shareholdings on behalf of the Bumiputras. In order to rectify the economic disparities, at least 30% of the total commercial capital and industrial activities in all categories and scales of operations had to be allocated to Malays and other indigenous peoples. The objectives of the NEP have been implemented by stages, in successive five-year plans, which have largely incorporated the original objectives and policies of the Second Malaysia Plan (1971-1975) (Shamsul 1986).

In June 1991, after the NEP expired, the government unveiled its National Development Policy, which contained many of the NEP’s goals, although without specific equity targets and timetables. In a speech delivered in New York in 1999, Dr. Mahathir stated that the affirmative action programs which had been adopted to remedy the inequities in the Malaysian economy amongst the races had served the country well, and would continue until racial origins no longer influenced people's thinking excessively (Dr. Mahathir in Hashim 2000. In spite of long-standing discontent among the non-Malay Malaysians, of which some feel that special privileges violate the principle of equality of citizens, it appears that the policies aimed at redressing economic inequality between the Chinese and the Malays will remain in place for the time being.
In addition to addressing the economic imbalance between Malays and non-Malays, the state is intent on transforming the country through industrialization, into a developed modern nation. On February 28, 1991, the government announced WAWASAN 2020 (Vision 2020). WAWASAN’s two major objectives are for Malaysia, 1) to reach the status of fully developed nation with an advanced industrialized economy by the year 2020, and 2) to create a sense of national identity called Bangsa Malaysia. While Bangsa Malaysia is a Bumiputra-defined cultural principle which privileges many aspects of ‘buminess’ as the core of Malaysian national identity, it aims to move beyond ethnic insularity into a new ‘nationalist ideology’ in order to unite the multiple religio-ethnic components of national society, based on notions of a common Malaysian idea of territory, population, language, culture, symbols and institutions. The state is well aware that, along with its economic component, the modernization imperative must include a politics of nation building and, hence, the national identity issue. The industrial system of production requires a type of socio-cultural homogenization of the population to prepare, on a large scale, a continuous pool of skillful workers. As Shamsul and Sity (2002) observe, Malaysia is still 'one state with several nations', meaning that in the economic sense it is a coherent variant of a capitalist entity but, in the political and ideological sense, it is still searching for a parallel coherence. ‘[As such,] the political struggle in Malaysia/.…/is over whether or not it is able to make the cultural and the political unit congruent. The modernization imperative, then, is political in its need to realize a nation state, and economic in its need to industrialize' (Shamsul and Sity 2002:4).  

Although dissent may not surface overtly since citizens are forbidden to discuss the issue, the post-independence state’s ongoing practice of privileging one ethnic group over the others has long met with a degree of discontent and resistance from non-Malay citizens. Waldon Bello writes, ‘In Malaysia, one does not need to talk for long to realize the tremendous discontent that lurks beneath the glitzy surface of rising skyscrapers and shining Mercedes and BMWs as a very large minority, the Chinese, chafe under its politically imposed second-class citizen status in a regime of permanent affirmative action for Malays’ (Bello 1998:3), not to mention similar sentiments found among the Indian community and other non-Malay Malaysians. Within this context, the state has found it necessary to legislate certain restrictive laws and acts, in order to maintain the stability required for meeting the development imperative. 
Laws and Acts Restricting Fundamental Rights and Liberties

Within the rubric of the Federal Constitution, a series of restrictive laws and acts have been legislated which allow to state to further limit citizens’ rights and freedoms as the authorities may deem necessary. Some of these are the: Internal Security Act (ISA) that allows for detention without trial; the Police Act which curtails aspects of individual freedom; the Official Secrets Act, the Printing Presses and Publications Act, the Sedition Act with its coverage of Sensitive Issues; the University and University College Act, and the Societies Act granting powers to the Registrar of Societies, which all strongly limit the modes of action and expression of NGOs. National and international human rights actors have long criticized the use of these pieces of legislation as state mechanisms for stifling legitimate dissent from national civil society constituting, once again, a powerful mechanism for limiting basic civil and political rights. Local human rights activists and international watchdog organizations lobby continually for ‘the repeal of the Internal Security Act (ISA) and other laws providing for detention without trial, the Official Secrets Act, and the Printing Presses and Publications Act, as well as the amending of all national laws to bring them in line with global human rights standards’ (Malaysian Charter on Human Rights 1999:8). 

While the state considers these laws necessary in order to maintain stability and enhance the quality of life, NGOs and other global-local actors consider the enactments as unnecessary limits placed on basic rights. As national and international NGOs discuss and propagate their human rights agendas, they attempt to engage the state and contest existing limitations to official policies and articulations pertaining to human rights. Using the discourse on Asian Values, or in the name of security in the face a a potential terrorist threat, the government’s prioritisation of economic development above civil and political rights serves to justify the existing repressive laws used to ensure stability by stifling competing views or criticism. The Asian Values discourse and other narratives used by the state play an important role in enhancing social control and ensuring state power. 

So far, the government has only suggested that it may modify or replace the ISA with some other legal decree. It has not, however, shown indications of moving toward the repeal or amendment of these restrictive laws which limit citizens’ fundamental liberties. In the context of the existing restrictive laws and acts, we find a major area of contestation between that Malaysian state, and both the local and the international NGO communities. The ongoing activism of g/local NGOs in pressuring the state for increased observance of citizens’ civil and political rights constitutes a primary example of civil society engagement in non-formal, non-electoral politics.
 To what degree might this indicate the growth and the spread of a political culture of democracy in Malaysia? 

The Evolution of Civil Society Organisations and NGOs in Malaysia

Early civil society associations were primarily formed around the ethnic or religious communities found in the country. They were often linked with mosques, churches, temples, clan networks and the like. Issues of concern to them pertained primarily to the socio-economic development and the moral welfare of their communities. It was during the post-Japanese Occupation period - the second phase of British colonial rule (1948) - that other ideological strands of civil society activism appeared. While the Malay-based organizations purported to be literary, self-help, educational, social or welfare associations, many of these associations encouraged the growth of Malay nationalism, evaluation of traditional Malay leadership, and the notion of self-governance. These positions were espoused primarily by the Islamic-educated Malays. Chinese-educated activists and English-educated urban elites formed civil society organizations as well. During this post-WWII period, notions of democracy had begun to take their place in what had been a feudal system, which crumbled under British colonial rule.

By the 1970s, Malaysia had already gone through the traumatic experience of the May 13, 1969 racial riots, and the leadership began to talk about the futility of transplanting Western democracy to Malaysian soil. This historical moment set the scene for the emergence of ‘Democracy a la Malaysia’, which Prime Minister Tun Abdul Razak viewed as being, ‘most suitable for a developing country with different communities’ (in Chandra 1996:278).  Tan Sri Ghazalie Shafie echoed this sentiment saying, 

One of our major miscalculations at the time of Merdeka (Independence 1957) was to welcome uncritically the concepts and precepts of a Westminster-type democracy/.…/We did not realize how irrelevant it was to our society as it was then, as it exists today/.…/We therefore need an industrialization and urbanization program in order that we can build an authentic Malaysian middle class to sustain the kind of democracy we want.

in Chandra 1996:279


This sense of the necessity to create a particularly Malaysian version of ‘democracy’ and national development programs might be seen as a precursor to Mahathir’s later stand on Asian values. The question is whether and to what degree the concept of human rights might be captured, adapted and ‘hybridized’ to fit the unique socio-cultural equation existing in Malaysia.

For the Bumiputras, or the Malays, the ethnic-centered discourse seemed to start transforming itself into more democracy-inclined issues in the 1970s and the 1980s, which coincided with the Malaysian period of Islamic revivalism. This period was marked by the activism of the Anwar Ibrahim-lead Islamic Youth Movement, the Angkatan Belia Islam Malaysia (ABIM), the Al-Arqam movement (1976-1994), the Jemaah Tabligh and PAS, the Islamic party. In this same period, other civil society organizations engaged in advocacy of democracy and civil and human rights, adding further to the awakening of national civil society to basic rights issues. These groups include the National Consciousness Movement, and NGOs like Aliran Kesedaran Negara, (ALIRAN), initially led by Chandra Muzaffar, who now heads the International Movement for a Just World (JUST), and the Institute of Social Analysis (INSAN), led by Jomo K.S.

The 1980s, beginning with the leadership of Prime Minister Mahathir and his Deputy, Musa Hitam, saw a major proliferation of political NGOs. However, these civil society actors suffered a serious setback when the Barisan government arrested 106 activists under the ISA in a mass crackdown code-named Operasi Lalang. Those arrested were members of NGOs, unionists, opposition leaders, educationists, church social activists and others. Many of the detained were held without trial in the Kamunting Detention Camp for two to three years, effectively crippling the leadership of these civil society organizations for the duration of their detention. This meant that the impetus toward growing space in the pursuit of greater democratic participation, accountability, the rule of the law, justice, alternative development and the like was severely stymied by the state’s repressive response to the groundswell of involvement in non-formal politics. The logical consequence, and that apparently desired by the state, was to contain, re-channel and limit political activity to the realm of formal politics via political parties and elections. Having stymied non-electoral political activity through coercive means, the state has been clear in presenting its official line on the issue of human rights. The position it espouses implicitly serves to justify such repressive measures as those taken during Operasi Lalang. 

The Malaysian State’s Human Rights Discourse 

Despite a degree of local discontent, along with global pressure to conform to basic standards of equality and fundamental rights, the government has remained firm in its relativist position on human rights. In his post as Finance Minister of Malaysia, Tun Daim Zainuddin, in a speech given in 1997, succinctly summarized the official position pertaining to citizens’ rights:

For the record, let me categorically mention Malaysia’s own position on human rights. For Malaysia, the protection of human rights and fundamental freedoms, consonant with the principles enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), is guaranteed in the Malaysian Constitution. Malaysia, however, believes that human rights and fundamental freedoms would be meaningless if the country is destabilized by social, political and economic choice. Malaysia believes also that there is a need to review the various human rights instruments and also the standards of human rights which were defined and established almost 50 years ago. Such a review should also take into account the peculiarities of national values, religions, customs, tradition, social and economic systems in a particular country, and attempts should be made to harmonize human rights in a balanced manner, moving away from the present unhealthy predominance of Western values and concepts.

in Aidcom 1999:19

With respect to the mainstream global human rights narrative, Tun Daim suggested the need for a revision, or an updating of the UDHR in the following terms:

The passage of time and the emergence of new situations and issues necessitate the formulation of a new Declaration or a major overhaul of the present declaration to make it acceptable to all nations and peoples. Developing countries, particularly from the South, have always been skeptical of the West’s insistence that they conform to the high ideals that the West itself cannot match. I think that such highhanded treatment smacks of arrogance of a bygone era when nations of the North believed they ruled the world. That era has gone and will never return again/…./Besides, the social and cultural milieu, the widely differing state of development of the countries of the South as compared to those of the North makes any attempt to ensure universal compliance by all nations sound hollow. The developing countries believe that development is prerequisite for the promotion and protection of human rights. The indifference of the western countries towards the crucial link between human rights and development may be construed as a deliberate intention to maintain and perpetuate the North-South divide 

in Aidcom 1999:19-21


Again we see that the state’s position on human rights is clearly relativist, arguing for the need to develop rights discourses from within local history, culture, and values systems or, in a sense, to hybridize them to fit the local milieu. Furthermore, the statement made by the Finance Minister clearly aligns with the challenge posed in the Third Debate, which suggests that the global rights narratives are actually instruments for perpetuating Western hegemony. In conjunction with Lee Kuan Yew of Singapore, former Prime Minister Dr. Mahathir Mohamad has long voiced this position in the international arena, utilizing his wellknown ‘Asian Values’ thesis.

Asian Values

The discourse on Asian Values stresses community priorities rather than individual liberties. Said values emphasize deference to authority, acceptance of relatively strict government control, and non-interference by one nation in the internal affairs of others as the basis for their concomitant understanding of human rights. Dr. Mahathir maintains that ‘some of the values which Asians hold dear’ [include the desire for] /.../ an orderly society, societal harmony, accountability of public officials, openness to new ideas, freedom of expression and respect for authority (in Hashim 2000b:15). Whether or not these values are held dear solely by Asians, the Malaysian government has used the Asian Values rhetoric to prioritize economic development over civil and political rights. It has further served to justify the existence of repressive laws which, at times, have been used to ensure stability by stifling competing views or criticism. The following excerpts of speeches made by Dr. Mahathir may serve to clarify his understanding of Asian Values as well as his views of the West: 

We do subscribe to the universality of human rights, but not to the irresponsible variety propounded by the West. Human rights are not a license to do anything without regard to the rights of others. The rights of the majority are just as valid as the rights of the minority or the individual. A society has the right to protect itself from the unbridled exercise of rights by individuals or a minority, which in the West, has contributed to the collapse of morality and the structure of human society 

in Hashim 2000b:74

Furthermore, he has been quoted as saying:

 …if democracy means to carry guns, to flaunt homosexuality, to disregard the institutions of marriage, to disrupt and damage the well-being of the community in the name of individual rights, to destroy a particular faith, to have privileged institutions [i.e. the Western Press] which are sacrosanct even if they indulge in lies and instigations which undermine society, the economy, and international relations; to permit foreigners to break national laws; if they are the essential details, can’t [states]/.…/opt to reject them? Hegemony by democratic powers is no less oppressive than hegemony by totalitarian states 

in Bello 1998:2


As suggested by the Ideological-Structural Analysis (López 2001a; 2001b; 1999; 1997; 1990), communal identities are often constructed and self-described as ‘virtuous’ in juxtaposition with an ‘evil other’. While the decadent elements attributed by Mahathir to the West do exist in Western nations, it is questionable whether they are solely present in a monolithic ‘West’. The crude juxtaposition of monolithic narratives of ‘Asia’ and the ‘West', from which values and anti-values are said to arise, is problematic for a number of reasons. Nonetheless, the Asian Values narrative has managed to permeate popular understanding to a fairly high degree, at least up until the 1997 Financial Crisis. Since then, however, official use of the narrative to bash the West and/or the global human rights instruments may have declined somewhat.

The Re-emergence of Non-formal Politics: 

Financial Crisis, the Anwar Ibrahim Saga and Reformasi
Popular memory of Operasi Lalang, coupled with the fear of coercive laws and repressive state actions, undoubtedly played a role in limiting citizens’ participation in non-electoral politics. However, civil society actors erupted back into the political scene in the late 1990s in response to the 1997 Financial Crisis and the sacking of Anwar Ibrahim - who was removed from the Cabinet, expelled from UMNO, and subsequently arrested, prosecuted and jailed on charges which elicited cries of ‘foul play’ from around the world. While the government’s treatment of Anwar was the catalyst which gave birth to the Reformasi movement,
 his supporters once again brought to the fore the broader issues of justice, participatory democracy, the rule of law and the repeal of existing coercive laws, in particular the ISA. Popular calls were also made to put an end to corruption, cronyism and nepotism, allegedly widespread within the government and its non-state associates. Just as the earlier events of Operasi Lalang may be viewed as a state response to organic crisis, it is worthwhile to look in more depth at the events affecting Malaysia nationally and internationally during the period in which the Anwar Ibrahim incident occurred. Anwar’s removal, arrest and character assassination provide another strong example of how the state may act in response to organic crisis, and to a perceived or real threat to its hold on power from both within and outside national boundaries. Hilley writes: 

The volatile fluctuations within the financial markets across the region by mid-1997 offered a stark illustration of how external forces could critically undermine domestic policy. But they also exposed a new crisis point in domestic state-class relations and the contradictions of Mahathir’s deregulatory agenda.

2001: 65

And continues:

As the government embarked upon the worldwide trend toward liberalization and privatization, the Malaysian state and its closely-linked elites stood to gain greatly from the trend in the global economy. When the international banks, fearful of overheating and growing trade imbalances, took fright, the exposure of an economy built on services and lavish consumption became all too apparent/..../Investors who had enjoyed years of rapid growth in Malaysia while turning a blind eye to its underlying structural problems now expressed serious concern.

2001:65f 

He further argues that, exacerbated by environmental problems in the region,

...together with the omnipotence of international capital, here in stark reality were the actual effects of globalization and the virtual irrelevance of state borders and governments to control such processes. Mahathir denounced international speculators as intent on undermining Malaysia’s economy. He then established controls which lead the US to respond by almost declaring Malaysia as a controlled market, thereby obligating US pension funds to withdraw their investments. This led already nervous investors to an increased level of panic

2001:66.

Meanwhile, Anwar’s interventions helped smooth relations, particularly with the IMF, enhancing his own standing in the process. Nonetheless, global uneasiness over the continued viability of Malaysia’s banking and credit institutions began to emerge. 

The international credit rating agency Standard and Poor revised Malaysia’s rating from ‘stable’ to ‘negative', while panic withdrawals by investors at the country’s biggest finance house Malaysia Borneo Finance Berhad continued, despite assurances from its senior managers and Bank Negara/.…/The Kuala Lumpur Stock Exchange’s (KLSE) market capitalization had grown rapidly between 1990 and 1996 through a rush of short-term bonds, shares and other speculative instruments. Thus the relatively easier process of capital withdrawal associated with portfolio investment had, unlike the 1980’s downturn, lead to a quicker, sharper and more debilitating shock to the Malaysian financial system/.…/With the crisis threatening to wipe out the wealth base of corporations tied to UMNO, the special assistance granted to such companies was now revealing the contradiction of deregulation. 

Hilley 2001:67-68

Simultaneously, very close to home, in neighboring Indonesia, allegations of nepotism, corruption and abuse of power were rife against Suharto. It is widely speculated that Mahathir may have feared this type of accusation befalling him as well during those critical moments around 1998. For instance, Anwar Ibrahim in a statement explaining his falling from grace claiming that he was ‘knowing too much that could be harmful to the PM, UMNO and select associates’ adding, ‘I know how many projects were used to benefit a few friends and his relatives. They are terrified because I have this information’ (Anwar in Hilley 2001:153). 

Thus, as Mahathir had begun to address corruption as a legitimation problem, he appears to have become more concerned about the particular charges of nepotism at this point.  Jomo speculated that it may have been the situation of Suharto in neighboring Indonesia that proved to be too much for Mahathir: 'I don’t think Mahathir minded attacking korupse and Kronisme, but nepotisme came too close to the bone’ (Jomo in Hilley 2001:153). 

In response to Anwar’s arrest, two new movements were formed: the Malaysian People’s Movement for Justice (GERAK), headed by Fadzil Noor of PAS, and the Coalition for People’s Democracy (GAGASAN), led by Tian Chua of SUARAM. At this point both bodies, comprising Democratic Action Party, PAS, Parti Rakyat Malaysia (PRM) and most reformist NGOs, chose to remian remained distanced from the Reformasi as a proto-party. Nonetheless, the movement helped foster cooperation between the major opposition parties, as well as establishing a working realtionship between the parties and Anwar’s followers, symbolized by Anwar’s now open declaration of support for Lim Guan Eng. Meanwhile, Wan Azizah, Anwar's wife, had formed ‘the Movement for Social Justice,  known as ADIL (with Chandra Muzaffar acting as vice-president), in an effort to give Reformasi a clearer organizational structure. In effect, ADIL with Wan Azizah acting in Anwar’s name, was working alongside GERAK and GAGASAN to build a broad opposition political alignment (Hilley 2001). At this point, diverse members of civil society came together irrespective of racial and religious differences, united in a common sense of indignation concerning government actions toward Anwar. This was a critical juncture, for grassroots unity among the ethnically-diverse Malaysian population, and for the growth of awareness concerning basic civil rights and government actions. Nonetheless, the state apparatus was able to maintain control and ride out the organic crisis by utilizing strategies such as exercising coercive potential, continually threatening to use the ISA, as well as through control of media messages to ensure that critical reporting was kept at a minimum (Hilley 2001).

The Reformasi movement highlighted the importance of sustaining the counter-discourse of participatory democracy and the evolution of a truly autonomous public sphere in which civil society actors could openly participate in non-electoral politics. In terms of NGO linkages with the political opposition, Loh (2002) writes: 

This counter-discourse was subsequently adopted not only by leaders of the Reformasi movement, who re-organised themselves as a political party, Parti Keadilan Nasional, but by the new opposition coalition, the Barisan Aletrnatif (BA) as well. The spirit of counter-discourse is evident in the BA/…./and the formulation of its joint manifesto was facilitated to some extent by the decision of several prominent NGO activists to join the opposition parties/.…/and to promote the democratic agenda of the BA writ large. Several former NGO leaders also contested the election under the banner of one or another of the BA parties. The entry of these NGO leaders into party and electoral politics was perhaps the culmination of the earlier engagement of the NGOs [with] Gagasan and Gerak in 1998 to coordinate joint activities to protest Anwar’s mistreatment and related issues.

Loh, Aliran Online 2002

Loh’s observations provide a clear example of the possibility of linking electoral and non-formal politics within the larger rubric of participatory democracy. Precisely the joining of civil society-driven politics with opposition parties provides a powerful linkeage through which local, on-the-ground responses to national governance can make their voices heard. Loh also points out that in response to the Anwar incident and the Reformasi movement, Malaysia saw a proliferation of NGOs and other independent groups which made their political positions known as the 1999 general election drew near. However, this process was not necessarily associated with the Barisan Alternatif,

...rather, the emergence of these groups, alongside the Reformasi movement and the formation of the BA indicated that Malaysia was in democratic ferment. It further indicated the coming together of the formal and non-formal realms of politics. Probably for the first time, significant numbers of the Malay middle-classes were also involved. Previously supporters of the BN-UMNO government, these Malays now considered the BN government zalim (cruel) and tak adil (unjust) and expressed their anger openly. This change in attitude and orientation was due to Anwar’s mistreatment, which for many Malay dissidents was considered to have breached ‘traditional’ norms and practices. They also revealed that Malays were now equally concerned with larger issues of justice and democracy. Through organizations like Abim (Islamic Youth Movement Malaysia) and JIM (Reform Movement Malaysia), which reached down to the grassroots, lower income Malays were also drawn into the movement.

Loh. Aliran Online 2002

As it seems UMNO did not anymore exercise the kind of hegemony it used to.

Government Responses to G/local Pressures

In the midst of the outcry over the state’s handling of Anwar Ibrahim, the Malaysian Commission on Human Rights, (Suruhanjaya Hak Asasi Manusia, or SUHAKAM), was hastily set up in 1999 under the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Both global and national NGOs responded with strong concern about the regime’s unilateral formation of SUHAKAM, in direct disagreement with the Paris Principles, citing the need for a truly independent Commission, unafraid to probe and criticise state and judiciary actions. SUHAKAM has explicitly defined its human rights in reference to the limitation of those rights expressed in the Malaysian Constitution, thereby embracing the government’s Relativist position. Furthermore, its commissioners are appointed and paid by the state for a two-year period, with the Prime Minister and the Agong (the king) deciding whether a commissioner’s tenure is to be renewed or terminated, further adding to doubts about the Commission’s independence and neutrality. Due to the tumultuous human rights context at the time of its inception, the formation of SUHAKAM has been largely viewed as a political strategy employed by the state in response to the potentially destabilizing ground swell of dissent from civil society, as well as to the international call for the government to improve its human rights record. Regardless of official motives for setting up the Commission, its birth may have served to a degree, to placate local and international critique concerning the Anwar Saga and other perceived rights abuses by the state. Concerning the reasons for the regime’s decision to create SUHAKAM, Ramdas Tikamdas states:

Nineteen eighty-eight was a horrendous year for human rights in the country. The authorities could deal with local reaction with their media, statecraft and their arsenal of laws. But they could not deal with upsurge of international condemnation arising from the Executive’s treatment of Anwar, the black eye, and state retaliation against the growing Reformasi movement. Also ASEAN was seen to be moving ahead of Malaysia boleh. Indonesia, the Philippines, India and Thailand were all setting up human rights commissions. Malaysia couldn’t be seen to be left behind. 

Personal Interview July 2, 2003


Naturally, the government cites other reasons for creating SUHAKAM. Syed Hamid Albar, Foreign Minister, expressed the official rationale for establishing the human rights commission in the Dewan Rakat on July 15, 1999. He began by stating that the Human Rights Commission Bill was not a public relations exercise by the government. He went on

to warn that Malaysia must not be ‘blindly following the model of other nations, but of improving ‘ourselves’ so as not to let the nation descend into chaos. While the government listens to the plurality of interests, it must give priority to its primary responsibility for the development of the nation for the benefit of all’ (Syed Hamid Albar in Rachagan and Ramdas 1999. p. 105). He added:

The Human Rights Commission of Malaysia Bill 1999 should be regarded as a positive development towards protecting the interest and realizing the aspirations of our people. This Bill is intended to give greater opportunities for citizens to express whatever grievances they may have for the Commission to investigate. [However,] we must not be hasty in our accusations [to think that] just because there are certain preventive laws, we deny the existence of the true practice of human rights in this country. We must admit that in reality, there is no such thing as absolute freedom. We must respect the rule of the law when we practice individual and group freedom and rights.

Ibid:106

Given the myriad laws limiting citizens’ basic rights, the statement that ‘we must respect the rule of the law’ when exercising basic rights implicitly subordinates individual rights to the legal restrictions placed upon them. After Syed Hamid’s speech, which ‘assured’ society that the Commission was not formed in response to critique of the state’s human rights record, Parliament enacted the ‘Human Rights Commission of Malaysia Act 1999’, which sets out the powers, functions and limitations of the Commission for the protection of human rights in Malaysia.

Contestation concerning the Creation of SUHAKAM: 

Responses from Opposition Leaders and Human Rights NGOs 

As the government set up the Human Rights Commission, numerous civil society actors, joined their voices with opposition party members to express their discontent with the state’s handling of the process, thereby illustrating the linkage between non-formal political activists and members of opposition parties. Lim Kit Siang, of the Democratic Action Party, ‘called on the Government to ensure that the Human Rights Commission should not be an ‘alabi’ [sic] institution to legitimize human rights violations in Malaysia’ (Lim 1999:111). Lim went on to state that the government did not follow the Paris Principles since it did not allow civil society to participate in the elaboration of the Rights Commission Act, nor in setting up SUHAKAM. According to Lim:

When the Government rides roughshod over the views of the civil society in the formulation of the Malaysian Human Rights Commission Bill, showing its habitual contempt and derision for the views of civil society, then the Malaysian Government has violated the fundamental core principle of the Paris Principles and the signs are not good that the Malaysian Human Rights Commission would be able to fulfill its statutory purpose to protect and promote human rights/..../How can the establishment of a National Human Rights Commission protect and promote human rights unless there is a dismantling of the repressive and draconian laws and measures such as the Official Secrets Act, the Internal Security Act, the Printing Presses and Publications Act, the Sedition Act, the Police Act, and the four Proclamations of Emergency? In fact the very existence of these repressive and draconian laws serves notice that there can be no effective and credible Human Rights Commission in Malaysia to protect and promote human rights 

1999:112-113.

Lim then read HAKAM’s 1998 Human Rights Day message which alleges gross violations of human rights by the authorities. Said violations include police brutality, murder of suspected criminals and of pregnant women, excessive show of force and intimidation of citizens at peaceful gatherings, official non-disclosure of information pertaining to human health and ecological well-being, and the arbitrary use of the Internal Security Act, particularly in the detentions of prominent persons such as Lim Guan Eng, Anwar Ibrahim and Dr. Munawar Ahmad Aness. Lim viewed the setting up of the Commission as a weapon of the government to lend legitimacy to its systematic human rights violations. He added that: 

…the Government has crippled the Human Rights Commission from the very beginning [since] Section 2 of the Bill in fact limits the definition of ‘human rights’/..../which are within the jurisdiction of/..../the Federal Constitution/.../The Commission is empowered to [adhere to universal human rights standards] only to the extent that it is not inconsistent with the Federal Constitution. 

Lim 1999:118 

He went on to call for the Act to provide a clear definition of the scope of human rights to be respected, pointing out that Malaysia has not signed on to several of the international human rights instruments and instead justifies its violations by claiming that the Constitution provides exceptions for the observance of international human rights standards.

Voicing other concerns, Rachagan and Ramdas write, ‘The two year term [of Commissioners] in office allows for the Prime Minister and the Agong to not reappoint anyone they feel is too independent’ (1999:188). Concerning the stipulation that Constitutional and legal constraints on basic rights have precedence over the UDHR, they observed that this formulation guarantees only a narrow range of rights as expressed in the Constitution. For example, liberty of person can be overridden by the Internal Security Act. Freedom of expression is limited by the Sedition Act, and the Printing Presses and Publications Act; furthermore, freedom of assembly and association are limited by the need to obtain police permits; freedom of religion for Muslims is limited by Islamic law, and so on. Burdekin further criticised SUHAKAM’s restricted mandate in light of the Paris Principles saying,

…it is of primary importance that commissions be given as broad a mandate as possible, which assumes the ratification of the complete body of human rights instruments, as this allows the commission to inquire into violations of not some, but any human rights. The Paris Principles recognize rights as being indivisible and universal, which differs markedly from the state's relativist position on human rights. The Principles also state unequivocally that members of the Commission must be established in accordance with a procedure that guarantees pluralist representation of the social forces of civilian society. 

Burdekin 1999:67

The latter, it seems, is referring to local popular leaders, NGO activists and so on. Here we see that local responses to Government limitations placed on SUHAKAM are in line with the global human rights positions and narratives. In terms of the state, while it ‘jumped on the global bandwagon’ of forming a national human rights commission in accordance with the notion of developed and democratic political systems, in practice, it has continued to place legislative and practical limits on the very rights the Commission should, in theory, uphold. This is an example of where the state acquires the features of a democracy, and yet controls and prohibits the participation of non-state actors in the ‘democratic’ political process. This contradiction can be further seen in the ensuing arrest of civil society leaders as they attempted to engage SUHAKAM in lobbying for greater rights and democratic freedom. 

The Arrest of Reformasi Leaders

In spite of popular dissent over the creation and mandate of SUHAKAM, in April 2001, Reformasi activists announced a plan to present the Commission with the ‘People’s Memorandum to the Human Rights Commission’, asking for the guarantee of freedom of speech; assembly; press; independent judiciary; socio-economic rights of the marginalized; the elimination of racial discrimination; the abolition of tyrannical laws;
 the ratification of international human rights conventions; the investigation of corruption, cronyism and nepotism; and the investigation of police incompetence (in Malaysia Kini, April 14, 2001). Official response to the announcement of their plan to present the Memorandum to the Commission was to promptly arrest seven of the Reformasi leaders under the Internal Security Act.
 Official justification for the arrests was that these individuals were planning for the ‘armed and violent overthrow of the government’ on 14 April 2001 - the very day the Memorandum was to be presented to SUHAKAM. In addition, some of the detained had purportedly gone abroad to recruit foreigners to take part in the violent demonstrations to be held that same day (New Straits Times, 12 April, 2001). As no evidence was made public of the alleged crimes, the press faithfully heralded the wisdom of the state’s pre-emptive moves, which had been crucial in aborting the ‘violent overthrow of the government’. According to the New Straits Times, authorities felt that these detentions were necessary in order to ‘ensure the preservation of values long held sacred in Asian societies, i.e. social order and respect for authority’ (New Straits Times, 13 & 14 April, 2001). Again, we find that ordinary people attempting to engage in the political process - inherent to the notion of participatory democracy - are promptly arrested for their participation. This serves to illustrate once again the sharp contradiction between the formal appearance of a democratic government and the state’s actual practice, which serves to impede popular participation in the political process. To what degree is this contradiction due to underlying differences between Asian and Western values? To what degree is it due to actions taken by an authoritarian state in order to ensure its grip on power? 

Shortly after the release of the detainees in June of 2003, Ramdas Tikamdas of Hakam commented: 

At present, we no longer see Reformasi because people can’t meet, since peaceful assemblies are not allowed. They don’t have the media either, they only have internet, which doesn’t allow for the same spontaneous discussion. For two years the Reformasi leaders were behind bars; the movement had no direction. Surely the intention in putting the leaders away was to break the back of the Reformasi movement. 

Personal Interview July 21, 2003

If Ramdas’ view is correct, it appears that the existence of Malaysia’s parlamentary democracy in no way guarantees the existence of a Western-style participatory democracy. Is Malaysia in the process of capturing and hybridising its own brand of democracy a la Malaysia?

The State, September 11, and Islamic Movements: 

A struggle for control of the narratives

In addition to its wariness of civil society actors promoting mainstream human rights discourses, the government has long insisted on the inappropriateness of applying fundamentalist Islamic understandings in multi-racial Malaysia. With the shifting of large numbers of Malay voters to PAS in the heat of the Anwar case, UMNO initially responded by cranking up its level of Islamic rhetoric. However, it appears party members began to recognize the futility of trying to ‘out-Islam’ PAS. The strategy then appears to have shifted from UMNO trying to paint itself as piously Islamic on Pas’ terms, to one of aiming to control the narrative of ‘what it means to be good Muslims in the present globalising moment’. This discourse fits more easily into UMNO’s long-standing version of a ‘friendly and progressive Islam’, as well as allowing for modernization and national development in the context of a globalizing world of nation states. While in the post-September 11 world, PAS is passing Hudud and Qisas laws in Terengganu state, the Deputy Prime Minister’s Office is hosting events like the ‘Kuala Lumpur International Forum on Islam’, held in July 2002, featuring speakers such as Iran’s reformist President Seyed Mohammad Khatami, and well-known progressive Malaysian Muslim thinker, Dr. Chandra Muzaffar. The position of the Malaysian state can be summed up by an excerpt from Mahathir’s keynote address titled ‘The state of the Muslim World Today: Knowledge as a Tool of Muslim Political Empowerment’, stating:

The lack of progress among Muslims today [is] because of the rigid and wrong interpretations the Muslims [have] practiced. The ulamas in the yesteryears had condemned these Western things such as electricity and mechanized vehicles and governments must obey these injunctions or risk being labeled un-Islamic./..../Muslims had ignored the important call by Islam to seek knowledge, adding that there were great Muslim scholars who were exemplary in many areas such as science, physics and astronomy/..../But the Islamic world later crumbled and such knowledge was regarded as sinful or lacking in merit for the afterlife/…./We must stop thinking that the acquisition of knowledge other than that on religion is somehow un-Islamic. 

Mahathir in Zulkifli 2002:2

The fact that the 2002 Forum on Islam was hosted by the Deputy Prime Minister’s Office should not go unnoticed.  It may also be viewed as a way of highlighting Abdullah Ahmad Badawi’s Islamic credentials, which the ruling apparatus hoped would serve to solidify Malay Muslim support as Badawi took the office of Prime Minister in October of 2003. 

Among the leaders of progressive NGOs participating in the forum was, once again, Dr. Chandra Muzaffar, founder and President of JUST. Chandra pointed out that it is the authoritarian interpretation of the religion which may give the impression that Islam is not compatible with democracy and human rights, stating, ‘This is wrong. No one has the right to monopolize the discourse’ (New Straits Times, July 22, 2002:4). Dr. Chandra went on to say that one of the objectives of the Forum was to establish that Islam is compatible with human rights and democracy. Zainah Anwar, Executive Director of Sisters in Islam, added, ‘when a political party is associated with the idea of progressive Islam, it has to find ways to change the thinking of the rank-and-file’ (ibid) along more progressive lines in order to meet the challenges of the globalizing world. Since its inception, Sisters in Islam has been treated with tolerance by the state, probably because its positions add to the image of Malaysia as a progressive Muslim-majority country. However, in Dr. Chandra’s case, it is interesting to note how politics change with the times. During the 1987 Operasi Lalang, Dr. Chandra was detained under the ISA, and was later dismissed from his posting at the University of Malaya’s Centre for Civilisational Dialogue, precisely for his views and his NGO activism. He currently appears to have regained the favor of the state, most likely because his vision concerning Islam and development currently coincides with the official line. At this juncture we find the government involved, alongside progressive NGOs, in an ongoing struggle with the Islamist political opposition to determine the definitions and the discourse concerning what it means to be properly and piously Islamic.

Moreover, in the aftermath of September 11, the Malaysian state has come out strongly in support of global efforts against ‘terrorism’ and ‘extremism’. Malaysia and the US signed an anti-terror pact during a visit by Mahathir to the White House in May 2002. ‘Since mid-2001, authorities in Malaysia have arrested more than 70 suspected Islamic militants, including dozens of alleged members of Jemaah Islamiah’ (New Straits Times, January 9, 2003). Interestingly, Western powers have not voiced major discontent with the ISA detentions of suspected Islamic militants, in the manner in which they have in the past protested the detention of Reformasi and other liberal dissenters. In line with this political tone, during the July 2001 visit of US Secretary of State, Colin Powell to Malaysia, it was announced that ‘the United States and Malaysia are planning to open a joint anti-terrorism training center to instruct Southeast Asian security services on how to combat extremist violence’ (in Malaysia Kini, July 31, 2002). At this juncture the state is engaging in pacts and agreements with a major global power, which it has avidly criticised through its Asian Values lenses, in an attempt to ensure national, regional and global stability. Obviously, political alliances move and shift along with the changing political panorama and shared national interests.
In anticipation of Secretary Powell’s visit, SUARAM ‘accused the government of using the fight against terrorism as a ‘pretext’ for abusing human rights’, and urged Powell to press the government concerning its human rights record (in Malaysia Kini, July 26, 2002). In this manner, a local NGO – SUARAM – attempted to engage such a major global figure as the United States’ Colin Powell, to echo its positions concerning the state of human rights in Malaysia, once again showing an attempt to link the global and the local. 

At his meetings with government officials, Powell did make ‘a point to tell all/.…/interlocutors that we [the US] still believe strongly in human rights and everything we do has to be consistent with the universal standards of human rights’ (Powell in Tan 2002). He further stated the US’ position was that Anwar Ibrahim was wrongfully convicted of corruption and sodomy. In response, Foreign Minister Syed Hamid argued that Malaysia places a lot of importance to human rights; but at the same time the country has to look at its own ‘national interest from the national perspective when subscribing to universal human rights standards’. He added, ‘We have never used the ISA for the purpose of frustrating our political opponents, but that it is used for the purpose of ensuring that peace and prosperity of the country is protected. If anybody takes action which will jeopardize our security, then we will take action’ (in Tan 2002). Both the interactions and the discourses expressed during Powell’s visit serve to illustrate the complex dynamics, linkages and convergence concerning Malaysian human rights in the context of globalisation, national governance and local responses.
In detaining both Islamist and Reformasi leaders under the ISA, the state shows itself to be ‘taking the middle path', accepting neither the fundamentalist Islamist, nor the entirity of the global human rights narratives. As the visit by Colin Powell indicates, the much publicized progressive Islamist position of the Malaysian state serves to place it in a favorable light in the eyes of the Western powers, which is of particular value in the post-September 11 context. The government-sponsored Kuala Lumpur Forum on Islam shows a state actively engaged in the struggle to shape Islamist discourses at the international level, and within national civil society as well. Furthermore, Mahathir may fancy himself in a central role in the Organisation of Islamic Conference after stepping down from the Prime Ministership in October of 2003, which would place Malaysia in a highly visible position concerning Islamic discourses, for the Western world, the Muslim World, and for national civil society to see. If successful at all these levels, this should place Malaysia in a good light globally, while consolidating UMNO/Barisan power locally, that is, if the state manages to keep Anwar Ibrahim and his supporters at bay as Mahathir passes the leadership of the nation to his predecessor, Abdullah Ahmad Badawi.

Global Human Rights Discourses, National Governance and Local Responses 

At one level, globalisation may tend to homogenise and ‘universalise’ both the forms and the narratives of national governance. However, it has also served, particularly in the Non-Western world, as a catalyst for communal identity consolidation in juxtaposition to global narratives and structures penetrating local spaces. This paradoxical set of dynamics has brought to the fore a self-conscious articulation of local identities, as can be seen in Mahathir’s Asian Values rhetoric, as well as in the state’s relativist official line concerning basic rights. The current study of human rights narratives and practices in Malaysia has brought to light a contradiction between what is seen on the surface - a democratic system of governance - and official human rights practices and narratives. This contradiction may be due in part to a ‘capturing’, or a ‘hybridization’ of global narratives, designed to adapt them to local spaces. It might also be due to the simple equation of a state’s interest in ensuring its hold on power.  The degree, and the level at which global human rights narratives and practices will take root is in the process of being defined as global, state and local actors engage in ongoing contestation concerning human rights practices and narratives in Malaysia.
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� The 1972 Charter of the Organisation of Islamic Conference (OIC), to which all Muslim states belong, endorses international law and reaffirms the OIC's official commitment to the UN Charter, including its provisions for fundamental human rights. The OIC Charter further accepts the principles and purposes of the UN Charter as a sound basis for ‘co-operation amongst all peoples’ (Mahmoud 1996). In actual practice, many of these nations tend toward a relativist - or culturally specific - interpretation of what constitutes human rights, based largely on Islamic precepts.


� On October 16, 2003 the High Court found Irene Fernández guilty of the accusations made against her by the state when she reported on the deplorable conditions in migrant detention camps. Civil society actors around the world and in Malaysia are convinced of Irene's innocence and believe that the state's actions against her are designed to stifle popular criticism concerning rights issues. National rights groups, such as Hakam, Suaram and Aliran reacted with ‘horror’ to the allegedly unjust verdict. Global rights group Amnesty Interntional vowed that it would name Irene a ‘prisoner of conscience’ if the state dared to imprison her. Here we see a clear example of global and local actors linking to pressure the state for its human rights practices (in Malaysia Kini, October 16, 2003).


 


� The Reformasi movement cut across the ethnic divides prevalent in Malaysian society; in addition, it involved women, youth and older people. As such, the movement had great potential for increasing unity across the traditional divides in the realm of non-formal politics.


� That is, the Internal-Security Act and Emergency Ordinance, Official Secrets Act, Sedition Act, Police Act, Printing Presses and Publications Act, Trade Union Act, Universities and University Colleges Act.


� Those arrested were Parti Keadilan Nasional Youth Chief Mohamad Ezam Mohd. Nor, its Vice-President Chua Tian Chang, Supreme Council member Saari Sungip, Vice Chairman Gobalakrishnan Magapan, and Youth Ex-Co member Abdul Ghani Harun; Director of the Free Anwar Campaign Raja Petra Raja Kamruddin, and social activist Hishamuddin Rais. Parti Keadilan Supreme Council Member, Dr. Budrul Amin Baharom was later arrested, bringing the number of the detained to eight (New Straits Times, April 25, 2001). 
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