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he new ABIM leadership today is
entering a significant decade, navigating Islamic Reformism in a transition
era as ABIM approaches its fiftieth anniversary of establishment. ABIM was established
on the 6th of August 1971 and became the
earliest Islamic organization in Malaysia to
carry the message of Reformist and Revivalist
Imam Hassan Al-Banna, pioneer of Islamic
movements in Muslim world history.
At the same time, ABIM molded a diverse
school of thought, and also drew inspiration
from local scholars led by Syed Muhammad
Naquib Al-Attas, Mohammad Natsir, and
Buya Hamka. Syed Naquib’s skills in arts also
had a significant influence on ABIM as he
was the one who crafted ABIM’s official logo,
which is still in use today.
Other renowned scholars like Ismail Raji
Faruqi and Al-Qaradhawi also shaped the
thoughts of the movement, and their works
are constantly referenced and discussed
during the weekly usrah.
This openness towards different intellectual
persuasions became the catalyst for ABIM
to consistently forge ahead in dealing with
changes to ensure that the element of Islamic reformism thrives in terms of ideas and
activism.
UNDERSTANDING ISLAMIC REFORMISM
Islamic Reformism - or Islah - is not a new
topic. It has been in existence since the
16th century and has been enriched by the
emergence of figures in Southeast Asia with

“

outstanding contributions to reform society’s
culture and worldview. Among these figures
was Abdul Raof Singkel, the scholar who held
to the principle of recognizing the right of
women to be the Sultan in Acheh when most
clerics in traditional scholarship back then
disapproved.
Other scholars include Nurudin al-Raniri and
Sheikh Yusuf Al-Makassari, who enlightened
the society in crafting a rational understanding of Sufism in Islam and reformed the administrative justice system in their respective
states when both were appointed as Muftis.
The movement of Islamic Reformists underwent the second phase in the 18th century
as a response to Western colonization. This
phase witnessed the championing of Islamic
revivalism by figures such as Muhammad
Abduh, Rashid Ridha, Hassan Al-Banna and
more.
These figures took a moderate path in responding to colonization by accepting knowledge and technological advancements as tools
to liberate Muslim societies from economical
backwardness. At the same time, they advocated rational thinking in Islamic teachings
within the context of systemizing political and
social lives and subsequently accepting the
parliamentary democracy system as a new
system in the Muslim world.
They viewed colonization in two ways. First,
they delicately reviewed the advantages
behind colonization in the Muslim world and
how those advantages can be fully leveraged
to lead Muslims out from a period of decline
to a period of revival.

This openness towards different intellectual persuasions
became the catalyst for ABIM to consistently forge ahead
in dealing with changes to ensure that the element of Islamic reformism thrives in terms of ideas and activism.
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At the same time, they acknowledged the
need to boost the understanding of Islam
through the intensive campaign “Islam as a
way of life.”
Within the context of the Malay world, the
establishment of ABIM had a direct link with
the agenda of reasserting Malay identity and
understanding Islam as a way of life. These
agendas were a response to the hundreds of
years of Malaya being under the influence
of western colonization - an era that was
described as “a period of de-Islamization
and secularization” by M Rasjidi in “The
Role of Christian Mission: The Indonesian
Experience” in the International Review of
Missions.
A similar fact was articulated by Dato’ Dr
Siddiq Fadzil, who pointed out that “the
westernization-secularization of Malay politics officially began in 1874 with the Treaty
of Pangkor which implied a clear dichotomy
between religion and politics.”
ABIM has sparked discussions of the books
“Islam & Secularism” and “Islam in Malay
History and Culture” by Syed Muhammad
Naquib Al-Attas, whose ideas later were adopted to the extent of establishing the International Islamic University Malaysia (IIUM)
and ISTAC.
The existence of Islamic reformism needs
to be understood as coming from a strong
conviction and belief that Islam as a divine
religion encourages openness in accepting
reform. The flourishing number of philosophers in Is-
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lamic scholarship from one era of civilization
to another clearly illustrates the unrestrained
and flexible atmosphere of the Islamic world.
It is thus netierh the attitude nor the approach of the Islamic Reformist movement
to be apologetic towards what critics perceive
Islam or the movement to be. The open
environment for discourse stems purely from
the conviction that Islam champions progress,
freedom, justice and human rights.
THE TRANSITIONAL IDEALISM OF
ISLAMIC MOVEMENT: ENGAGING,
ISLAH AND ACCOUNTABLE
After a few centuries of having significantly
contributed to the Muslim world, the essence
of Islamic Reformism should be thoroughly
embraced, and its relevance preserved by
enhancing its core principles of discourse and
idealism. The clash of certain ideas in Islamist Reformism is declining in relevance. The
movement should go beyond the colonial and
post-colonial frameworks, and the dismantling
of caliphate in their ideological construct.
Today, the world is now directed to a shared
objective for all global citizens. This can
be seen through the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) 2030 - an expression of
how humankind, under the name of global
solidarity, helps one another to lift the dignity
and prestige of human beings without leaving
anyone behind.
The question before us now is: how can
Islamic Reformism benefit from these shared
objectives to bring sustainable development as a mechanism to

solve the issues of underdevelopment in
Muslim countries?
The discourse of islah (reform) should be
further understood through the context of
reality, which is tantamount to the need of
having ijtihad (legal reasoning) as a guide in
facing renewals and changes in a developing
society.
In the history of a society’s adaptation towards change, clashes between tradition and
modernization often hold society back. The
objective of Islamic Reformism then, is to
be centrist in order to balance out the differences and find ways to develop a new culture
and way of thinking instead of remaining
stagnant, as well as to carry society towards
progress while keeping pace with change.
Thus, the agenda to bring islah or revivalism
is not restricted within a black-and-white
framework nor confrontational in nature, but
should be inclusive, incorporate bridge-building, and be appreciative of the wide spectrum
and multiracial fabric of society, sharing a
sense of ownership with all members of the
community.
This includes sharing aspirations and a
common agenda with all citizens and stakeholders. This collaboration should not be
limited only to the activities initiated, but also
in terms of objectives to bring reform for the
betterment of the society.
In the real world today, there are diverse
stakeholders who are each contributing their
respective efforts to better society. One significant example is the rise of millennials pulling
themselves to become a force in advocating
a gig economy and climate change issues.
The growth of these groups should engender
greater engagement and smart collaborations
with the Islamic movement.

Besides, Islamic Reformists should thoroughly
commit to the fulfillment of the highest intent
of its ideas, that is to provide prosperity to
society. The ill habit of carrying ideas without
being accountable to the effect of those ideas
on society should no longer stand.
As such, the concept of political religion
should carry a universal intent to provide
justice and rights to all human beings and
should not be limited to establishing the
“Islamic state” for example. The failure to
comprehend the objective of combining
politics and religion will expose religion and
power to be manipulated by any regime to
persecute and oppress the people under the
name of religion.
The same position applies to the issue of
implementing Syariah - which should be a
significant process for the sake of the well-being of society. Otherwise, without taking into
consideration these two aspects, we foresee a
recurrence of the problems faced by Islamist
movements in the political arena, which were
described as being “unprepared to govern
effectively (or) transparently, neglecting public
policy and (lacking) a strategic vision of the
country” by Fawaz A Gerges in his book
“Making The Arab World: Nasser, Qutb, And
The Clash That Shaped The Middle East”.
The Islamic movement needs to combine a
commitment to the islah (reformist) principle with engagement and a strong sense of
accountability, in order to be uplifted and stay
relevant in the eyes of society. This new way
of thinking will enrich the Islamic Reformist
movement further and can be revisited by
next generations in providing solutions for
society in the future.
Muhammad Faisal Abdul Aziz
is the President of Muslim Youth
Movement Malaysia (ABIM)
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Bangsa
Malaysia:
Worthy Fighting For
Nathaniel Tan
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Malaysia has lost its way.
I don’t think I’m the only one feeling this way,
as the year draws to a close.
We are adrift at sea, with no compass or
guiding star.
Nowhere is this more true than in our politics.
Some trace it back to the Sheraton Move,
some to Tun Dr Mahathir Mohamad’s latest
stint as Prime Minister, and some all the way
back to his very first.

address entitled: Cosmopolitan Islam and the
Forging of Bangsa Malaysia.
My first real introduction to ABIM was at last
year’s muktamar, where the keynote address
was also on Bangsa Malaysia, demonstrating
a sense of continuity and ongoing commitment to this concept even as leadership of the
organisation changed.

Politics today is all about fighting. We fight
with our enemies. We fight with our friends.
We fight until friends become enemies, and
enemies become (usually temporary, fake)
friends.
WE FIGHT SO MUCH THAT WE’VE
FORGOTTEN: WHAT ARE WE
REALLY FIGHTING FOR?
Sometimes, leaders pay lip service, and say
the right words. But actions ultimately speak
louder, revealing how nowadays, all that anyone ever fights for is themselves.
What Malaysia needs is something worth
fighting for.
Without a unifying goal, what will it matter
who the leader of which party is, who the
leader of the opposition is, or who the PM is
even?
Without a moral core and a clearly articulated goal to work towards, any leader in any
of those positions will behave in exactly the
same way: selfishly.
Yesterday, ABIM (The Muslim Youth Movement of Malaysia) held its annual muktamar
(general assembly), where its president
Muhammad Faisal Aziz delivered his keynote

I remember sitting there in Bangi last year,
and being extremely impressed that a Malay-based Islamist organisation would champion such a cause so fearlessly.
I was impressed because championing the
idea of a “Bangsa Malaysia” opens one up to a
lot of backlash.
This discourse tends to open up debate about
whether one is first Malay/Chinese/Indian
and Malaysian second or vice versa.
When it comes to the question of identity in
Malaysia, many have taken such a zero sum
approach. Most do so to further narrow and
selfish political gains.
Malaysia has a long history of leaders using
ethnoreligious identity to stoke conflict for
political gain. It is arguably the central tenet
Review
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and issue around which Malaysia’s political
landscape has shaped – or rather twisted –
itself.
This is not surprising considering that the key
political parties that shaped Malaysia over its
formative decades have all been race-based.
2021 will be my 15th year as a columnist. In
this decade and a half, I have been repeating
ad nauseum that this race-based political
structure has been the poisonous shackles that
have held Malaysia back, decade after decade
after decade.
If we don’t break free from it, we will never
break free from the impasse, the mire, the
merry-go-round of principle-less politics.
So it was with no small fanfare that I welcomed ABIM’s call yesterday to finally forge a
true Bangsa Malaysia.
Faisal quoted Amartya Sen and Francis
Fukuyama, and spoke eloquently about the
concept of cross-cutting identities, noting that
it is extremely archaic and old-fashioned to
think that we can have only one identity – or
a hierarchy of identities that are ranked in
some immovable way.
We all have multiple identities: ethnic, religious, professional, familial, geographical, and
so on. We define ourselves not only by our
ancestry and where we are from, but by what
we believe, and what we do.
If we continue to believe that identities are
mutually exclusive, then we will be forever
trapped in a cycle of conflicting identities.
Finally understanding that we are all many
things at once is extremely liberating. It frees
us to develop various aspects of our lives and
identities simultaneously, without feeling like
one compromises the other.

12

Review
Vol. 2, 2021

In other
words, it
is a fallacy
to think
that being
more Malaysian
makes
us less
Malay,
Chinese,
Indian,
Iban, Kadazan or
what not.
We are
all these things at once, and being one doesn’t
make us less of the other.
Faisal said: “A Bangsa Malaysia identity does
not involve assimilation that dilutes our
diverse cultures, but an opportunity to mould
an integrated identity that is informed and
inspired by the shared values and qualities of
all the various ethnicities and cultures in our
blessed nation.
“These shared values are the bases of the
middle road that will keep our nation from
falling from either the pitfalls of assimilation
on one hand, or segregation and division on
the other.”
The fact that ABIM, a grassroots movement
steeped deeply in Malay and Muslim identity,
should choose this path is especially significant, for the same reasons that only Nixon
could go to China, as they say.
Dr Mahathir himself used to talk of Bangsa
Malaysia, and some NGOs have long tried to
champion the same.
I think however, that given the present
context, as well as ABIM’s credentials and

positioning,
we have
a better
chance to
succeed
on a wider
scale now
than ever
before.
Having
gotten to
know many
of their
leaders personally, I
can personally vouch
(for whatever that’s worth) for their sincerity,
compassion, moderation, and true passion for
national unity and progress.
The question of a Bangsa Malaysia has ramifications far beyond concepts of personal
identity.
One key aspect of the idea of Bangsa Malaysia
is that it remains something that is relatively
undefined. The cliches are that Americans
are all about freedom, Germans are all about
efficiency, and so on. But what does it mean
to be Malaysian?
Beyond some vague aphorisms about food
and nasi lemak, I feel this question has yet to
be adequately answered. And that lack of an
answer has contributed significantly to the
sense of aimlessness that we are experiencing
as a nation.
If we don’t know who we are, how can we
know where to go?

unilaterally decide in a top down way what it
means to be Malaysian. This is a question that
can only be answered together, from the bottom
up.
It is a journey of discovering what our common values are, and what principles we want to
strive towards as a united nation.
We should not expect Malaysians to feel a
deep connection to some vague sentences put
together by people from ancient history; a true
sense of identity and connection to values and
principles needs to be refreshed and redefined
by every generation, to ensure that these values
genuinely resonate. It is an evolving Google
Document with multiple editors, not a PDF
document.
When we know, clearly and deeply, what values
and principles bind us as a nation, then we will
finally have a way out of the mires and political
impasses of today – something beyond narrow
self interests to fight for. We will have each
other.
Let’s make 2021 a year where we raise the banner of Bangsa Malaysia high, so that all Malaysians can look up to it as a symbol of hope, and
a beacon to guide us out of this lost, hopeless
despair.
Let’s make it a year where we will finally be
free from being beholden to politicians who are
themselves lost and unanchored, and find the
confidence to lead ourselves instead – because
once we recognise what it means to be Bangsa
Malaysia, we will know the road we will have to
walk, and we will find in
one another the courage
to walk it.

Let’s make 2021 the year we start answering
those questions
It’s not for me, or ABIM, or anyone else to
Review
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The Country
Need Complete

Restructuring
Nazir Razak

A

s a former banker and part-time socio-political activist, I
would never equate myself with any Islamic scholars or experts, although I did spend a year as a Visiting Fellow at the
Oxford Center for Islamic Studies (OCIS) in 2010. What I can say
credibly though, is that I have always believed that Islam is a religion
of tolerance, fairness and justice. As Muslims, we are subservient to
a higher power.
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However, we must never treat other religions
unfairly. “Cosmopolitan Islam” is an interesting narrative that is consistent with the way
I was taught about Islam, during childhood,
both at home and in school.

adopt diversity [into the company] and nurture an inclusive workforce.
Whether it was in terms of race, age group,
gender or even religion, I often intervened
to ensure that diversity worked well for us. I
used to always remind our staff that integraA lot of the intellectual thoughts by academ- tion means we have to go against what comes
ics highlighted by Brother Faisal (Muhammad naturally to us and reject our tribal instincts to
Faisal Abdul Aziz) in his book on Cosmopoli- only love what is similar and familiar to us.
tan Islam, Kosmopolitan Islam & Pembinaan
Bangsa Malaysia, stood out to me. Among
We have created an ecosystem that is rich
them was Prof Dr Syed Khairudin Al-Junied, with ideas and talent. I believe this was the
who said: “Internalising Muslim cosmopoldriving force behind CIMB’s expansion, both
itanism enables a person to be at ease with
in Malaysia and in other Asean countries.
his or her own Islamic cultural identities,
CIMB has become a mini version of Bangsa
promoting these identities as a means to
Malaysia, and I am proud of the joke that
enrich public understanding about Islam and CIMB stands for “Chinese, Indian, Malay
Muslims while maintaining and embracing
Bank”.
a tolerant attitude towards people of other
background.”
The late Tunku Abdul Rahman is famous for
his quote: “We are all Malaysians. This is the
Diversity is an exceptional edge for Malaysia. bond that unites us. Let us always remember
This means that we stand to enjoy a lot of
that unity is our fundamental strength as a
benefits:
people and as a nation.”
First of all, if we can ensure that such
diversity can work to our advantage;
Second, if our society is more inclusive and
can work together across boundaries of
identity.
When I was leading CIMB
Group, I worked
really hard to

Our founding fathers saw Bangsa Malaysia as
the future of our new nation — a direction to
move forward. They were aware that it is not
an easy feat [to achieve] and when we made a
misstep, like in 1969, they introduced reforms
and new
poli-
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cies, but they never deviated from the original agenda.

every individual.

Many perceive that the affirmative
action policy of the New Economic Policy
(NEP) divides us, but that assumption ignores
the two-pronged approach and rationale:
First, to eradicate poverty for all, regardless of
race; and Second, to address economic imbalances between the races in order to create the
foundation of national unity.

The post-1969 system saw success in eradicating poverty and improving bumiputera
ownership and participation in the economy.
However, there were unwanted side-effects
as the NEP was extended beyond its original
period of 20 years. In the end, the resulting
negative impact outweighed the benefits of
the policy.

“

The NEP was introduced in response to the
“We are all Malaysians. One could say that the
breakdown of the origiNEP is an oxymoron
nal post-colonial system,
This
is
the
bond
that
— it amplified a system
together with the Rukun
of discrimination which
unites
us.
Let
us
always
reNegara, amendments
was designed to
to the Sedition Act and
member that unity is our itpre-emptively
resolve.
the formation of the
fundamental
strength
as
a
Extensive
government
Grand Coalition for
government or Barisan
people and as a nation.” intervention in the
economy in the name
Nasional. The Rukun
of the NEP, coupled
Negara was a further
with the intensified
demonstration that mulintra-Malay
political
rivalry
in the mid-1980s,
ticulturalism was to remain the foundation of
led
to
what
I
call
the
three-headed
monster:
the nation.
identity politics, money politics and the concentration of power.
It is very helpful if we take lessons from its
preamble:
The monster destroyed the most innovative
ideas as well as genuine reform initiatives. For
• Achieving a more perfect unity among the
example, the Multimedia Super Corridor —
whole of her society;
a brainchild of Tun Dr Mahathir Mohamad,
• Creating a just society where the prosperity
who was very far-sighted — failed to exceed
of the country can be enjoyed together in a
beyond the level of real estate projects. Other
fair and equitable manner;
than that, the New Economic Model intro• Guaranteeing a liberal approach towards
duced by Datuk Seri Najib Razak was only
her rich and varied cultural traditions; and
able to collect dust on the shelves.
• Belief in God — a principle that respects
The Making a Better
the freedom of
Malaysia project
religion
highlights
for
how

“
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we
could
kill
the
three-headed monster and how crucial it is
to do so. In conclusion, our country needs
a complete restructuring. We should set up
another deliberative platform similar to
the National Consultative Council, which
discussed and supported the restructuring
of the post-1969 system. This imperative is
very crucial when we look at: First, the scale
of the problems we face today; and Second,
the continued failure of government after
government from various parties to reform
the system.
History has taught us that communal tensions
are easily inflamed when religion is mixed
with other issues. For a country in which the
identity of the Malays has been synonymous
with the identity of a Muslim, religion has
inadvertently become a political tool.
This has fuelled the resulting strained divide
between the Malays and non-Malays. As
such, the responsibility to prevent the abuse
of religion to divide us now falls into the
hands of right-minded Malaysians.

Beyond this noble
goal, I sincerely
hope that ABIM will
be able to collaborate with
the Making a Better Malaysia
project and other parties who are
working towards the same objective.
Cosmopolitan Islam is a strong narrative that
can support Bangsa Malaysia.
No less significant, the Bangsa Malaysia
envisioned by our founding fathers should
also be at the forefront of the mission of the
new “National Consultative Council” which
we desperately need. I fear that if we do not
reset, we will continue to be plagued with subpar economic growth, dysfunctional politics
and divided communities. The state of the
nation demands that we strive for discontinuity and system reset.
Again, I would like to express my gratitude
for giving me the time and space to share
my opinions. In all honesty, I sincerely hope
that the points I have outlined today can
somewhat help and move the efforts towards
building a more tolerant Malaysia. I believe
that more Muslims like me see Islam as a
religion of peace.
If more of us come together and amplify that
message, I believe it would be potent. Let us
never forget or lose that narrative to those
who abuse Islam for their own
self-interest.

I am glad that ABIM (Angkatan Belia Islam
Malaysia) has decided, without any hesitation, to rise to the challenge. This is indeed a
more difficult path to take. It is indeed much
easier to fish for popularity by encouraging
tribalism and segregation, in order to gain
support to be a leader, by exploiting the
gap of differences between us.
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Mala sia’s

Healthcare System
is on the Brink of Collapse

Why Does the Government Have Its Head in the Sand?
Projek Bangsa Malaysia
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hen India faced the worst days of
its Covid-19 crisis, the entire world
knew.

are now sacrificing their own job security in
order to speak up, before more lives are lost
due to a complete collapse of our healthcare
system.

The transparency regarding just how bad the
problem was helped India ensure that its government took the matter seriously, and got the
help it needed. This is how India recovered
from the near total collapse of its healthcare
system.

In Malaysia, our authorities have not admitted that we have a problem.

“

Meanwhile,
ment continues to put
its head in its sand, and
acts like there is nothing
wrong..

“

A decades old draconian culture of repressing
the truth is now putting
millions of Malaysian
lives at risk.

Resources are insufficient, and medical staff
are overworked and exhausted. Reports are
emerging of insufficient oxygen and insufficient beds, of senior staff breaking down, of
CPR having to be performed on the floor,
and of patients waiting
outside Emergency
unable to
the govern- Departments
breathe.

The government has
consistently silenced the
voices of civil servants,
including medical frontliners, and prevented
them from telling the truth about how our
system is on the brink of collapse.

Where once medical frontliners maintained
their silence for fear of losing their jobs, many

Meanwhile, the government continues to
put its head in its sand,
and acts like there is
nothing wrong.

Reports on the ground suggest that MITI
letters are now being issued to more and
morecompanies allowing them to reopen,
while there is again zero transparency on
which factories are allowed to continue operating and why.
“Lockdown” measures seem to target the
wrong people, while allowing business interests to continue in order to protect profits.
Are our constantly changing SOPs truly
based on data and science? The reasoning
behind these decisions must be transparent
for all to see.
There seems to be zero urgency regarding
the fact that we have days where daily testing numbers go down, while the number
of cases go up.
Review
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The first step towards solving a problem is
admitting we have one.

More and more stories are now emerging
on how government Covid-19 hospitals are
completely overwhelmed, and are becoming
unable to give Malaysians with Covid-19 the
healthcare that they need.

The entire government seems to have adopted a nonchalant attitude even as medical
frontliners are now using terms like “total
collapse” to describe the state of our healthcare system.
We need to be ringing the alarm bells all over
the country. We need the country to be at red
alert. We need to stop being distracted by useless politicking, and for once, be truly united
in fighting the Covid-19 pandemic.
The country is facing what may very well be
the worst, most life-threatening crisis we have
ever faced in our existence, and we need the
government to stop hiding the truth about it,
and to start treating this like the crisis that it
is.
If it is true that the government declared an
Emergency to combat Covid-19 instead of
to protect political interests, then the government should start acting as if this is indeed an
emergency situation.
We call upon the government to immediately:

20
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1

Acknowledge the problem and be transparent about the situation on the ground. Policy attention should be on solving the problem,
and medical frontliners must be allowed to
speak up on the situation they are facing with
no repercussions from the authorities.

2

Engage with the private healthcare sector
to ease the burden on government hospitals. Engage constructively and the use of
Emergency rules can be considered.

3

Increase public healthcare spending in the
short and long-term, so that longer term
healthcare capacity can be increased, and
problems like contract doctors can be solved.
Increased funding must be accompanied by
appropriate reforms in the organisational
structure of the Health Ministry.
This joint statement is initiated by
Projek #BangsaMalaysia
[a joint initiative by Angkatan Belia Islam
Malaysia (ABIM) and Projek Wawasan Rakyat (POWR)]
4 July 2021

Graphic: Freepik

People-Centred

Leadership
Can Help Tackle Health, Economic Crisis
Faisal Aziz

M

alaysia has been struggling with the Covid-19 pandemic for more
than a year. Every day the number of Covid-19 cases reported has
increased. As of July 15, 2021, we have recorded over 13,215 cases.
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This is a clear indication of the government’s
failure to curb the pandemic. The growing
infections based on recently recorded case
figures have had a major impact on other
sectors.
Our healthcare
system is on the
brink of collapse,
the economy
is in shambles,
there are increasing mental
stress problems,
and education is
non-functional.
This situation is
creating a ripple
effect that will
definitely extend to more distant sectors,
including its impact on future generations.
Currently, the people are still struggling because of the failure of our country’s leadership to control the spread of Covid-19.
The call to close the manufacturing sector to
curb the Covid-19 pandemic was criticised by
some quarters who want to continue opening
up the sector to ensure the economy runs
smoothly.
Throughout the pandemic, various parties
representing the interests of the public have
highlighted the views and methods that can
be used to overcome the pandemic.
These views need to be taken into account
because they are based on solid facts and
evidence.
But there are those who seem to be comfortable living in denial. Some even divert attention by making empty claims that the whole
world is in as bad a state as Malaysia.

Such a comparison is absolutely inaccurate.
In New Zealand, the total number of cases
recorded is low at 2,790 as of July 14, 2021,
with an average daily increase of four.
There are differing views on what
constitutes strong
leadership. Today,
there may be
simple comparisons with China as
well as the United
States. Some say
the Chinese government has now
managed to control the Covid-19
pandemic due to
the heavy-handed
communist system of government. In contrast, the United States, which puts democracy and human rights principles first, is said to
have failed to control the pandemic.
These conclusions are overly simplistic, however. A more critical analysis provides different conclusions. For example, today we are
about to enter the eighth month of the emergency period which involved the suspension
of Parliament as well as several provisions in
the Federal Constitution.
Executive power is interpreted
by the attorney-general to
include the power to determine the sitting of
Parliament at any
time. But despite
this centralisation
of power, the
executive or the
government still
failed to curb
the Covid-19
pandemic and has
Review
Vol. 2, 2021

23

“

“...how can the country build confidence among the people about the policies and regulations it wants to implement to deal with this pandemic?”

even seen a drastic increase in cases.
Thus, it has been shown that a government
that suspends democratic principles is not employing the right vehicle to combat Covid-19.
The question now is, how can the country
build confidence among the people about the
policies and regulations it wants to implement
to deal with this pandemic?
In this regard, New Zealand Prime Minister
Jacinda Ardern’s leadership can serve as an
example. She spoke honestly and openly
about the Covid-19 threat. Policy implemen-

Shlomo Ben-Ami’s article ‘Why democracies are better at managing crises’ (Australian Strategic Policy Institute) is interesting
to read, as he emphasises that most of the
countries that have been more successful
in fighting Covid-19 are countries that put
democracy first.
For example, in Germany, Chancellor Angela Merkel is seen as transparent and her
ability to communicate effectively with her
people allows her to control the situation
in the country well. Similarly, the decisive
actions taken by other world leaders such as
Mette Frederiksen (Danish prime minister),
Tsai Ing-wen (Taiwan’s president), Erna
Solberg (Norwegian prime minister), Katrin
Jakobsdottir (Icelandic prime minister), and
Sanna Marin (Finland’s prime minister)
proved that Covid -19 can be addressed without sacrificing democracy.
At the same time, these countries have strong
civil society movements which also play a
strong role as a check-and-balance agent to
further strengthen the policies to resolve the
crisis.

tation was based on science and data with
good communication with the people.
The New Zealand government was also open
to all parties as part of the implementation of
a check-and-balance mechanism as well as a
comprehensive and thorough policy-making
process.
This action has resulted in the success of the
government under Ardern to empower the
people to fulfil their shared responsibility to
curb the Covid-19 epidemic.
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The political ecosystem in Malaysia needs
to change in order to solve our long-term
problems. We need strong, dynamic and
transparent leadership. Strong leadership
doesn’t pivot on any one individual, but on
the joint resolve from all levels of society to
work towards a better future. What we need
is deep and far-reaching systemic reform,
and a re-conceptualisation
of how we understand and
practise democracy.
Muhammad Faisal Abdul Aziz
is the President of Muslim Youth
Movement Malaysia (ABIM)
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A Lesson on Unity
and Inclusiveness
from Sarawak
Eddie Hoo

T

he gulf between Peninsular Malaysia and the so-called east Malaysia
extends beyond the 1,200km of
South China Sea waters separating them.
Beyond this span lies a much more significant detachment, with Sabahans
and Sarawakians having a
value system far removed
from that of their peninsula counterparts.
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What is deemed crucial to Peninsular Malaysians may be of lesser importance to those
in the east as their priorities are different.
Similarly, what our fellow citizens in the two
Borneo states cherish most may not be our
first concern.
Of all the political and social predilections
shown by Peninsular Malaysians or orang Malaya, the most peculiar to them is the emphasis
on race and religion.
While racists exist on both sides of the South
China Sea, the more vocal and prominent of
them are on the shores of the peninsula.
It is common to find households with multiple
faiths and of different ethnicities living under
one roof in Sabah and Sarawak. With the
extended family structure very much still in
place, we find grandparents tending to their
grandchildren of different faith.
In Sarawak, there are Christian Dayak
grandparents who look after Muslim Malay
or Melanau grandchildren, and ensure that
their religious beliefs are adhered to.
In caring and cooking for their Muslim
grandchildren, they ensure that the
food they provide is halal and the love
they give is pure and straight from the
heart.
There is no fear of grandparents
trying to convert their grandchildren because family is more
important than the religion they
profess. They trust themselves
not to proselytise each other.
The above was written five
years ago, and every word
still holds true.
In marking Sarawak Day
yesterday, Chinese in the

state shared what it meant to be a Sarawakian
and their sense of belonging to the state.
“The Chinese have a patriotic phrase: ‘Loyalty
to the Country’. I believe this phrase has properly explained our feeling towards Sarawak, the
day July 22 was gazetted,” Chinese Association
Sarawak vice-president Datuk David Goh was
quoted as saying.
He was referring to Sarawak Day being gazetted a public holiday in 2016.
“In the past, the term ‘pendatang’ was often used
to describe the non-bumiputras. The Chinese
community felt it the most. However, all that
changed for Sarawak-born Chinese
after the historic day,” he added
in describing the inclusiveness
of all regardless of race as one in
the state.
Sarawak United People’s Party
(SUPP) Youth chief Tan Lik Jin said
Sarawak Day should be taught at
school for the younger generation
to truly understand and embrace the
spirit of “Anak Sarawak” (Children of
Sarawak).
To those who may not have the opportunity to spend enough time there, this
may sound parochial. But if you did, you
would know that their sense of pride of
being Sarawakian doesn’t diminish them as
a Malaysian.
Whichever side of the South China Sea we
are on, we are of one nation. There is much we
can learn from each other.
Happy Sarawak Day.
Eddie Hoo is Managing Editor
of The Sun in Malaysia
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The Jesselton
Revolt
When Sabah Ran Red with Blood
Noel Wong

I

t was Jan 21, 1944, a dark day in Sabah’s
history. A total of 176 Sabahan civilians,
Chinese, Indians, Sikhs and indigenous
people, were brutally executed en masse by
the Imperial Japanese Army. They were shot
dead, stabbed to death with bayonets and
beheaded. Those who did not die from the
stabbings were buried alive in large pits.
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Their crime? They staged a brave but
doomed rebellion against the Japanese
invaders.
Today, Albert Kwok and the Jesselton Revolt are names that are hardly mentioned
in the national history syllabus, much to the
chagrin of many Sabahans.

The revolt against the Japanese occupation, which lasted for over a period of
three months, was a rare moment of open
civilian resistance against the brutal military
occupation in Malaysian history.
Sometimes known as the Double Tenth
Incident, the revolt was also noticeably a
multi-ethnic affair, with Sabahans of different races coming together to take up arms
against the Japanese.
Despite the gallant bravery shown by the
rebels, the military might of the Japanese
struck back hard and inflicted brutal punishment on the people of Sabah for their
defiance.
Jesselton,
now known
as Kota
Kinabalu,
was the
administrative capital
of British
North Borneo when
the Imperial Japanese Army
invaded on
Jan 8, 1942.

named Albert Kwok, who had spent some time
in China serving the Kuomintang in the Second
Sino-Japanese War.
Shortly after the Japanese occupied Jesselton,
Kwok made contact with Filipino resistance
groups and was inspired to spearhead a liberation of North Borneo.
With the support of Allied forces, he founded
his own resistance group, who came to be called
the “Kinabalu Guerillas”.
This group was largely made up of Chinese
civilians, but eventually, the indigenous people
of Sabah also joined in, having grown wary of
the Japanese occupiers’ excesses.
People from
all walks of life
joined in, with
farmers, police
officers, bureaucrats and fishermen united
by the desire to
see the Japanese
expelled from
Sabah.

As is widely
known, the
Japanese
occupation resulted in untold suffering
for the people, which resulted in growing
resentment towards the occupiers.
Among those affected was a Chinese doctor

“

While enthusiastic, the group
were severely
ill-equipped,
having only a
few firearms
and mostly
relying on spears, parang and keris, when they
launched their revolt on Oct 9, 1943.
Remarkably, they still met some success, freeing
Jesselton, Tuaran and Kota Belud, while inflict-

“If all men are born free, how is it that all
women are born slaves?”
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ing several dozen Japanese casualties.
Sabahans of all races contributed to the fight,
with the seafaring Bajau and Suluk people
providing ships to aid in amphibious attacks
on the Japanese.
The Dusun and Murut people also fought ferociously on the frontlines, as did Indians and
Sikhs who had previously served as police
officers under the British administration.

It should not come as a surprise that the Japanese were in no mood for mercy. On Jan 21,
Kwok and 175 individuals, mostly innocent
civilians, were executed in Petagas.
According to witness accounts, despite the

However, despite their initial success,
things were unfortunately not meant to
last as the Japanese occupiers took a very
dim view of those who dared defy their
authority.
With reinforcements arriving from Kuching, Japanese air raids began laying waste
to Jesselton and the surrounding areas.
Kwok and his posse were forced to give up
their gains and withdraw into the highlands of Menggatal.
Frustrated and furious, the Japanese
promptly retaliated by terror-bombing
coastal towns and villages, machine-gunning down fleeing civilians as they saw fit.
Villages were put to the torch, with around
3,000 innocent civilians executed, with those
of Bajau and Suluk ethnicity being particularly singled out due to their community’s
involvement in the revolt.

cold, cruel fate that awaited them
as they knelt before a watery ditch,
Kwok and his posse showed little fear
and did not beg for mercy.

Kwok would have probably continued the
fight for a lot longer, if the Japanese had not
issued a message threatening to execute 400
civilians in the Shantung Valley if he didn’t
turn himself in.

The methods of execution were
themselves sadistic, even barbaric,
with some people being buried alive
while others were bayoneted in the
abdomen and disembowelled.

Not willing to let any more innocents suffer
pointless deaths, Kwok agreed, surrendering together with the top members of the
Kinabalu Guerrillas.

Their horrific fate would quell any remaining
Sabahan resistance for the rest of the war.
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Even after the revolt had been crushed, the

Japanese chose to unleash their brutality on
the rest of the Sabahan populace.

stayed out of the revolt, were reduced to 54
with their entire male population murdered.

The Suluk people, who were mostly coastal
islanders, faced the wrath of the occupiers, with males of all ages being senselessly
slaughtered in what some call a “systematic
massacre”.

On some islands, populations were halved as
the Japanese killed any male they could find,
and often, homes were burnt, leaving survivors with nothing.

Other unfortunate people were subjected to brutal torture by the Kem-

In a few cases, the Japanese took the surviving
women and children and abandoned them
on barren islands, leading to starvation.
It is estimated that some 3,500 people
were killed during this mad rampage of
revenge by the occupiers.
After the Japanese defeat, a memorial and
burial ground dedicated to the victims
were established in Petagas which remain
there to this day.
On one of the epitaphs can be found
these words: “Greater love hath no man
than this, that a man lay down his life for
his country.”

peitai, the
Japanese
secret
police,
whether
or not
they knew
anything
at all.

Perhaps, one day, this story of Sabahan
courage will be known among all Malaysians as an example of racial unity in the face
of adversity.
Noel Wong is a Free Malaysia Today (FMT)
journalist.

The
depravity
seemed
endless, as exemplified in one horrific incident where Suluk women and children were
machine-gunned in a mosque.
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The 120 islanders of Dinawan, who had

Stabilising
Politics
Through Recall Elections
Faisal Aziz and Deborah Chow
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I

t can be argued that the single biggest
destabiliser of Malaysian politics is the
manner in which party-hopping MPs are
able to effect changes in government.
In Malaysia, such party-hopping has caused
greatly destabilising changes in the federal
government and multiple state governments.

Even worse, however, is the manner in which
the threat of party-hopping which results in
the collapse of a given government remains a
potentially destabilising factor at every turn,
causing governments to become perpetually
distracted and unable to govern effectively.
The constantly looming threat of a government’s collapse via party-hopping makes a
government dysfunctional and distracted, and
a dysfunctional and distracted government
tends to completely neglect the true well-being of the rakyat.
While politicians are failing to address this
problem adequately, it falls to civil society to
come up with ways to prevent our democracy

and electoral mandates from being constantly
hijacked and treated like a joke.
One such instrument to prevent party-hopping is recall elections. This instrument is
used in countries like the United Kingdom,
Taiwan, Colombia and the United States.

Recall elections is a mechanism by which
elected representatives who have defected
from their parties (or parties who have defected from a coalition) can be removed by their
constituents through a midterm by-election
process. This can be done through a petition
calling for the resignation of an MP by their
constituents. When the petition reaches a predetermined threshold, the MP shall then be
compelled to resign from their post. Following
this, a by-election can then take place.
Besides party-hopping, recall elections can
also be called in cases where elected representatives are absent from at least 80 percent
of legislative seatings and in cases where elected representatives are convicted for non-compoundable offences.
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Recall elections serve
to empower the people. As a voter-centric
procedure, it allows the people to exercise
their voice and choice through the electoral
process as is their right in a democracy. Recall
elections remove the power of political individuals or any one party to single-handedly
cause a significant change of government
through party-hopping.
The key game-changing feature of recall
elections is that they might act as an extremely effective deterrent to any elected officials
who are considering supporting someone else
as chief executive (ie, supporting a different
candidate for prime minister or menteri besar).
After all, there is no point in trying to effect
a change of government if attempting to do
so will force an elected representative to face
elections once again - the results of which can
never be guaranteed.
Currently, an elected representative faces
absolutely zero repercussions if they decide
to switch support to a different candidate for
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chief
executive. This
means there is on one hand nothing at all to
deter them from party-hopping, and on the
other, multiple incentives to entice them to
change parties. They have everything to gain,
and nothing to lose.
With recall elections, however, that same
elected representative now has everything
to lose should he or she lose in those recall
elections. Such a loss would mean that they
have lost everything and gained nothing. The
people who are trying to entice such a representative to switch parties would also then not
be incentivised to offer inducements as their
support would be subject to going back to the
voters to get a new mandate anyway.
There are a myriad of reasons why an elected
representative party hops. Although personal gain may be a reason, it is not true that
party-hopping is in and of itself unethical
in all cases. Elected representatives may find
themselves sacked by their party. They may
voluntarily resign from their party when their
party betrays the mandate or if they lose confidence in the party leadership. Not all cases
of party-hopping are “bad”.

At present, Article 48(6) of the Federal Constitution says that representatives who resign
or are forced to resign are barred contest in
general elections for the next five years. Given
that there may be reasons related to ethics
and integrity for an elected representative’s
defection, it would be reasonable for Article
48(6) to be amended to allow representatives
who resign to contest.
As recall elections represent the majority
voice of the constituency, the outcome for the
defected representative
lies in the hands of the
constituents who decide
if they want to sack or
keep their representative.
Clearly the reason for
defection influences constituents’
vote and
if the
majority
chooses
to keep their
representative,
the representative
remains in office.

constituents with laser lucid focus.
Recall elections return the dignity of voters.
The vote remains respected outside of the
general elections, showing the voters that
their voices and choices matter. When voters
realise this, they are encouraged to go out
and cast their vote with the confidence that
their vote will not be robbed and their choices are not circumvented by political agenda.
One vote in five years is certainly not enough
to make the changes voters want to see, especially with the volatility of today’s coalitions
and political parties.
Malaysia’s present and her
future must be steered by
the choices and voices of the
people, and not by any political individual nor party. To
ensure that the people remain
in power, it is imperative for
the voice of Malaysians to be
honoured and to be treated
as sacred both during and
outside of general elections.
Faisal Abdul
Aziz is
president,
Muslim Youth
Movement
of Malaysia
(Abim).

Besides keeping elected
representatives accountable, recall elections
serve as a remedy for the
disillusionment of voters
in this era of backdoor
governments, U-turn
governments, and the
dissatisfaction resulting
from rampant party-hopping and in-party
fighting. The people do
not need unnecessary
drama, but leaders who
carry out the mandate
entrusted to them by their
Image: Google

Deborah Chow works with Bersih
2.0 for the ‘Sack or Keep? A Simulated Recall Election Campaign
by Bersih 2.0’ which launches on
June 21.
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Here Are Our Plans for Malaysia:

Projek
#BangsaMalaysia
Nathaniel Tan, Faisal Aziz, Adli Zakuan, Grazele Jenarun, Khor
Swee Kheng, Siti Noor Munirah Ibrahim, and Tharma Pillai

W

e agree with columnist Wong Chin Huat, who recently wrote on the need for
the next leaders of our countries to have clear and concrete plans (https://
www.malaysiakini.com/news/581528) for the future direction of the country.

Projek #BangsaMalaysia is working hard to
produce a bottom-up, rakyat-driven roadmap for our nation’s future. This is a long and
involved process, and a detailed roadmap
will take some time to complete.
That said, we were able to reach some
consensus regarding some of the broader
questions that were astutely posed by Wong:
“First, what is the overarching policy goal flattening the curve or returning to normalcy? On one hand, can our hospitals not
collapse without a full lockdown? On the
other hand, can our economy survive an
indefinite and real lockdown? What are the
objective measures to decide what level of
lockdown?
“Third, how to speed up vaccination in both
supply and administration? How to allow
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state governments, businesses and even charities to acquire more vaccines without competing with the National Covid-19 Immunisation
Programme (NIP) for supply? Who should
pay for their vaccination and for how much?
What incentives in less control should be given
to those who are fully vaccinated to encourage
vaccination?”

Our guiding principle is the long-term health
and safety of everyone in Malaysia. In pursuing this goal, here are our priorities:
Priority 1: Vaccinate as many people as
possible, as quickly as possible. This can be
done through a concerted all-of-society effort
where every citizen and organisation plays a
part. More vaccination will protect against
Covid-19, variants and hospitalisations that
strain our public hospitals.
Priority 2: Every possible step must be taken to ensure that hospitals and medical staff
are able to operate in an effective, dignified
and sustainable manner. This may require
surge financing in the medium-term, and the
government should borrow where necessary
(this is acceptable because interest rates are
very low). We will provide temporary solutions to contract health professionals (like doctors, pharmacists, dentists and nurses), while
building the foundation for long-term durable
solutions for the hiring process of the Health
Ministry. Private healthcare must be brought
into the fight against Covid-19 in a fair and
equitable manner, given their resources and
moral duty.
Priority 3: We must have smart, targeted
and transparently decided MCOs. We will
build a traffic-light MCO classification based
on public health risk, like in Singapore or
countries in the European Union. We will
publish a list of which types of businesses
are allowed to operate during which MCO
stage. We will remove ad hoc decisions so that
businesses can operate using a predictable
decision-making framework.
Decisions regarding the levels of lockdown
should be made objectively, based on data
and science. Factors such as positivity rate,
testing rate, infection rate and the total number of cases must all be taken into account as
part of an overall algorithm. Different levels

of MCO should apply to different states and
different districts. All data regarding Covid-19
cases will be made transparently available at
all times.

The second question raised by Wong Chin
Huat: “Second, who amongst individuals and
which amongst businesses should be prioritised in government aid, and by how much?
How to make sure no one is starving? How to
stop businesses from closing and workers from
a layoff? How far should the government raise
its debts to save households and businesses
now?”
The guiding principle with regard to economic aid is that the most vulnerable should be
protected the most. Food security and shelter
must be made the top priority, and the government should welcome the help of NGOs
and other civil society actors in identifying

“

“Power in our current system is overcentralised,
and this in turn has poisoned our democratic culture and reduced all questions to the question of
who the next prime minister will be...”

the most vulnerable populations and ensuring
that sufficient aid reaches them. One party
alone will not be able to tackle a problem of
this magnitude.
Aid to businesses for staff wages should be
continued, and there must be a system to
track unemployment due to Covid-19.
Malaysia’s debt ratio is still within manageable levels. It is thus better to borrow a certain
amount of money now, while we can, than
have to borrow even more later when the
economy is in a full crisis, and financing may
become harder or more expensive to come by.

Wong concluded: “I want more than a
change of PM or government parties. I want
a real change in the political system.”
Projek #BangsaMalaysia aims for the same.
It is time to reject a broken political system
based on Very Important People, and replace
it with a democratic movement that is based
on Values, Impact and Policies.
There is no longer any point in looking towards the same old tired political players who
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have demonstrated their complete inability
to set their priorities right. They do not hold
the keys to our future. Power in our current
system is overcentralised, and this in turn has
poisoned our democratic culture and reduced
all questions to the question of who the next
prime minister will be.
The future lies instead with movements of
Malaysians who believe in decentralised,
collaborative consensus-building. It is only
by believing in community-based decision
making and the fact that there is more that
unites us than divides us that we will succeed
in building up a truly rakyat centric, representative and bottom-up democratic coalition
for a brighter future.
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COSMOPOLITANISM
& THE FORGING OF BANGSA MALAYSIA

