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Don' t hinder the process of justice

WHY is it that sone foreign rights groups get all worked up when sone

Mal aysi an personaliti es whose nanes they coul d hardly pronounce are
det ai ned by the authorities under OSA or | SA or sone other |egislation

t hey descri bed as draconi an but which are al so, actually, products of
their forefathers' inventions? Astudent of anthropol ogy or psychol ogy
woul d draw up a long list of theories on why they behave in such a way.
But it'lIl all boil down to these outsiders' inability - even refusal - to
synmpat hise with what are, tothem foreign. Inthis information technol ogy
age, the power of their own nedia in dictating popul ar beliefs, and
sonmetimes their governnents' foreign policy, play a part in influencing
their views about the worl d beyond t heir own backyards.

I n such cases, their opinions of governnents involved - usually of so-
called Third Wrld countries - are predictable, stereotype and not very
high. In the case of the arrests of four Ml aysians for sedition this
week, they see t he Mal aysi an Governnent as i ntol erant and draconi an. They
condemn what they see as an attenpt at further suppressing freedomof the
press wi thout bothering to find out if that freedomhad been abused beyond
reasonable limts for some narrow political and comercial gain. They
al l ege that the action was politically notivated and overl ooked t he fact
that the two Opposition nenbers anong t he four arrested have very little
political influence |left after their defeats in Novenber's genera
el ections.

Mal aysi a has "again resorted to strong-armtactics to silence its
critics rather than playing by the rules of international |aw', according
to Robert Varenik of the New York-based Lawers Committee for Human
Ri ghts. The Sout heast Asian Press Alliance in an open letter to Prine
M ni ster Mahat hi r Mohamad expresses outrage at the arrests of the editor
and printer and demands that charges be dropped. The New Yor k- based
Committee to Protect Journalists has al so cone out to chanpion the freedom
for the Mal aysian nedia following the arrest of the editor of an
OQpposition party's organ

What's nore di sturbing than the ranting of these foreign groups, though
is the fact that increasingly sone | ocals are singing the chorus,
soneti mes | ouder than the original foreigntune. Some have become even
nore ent husi asti c and vociferous than their foreign counterparts in
criticising and condeming the authorities. But unlike the foreignrights
groups, the Mal aysian outfits seemquite happy to be quoted by the foreign
medi a for hitting out at their own Governnent and the systemthat has
brought about the peace and harnony that they thensel ves are obvi ously
taking for granted. But when it comes to severe violations in other
countries by the very governnments that preach the virtues of denpbcracy and
freedomof rights, very fewdared to tell London or Washi ngton to play by
the rules of international |aw. The Pinochet sagais just the latest in a
string of incidents regarded by a few as justice but considered by many as
serious violation of rights. Remenber Noriega, who was abducted in his
country and taken out against his will to be subjected to foreign | aws and
standards? And Ben Laden. And Saddam Hussein. Wat if it happens to a
Mal aysi an?

Yes, inthis country, as in other countries, citizens are detained for
al | kinds of offences or to facilitate i nvestigation into charges agai nst
themor others. Thisis not alaw ess country and politicians or editors



of Qpposition newsletters cannot be pl aced above the | aw, which i s what
sonme of the rights groups seemto suggest. The inportant thing is that the
process of justice in Mal aysia nust be all owed to be carried out and seen
to be carried out. In their eagerness to get their voices heard, it is
hoped t hat the rights groups, whether they are based i n New York or Kual a
Lumpur, do not try to obstruct this process.
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