Anwar Ibrahim’s long shadow
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The brutal treatment meted out to the former deputy prime minister stills haunts Malaysian politics

PPOINTING an officd human-rights

commisson seemed a good idea & the
time, but when the cresture started show-
ing signs of independence, the Mdaysan
government had to act. It declined to re-
new the gppointment of its most trouble-
some members and, to be on the safe Sde,
put in a former atorney-generd (of al
people) as chairman. Smal wonder that
Maaysia's human-rights neos  boycotted
the commission for much of last year.

The gory illustrates a depressing trend

under Dr Mahathir: wherever nossble
criticism of the ruling party is choked off at
source. Mdaysa may be a democrecy in
broad outline, and opposition parties do
win seats in paliament, but only againgt
grest handicaps. Freedom of expresson
has been badly eroded under Dr Mahathir,
and critics of the government no longer
bdieve that they can count on ether the
media or the courts to protect them.

The pressis the most obvious example.
With the exception only of Myanmar's, it is

the most supine in non-communist Asa
The leading paper, the New Straits Times, is
dmog as fawning a read as the China
Dally, invariably devoting dabs of uncriti-
cd coverage to the sayings and doings of
Dr Mahathir and now Mr Badawi. Report-
ers sans Frontiéres, which works for free-
dom of the press, last year ranked Malay-
sia11oth out of 139 countries on that score.
Unwelcome views are squeezed out by
avariety of methods. The Star, which once
hed < reputation for independence, was »



v closed down for a year in 1987 for criticis-
ing a wave of aresds and has been a
shadow of its former sdf ever since. passs
party newspaper, Harakah, and the DAP’s
Rocket can be sold only to party members,
and Harakah has been ordered to distri-
bute only fortnightly, not twice a week. A
bar party newspaper in eest Maaysia has
been trying in vain to get a licence to print
for the rest of the country. Two main Chi-
nese-language dallies, the China Press and
Nanyang Siang Pau, which used to be con-
Sdered less captive than the Maay-lan-
guage press, were bought by the Maay-
gan Chinese Association, part of the
ruling codition, in 2001. And the less said
about Malaysian television, the better.

Protest in cyberspace

Only the internet has provided a little re-
lief from the dreary tide, though, sadly,
few people have taken advantage of this,
with the honorable exception of Malaysia-
kini, a web publication run by the coura
geous Steven Gan. Their caution was vin-
dicated when in January police seized
Malaysiakini's computers after it pub-
lished a letter criticising the pampering of
Malays. The website Stayed up, operated
from a back-up ste, but in skeletd form.
The government mekes no agpology for
this kind of behaviour, daming the right
to supress comment which might disturb
Maaysd's ddicate racid bdancing act.

The opposition cannot even hold ral-
lies, because in July 2001 the government
imposed a blanket ban on politica gather-
ingsin public places, supposedly inthein-
terest of public order. The opposition says
this hurts it far more than uwwo, Which
can get its messsge across through the
compliant media  Supposedly, indoor
gatherings are fine, except that if they are
organised by opposition parties, the police
sometimes block those too.

By far the mogt serious cause for con-
cern, though, is the government’s misuse
of the Internal Security Act (1SA), a draco-
nian piece of legidaion enacted shortly
after independence. Mogt of the arrests un-
der the sa have been of dleged Idamic
militants, for which there is currently a de-
gree of internationd sympathy. But in
April 2001, the government put behind
bars a group of activigts including promi-
nent members of the mainly-Maay oppo-
sition group Keedilan, founded in protest
a thejaling of Anwar lbrahim.

umnvo  gpparatchiks mutter darkly that
the “Reformasi Sx"-the others have since
been rdeased-had been planning to over-
throw the date, though the evidence for

this has never been presented. What is cer-
tain is that the arrests have deprived Keadi-
lan of some of its most able people. The
party once looked like a credible threet to
UMNO, 8ppeding to educated, urban vot-
ers who were disenchanted with Dr Ma-
hathir's autocratic style. It dso offered a
counterbalance to ras, Which is predomi-
nantly rural. But with many of its leaders
in prison, and ralies outlawed, it has been
largely neutralised.

At a minimum, human-rights cam-
paigners want safeguards introduced into
the workings of the 1sa. As things stand,
ministers have damogt unfettered discre-
tion to hold suspects for aninitid 60 days,
followed by two more years. when that
timeis up, afresh arrest can be made.

What redly shocked observers both in-
side and outside Mdaysa, however, was
the case of Mr Anwar, the most charis-
matic young politician of his generation,
who was being groomed to succeed Dr
Mahathir. The reasons for the fdling out
are amdtter of debate. The Mahathir camp
sys it was pure impatience on Mr Anwar’s
part. Mr Anwar’s wife, Wan Azizah, who
now leads Keadilan, says there were dis-
agreements over how to handle the econ-
omic criss and over Dr Mahathir's lavish
spending on hismega-projects. Either way,
in September 1998 Mr Anwar was sacked.

Mr Anwar did not go quietly. At the
time, South-East Asian politics were run-
ning hot: in Indonesia Generd Suhato
had been driven from power four months
ealier by huge dreet demongtrations. By

caling his supporters on to the streets, and
using some of the same dogans, Mr Anwar
seemed to be posing a serious threet to the
government. It did not come as a great sur-
prise when, on the night of a vast demon-
stration, Mr Anwar was arested. Nine
days later, he was charged not with public
order offences but with sodomy and cor-
ruption, witnesses having conveniently
come forwad yeas dter the dleged
events. Mr Anwar was found guilty on
both counts. Human-rights campaigners
think the trial was farcicd. Mr Anwar is
now serving consecutive six- and nine-
year prison terms. As this survey went to
press, Mr Anwar's apped againg the sec-
ond conviction was, a long lagt, being
heard. Theoreticdly, he could be rdeased
as early as April 14th, though few observ-
ers expect that to happen.

The trestment meted out to Mr Anwar
ill rankles with many. He was badly
beaten up in prison, and the police chief
responsible was given a sentence of only
two months. But September 11th changed
a lot: before then, the Bush adminigtration
regarded the Anwar issue as an obstacle to
the Mdaysian prime minister mesting the
American president, but in May 2002 Dr
Mahathir visited the White House.

Stll, the domestic element matters, too.
How Mr Badawi dealswith Mr Anwar will
be seen as an important test of his prime
ministership. Whatever happens, it seems
certain that Mr Anwar, arguably as bril-
liant and controversa a figure as Dr Ma-
hathir himsdf, will be heard from again. =
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