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ABOUT TONI, 1966 - 2008

ZAITUN MoHAMED Kasim, or Tont as she preferred to be known, was born in Ipoh
and completed her formal education at Flinders University where she received her
degree in economics and computer studies. It was during her time in Australia that
her interest in human rights issues developed and she continued this work upon
returning to Malaysia.

Toni was involved in a broad array of organisations, campaigns and communities
in various capacities including as trainer, consultant, resource person, spokesperson,
manager, and organizer. Her first significant position upon returning to Malaysia
was that of manager of All Women’s Action Society. Throughout her time as an
activist, Toni was especially concerned with women’s rights and women'’s access to
both the public sphere and resources and opportunities.

She firmly believed in the principles of justice and equality for all, regardless of
differences in gender, race, religion, sexualities, disabilities and access to wealth
and resources.

Her commitment to eradicating discrimination
was evident from the diversity of issues and
communities in which she worked. These included:
poverty alleviation during her time with
Community Aid Abroad; land issues with the
United Nations Development Programme; social
issues affecting Muslim communities; concerns re-
lated to the environment, equitable transportation,
sustainable development and disaster management;
health issues with vulnerable groups such as sex

workers and transgender communities.

Toni Kasim devoted a large part of her life making the connections between needs
for institutional and social change with the lived realities of everyday people.

She firmly believed that it is important to address any issue in its entirety. This
meant understanding that basic rights belong to every person and transcends
identity, geographical or economic boundaries, and that each individual concern is
related to the larger society that we all share and inhabit.
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She demonstrated this by advocating the rights of migrants and refugees

both within and outside Malaysia. She provided immediate support to affected
groups of people during situations of need, having volunteered a significant amount
of time and resources helping violence against women survivors and providing help
during the tsunami crisis in Aceh.

At the same time, Toni Kasim also believed in raising awareness and capacity build-
ing for greater and long lasting change. At the heart of her fight for common justice
lay a conviction in gender equality. She consistently advocated reform in laws,

policies and government-led services that discriminated against women in different
ways, and held key positions in various women’s rights organisations and initiatives.

Toni Kasim ran as the first independent women'’s parliamentary candidate in the
1999 General Elections on a gender platform. Instead of narrowing her advocacy to
political party priorities, Toni Kasim raised issues that reverberated across
communities and constituents, such as discriminatory laws, health issues,
employment and wealth distribution.

A tireless leader, Toni Kasim devoted much of her life advancing the rights of
diverse communities in Malaysia, and no one’s reality was too marginal to be

captured in her advocacy for collective justice.

*Women’s Candidate Initiative




INTRODUCTION
TONI KASIM - A MANY SPLENDOURED BEING

By Kua Kia Soong,
SUARAM director

I DECIDED TO UNDERTAKE this project of compiling a tribute to Toni, our beloved
comrade, friend and sister, as her anniversary loomed. I felt I hadn’t properly grieved
over her passing since her illness had occupied us in a way that didn’t leave much
space for grieving.

Many of us did not get a chance to say a proper goodbye to
her and the ramifications of that can be seen in Arul’s piece.
Still, Toni was mortal and the illness had left her devas-
tated and weak. She was not in a state to accept streams of
visitors and well-wishers during those harrowing last days,
so nobody need feel slighted in any way - Toni loved us all
unconditionally.

The Entire Spectrum of our Community

Her memorial at the Annexe, Central Market soon after her passing left us in no
doubt that Toni had friends and admirers from the entire spectrum of our
community, irrespective of age, gender, occupation, religion, ethnicity or sexuality.

SUARAM, the human rights organization to which Toni belonged, had raised some
funds for the treatment of her illness and we thought that a “Tridute to Toni” by all
her friends would be a fitting contribution to her memory.

But not one single contribution alone would be enough to capture the qualities, the
energy, the love, the humour, the witticism, the joy, the humanity, the activism, the
diversity that Toni embodied. She was so many things to so many people...a many

splendoured being, you could say.

“A little clichéd maybe, Soong?” I can hear Toni’s cheeky riposte.
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