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I call on all Malaysians to unite
on the basis of a common Malaysian
nationalism, and not on the basis of race,
to join forces to make democracy work.
The DAP wants all political parties
and individuals to dedicate themselves
to work with the parliamentary
democratic process and renounce force
and violence as a means of political
struggle, to be one of the fundamental

principles of the Rukun Negara.

Speech by Lim Kit Siang,
Penang, November 22, 1970

Lim Kit Siang: was'born in Fcbruary 1941 He became'

and ar various tlmes in hls long pohtxcal ‘arecr n
2013 econtested and won in the parliamentary seat
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This book is lovingly dedicated
to a great fan
of Lim Kit Siang,
my mother Choo Lay Choon,
Jfrom whom I learned more

than she will ever know.
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Introduction

No one in Malaysia deserves the title of Mr. Opposition as much as Lim
Kit Siang. Being jailed twice without trial under the country’s colonial-
style Internal Security Act merely strengthened his resolve to steer
Malaysia towards official acceptance of its population’s cultural diversity
and religious plurality.

Since entering politics in the mid-1960s, he has been a permanent
fixture in the public mind, railing against abuse of power and standing up
to the powerful. But throughout his existence as the eternal opposition,
he stayed loyal to the ideal of parliamentarianism, even when parliament
cut its own tongue—to use his imagery—in 1971 as the price for being
allowed to continue existing. Following deadly ethnic riots in the streets of
Kuala Lumpur in 1969, parliament was suspended and democracy declared
dead. Revived 22 months later, it was not allowed, through constitutional
amendments, to debate certain sensitive issues.

Unlike many left-leaning politicians of that period, Kit did not lose
his belief in parliamentarianism and democratic elections as the necessary
pillars of the modern state. Against the odds, he survived endless battles
and remains till this day the nail in the eye of the powerful, of those who
refuse to adhere to principles of open debate, and who consider power a

God-given right.
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He participated at the forefront of all elections in Malaysia held since
1969, strategizing and surviving, triumphing and failing, but always in the
thick of things. Malaysian elections seem to follow a certain pattern. A
good election for the federal government is practically always followed by a
bad one. This seemed to change in the 21st century. The landslide of 2004
won by Prime Minister Abdullah Badawi was followed by the catastrophe
he suffered in 2008, which led to his retirement in 2009. However, his
successor Najib Razak failed to change the trend in 2013.

The break in this trend is seen by many to signal the rise of a new
society, one where the majority Malays are urban, one where social media
and the Internet have broken the monopoly on information flow that the
government had always had, and one where governments can be changed
if the people so will it.

The story of Malaysia cannot be told separately from the biography
of Lim Kit Siang. He was born of very humble parents in very humble
circumstances, and could not as a child boast of having social capital, to
use a modern overused term. He rose from that, not so much in station as
in reputation. He may remain an opposition politician to this day, but in
reputation, he rises above most others in a country where draconian laws
are used freely.

What he has is personal will—will nurtured by a beliefin the right of
all individuals to live a dignified life. Unable to stand bullies, he suffered—
and his family with him—the powerful hand of the ethnocentric state,
which over time got heavier and heavier. Although the opposition parties
have been enjoying victories in recent times, they have yet to take power
at the centre. Be that as it may, a two-party system has come into beingin
Malaysia, and few will refute the claim that much of that is thanks to the

moral conviction of Lim Kit Siang,
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Heading for Jail

The year is 1969.' The plane drones over southern Johor, monotone
propellers lulling its few passengers to sleep. A thin film of clouds hides
the lush-green of the rubber plantations from their view, revealing nothing
of the fear and foreboding people below had been living through the past
week.

Violent rioting had broken out in Kuala Lumpur on the same evening
that Kit, as he is affectionately known, had left for the Sabahan city of
Kota Kinabalu.

It was only six years ago that the former British colony of Sabah had,
through a referendum, agreed along with its North Borneo neighbour
Sarawak, to join Malaya and Singapore to form a new federation. And it
was only two years earlier, in 1967, that its main urban centre of Jesselton
had changed its name to Kota Kinabalu. As he had discovered on earlier
trips to Sabah and again during his two-day stay there earlier that week,
a climate of fear pervaded the place. The chief minister of the state then,
Tun Mustapha Harun, wielded power with little restraint, and Sabahans
quickly developed a habit of looking over their shoulder, especially when
having a rendezvous with opposition figures from the peninsula like Lim

Kit Siang.




14 LIM KIT SIANG DEFYING THE ODDS

While election results had already been announced on the peninsula
on May 11, polling in the sparsely populated East Malaysian states was
staggered and took many days to complete. And so, after winning in
the constituency of Bandar Malacca, Kit had flown off to Sabah to
provide support for political allies there and to start up branches of the
Democratic Action Party (DAP)—of which he was organizing secretary—
if he could.

On the evening of May 13, while speakingat a rally in Kota Kinabalu,
Kit heard whispers about trouble breaking out back in the federal capital.
He had bad forebodings already before leaving Kuala Lumpur. In fact,
given the split vote in Selangor, he had called for new elections to be held
for that state. _

Early the next morning, immigration officers doing the bidding of
Mustapha paid him a visit. It was no courtesy call. Just after he had finished
his breakfast of Teochew porridge downed with thick coffee, two burly
guys in uniform turned up at the Winner Hotel where he was staying, with
orders for him to leave the state on the next flight out. Being a brash young
man of 28, he found it quite impossible to give in to such pressure, and so
spent the day visiting acquaintances in the town, making sure that he would
arrive at the airport too late for the 2.45 p.m. flight to Kuala Lumpur.

Police officers, includinga Special Branch officer, were waiting forhim
at the terminal and were kind enough to offer him the information that
some men who were obviously Bajau—an ethnic group from the Southern
Philippines who had begun settling in Sabah, some of whom were known
to do the chief minister’s dirty work—had appeared just before his plane
was to depart, looking for him. The police had sent them away.

For a change, Kit’s natural defiance of authority had kept him out
of serious trouble. To be on the safe side, he thought it best to check

out of the hotel and stay with a friend instead. This was William Lai,
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Kit Siang’s wife, Mdm Neo Yok Tee, with their children in a photo taken in 1969.

From left to right: Hui Ying, Hui Ming, Guan Choon and Guan Eng.

an ex-policeman who had gone into politics and who would in the late
1970s become a deputy minister representing the United Sabah People’s
Party.

Early that evening, Kit phoned his wife who, aside from giving him
the latest news from home, also pleaded with him not to return home
for fear of his life. Phone calls between them were common whenever he
travelled and were always a comfort. But now, he was anxious about her.
She was on her own in Kuala Lumpur and with four young children to
manage. Their parents were all in Johor and could not assist her in any way.

Later that evening, safely lodged in the back room at Lai’s house,
Kit finally had some time to reflect on events since nomination day on
April 5, 1969. His mind could not help but peer further back in time
though, to dwell upon how radically the political situation had changed
after Singapore left the federation in 1965, and how his own life had been

changing along with it.
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'The opposition was quite a disunited bunch. The Malaysian Solidarity
Council, formed by a coalition of opposition partiés in July 1965 to
champion the idea of 2 Malaysian Malaysia, had precipitated the departure
of Singapore from the federation. Later attempts to revive the Council
without Singapore’s People’s Action Party (PAP) were doomed from
the start, and the Penang-based United Democratic Party—another key
member of the Council, which was led by Lim Chong Eu, the former
president of the Malayan Chinese Association—was soon dissolved.

Lim Chong Eu and his supporters returned to the fray in April 1968
through their founding of Partai Gerakan Rakyat (People’s Movement
Party), or Gerakan for short. The new party had a broad and impressive
base. It included highly respected and prominent figures like Tan Chee
Khoon and V. David, both of whom had left the Labour Party in protest
against its ongoing radicalization b}; the extreme left. Others behind
Gerakan included Yeoh Teck Chye, the president of the Malaysian
National Trades Union Congress, and top academicians like Syed Hussein
Alatas and Wang Guhgwu. As one can imagine, taken together, these men
exuded great presence and enjoyed public credibility. 'The party’s founding
had been hastened by the impending general elections, and its focus was
therefore on immediate electoral gains. Such a grouping had too many
prominent people. Impressive though it was, that set-up could not possibly
last, Kit had thought.

In the eyes of Malaysians, the DAP, a rump party of the PAP, was far
from being as impressive. Devan Nair, the only PAP candidate to have won
a constituency on the peninsula in the 1964 general elections, had decided
to move back to Singapore, and Kit, who was his political secretary, was
" left as the party’s firebrand before the elections. Under such conditions,
it was natural for the party to think more from a longer perspective than

Gerakan was prone to do at that time.
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And then there was the Partai Rakyat (People’s Party) , but this Malay-
led socialist group had fallen on hard times after it failed miserably in the
1964 elections. There was, of course, also the People’s Progressive Party
(PPP) in the running. But the PPP, led by the Sreenivasagam brothers,
was only interested in the state of Perak and was quite happy to stay out of
the Klang Valley. ,

It did not look as if the opposition would cooperate in the 1969
clection, until it was taught a lesson in the Serdang by-election held on
January 7 of that year. That was also Kit’s first real electoral experience—
and it did not turn out well. Serdang was an opposition stronghold run by
the Labour Party. It was when the party suddenly decided to turn its back
on the parliamentary electoral system in favour of extra-parliamentary
measures that a by-election had to be called.

It turned out to be a three-cornered fight between Kit, Gerakan’s
Tan Han Swee, and the Alliance Party' candidate, Thuan Paik Phok. This
being the DAP’s first electoral battle, Kit saw the by-election as a chance
for the party to gain a foothold and establish a presence outside of Bangsar,
where Devan Nair had won in 1964.

Feeling a tinge of excitement, Kit remembered how he had gained
5,928 votes on his first time out. This was not enough though, and the seat
fell to Thuan who won with a margin of 607 votes. What was galling for the
opposition Gerakan and DAP was that it was their failure to agree not to
compete against each other which had caused them defeat. Tan had taken
1,330 opposition votes, just enough for the government candidate, Thuan,
to bypass both his opponents. The opposition split proved to be fatal.

! The Alliance Party was a coalition of the United Malays National Organization

(UMNO), the Malayan Chinese Association (MCA) and the Malayan Indian
Congress (MIC). Formally registered as a political organization in October 1957,
it was the ruling coalition until 1973 when it became the Barisan Nasional.
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Kit Siang (third from right) at the Serdang by-election of 1968 speaking to consitutents.

In the centre with arms crossed is Fong Kui Lun, now the DAP MP for Bukit Bintang.

Kit Siang (front) with supporters at the Serdang by-election.
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This setback was enough to convince Gerakan and DAP to agree to
avoid three-cornered fights in the coming general elections. And so Kit
ended up contesting in Malacca in the generél elections, moved from the
Damansara seat to which he had been shifted from the earlier-slated Bukit
Bintang seat in Kuala Lumpur. He knew no one in Malacca, but followed
party orders to contest there.

The narrow loss in Serdang may have drawn national attention to
this young unknown from Johor, but it was a widely covered and heated
debate held about six weeks earlier between him and fellow Johorean
Dr. Syed Naguib Alatas which established Kit’s reputation as a formidable
political thinker and debater. Kit was the DAP’s organizing secretary at
that time, while the 38-year-old Syed Naguib, the younger brother of Syed
Hussein, was the Dean of the Faculty of Arts at Universiti Malaya and
also head of the Literature Division at the Department of Malay Studies.
He was one of Gerakan’s star academicians.

On November 24, 1968, the two crossed verbal swords at the MARA
Auditorium in Kuala Lumpur’s Batu Road, and for six and a half hours
that day, from 10 o’clock in the morning until 4.30 in the afternoon, they
argued over the essence of Malaysian national culture.

Looking out the side window onto the quiet dimly lit street from
William Lai’s house that warm evening in May, Kit could not help smiling,
thinking about that day. He took one last swig of beer, switched off the
table lamp, and slipped slowly into bed.

The event had been titled The Great Cultural Debate. The crowd was
enthusiastic, and the press was well represented. Kit was so young then,
filled with the vigour of his convictions and excited by the opportunity to
speak his mind on a subject he felt so strongly about. To debate with one
of the giants of Malaysian academia was for him, a small-town boy who

could not pursue a university degree despite his scholarly interests, quite
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a challenge. He never doubted that he would manage the professor, and
what he lacked in finesse he would make up for with passion.

His opponent had insisted on a five-hour marathon, which surprised
him. Academics really love to talk, don’t they? The professor seems to want
a talkathon more than a debate, he had thought. But he went alongwith it,
actually happy for the chance to have his own views refined in a contest and
at the same time have them disseminated by the national mass media. He
knew that Syed Naguib’s views on Malaysian culture and literature were
somewhat extreme and too Malay-centric to be representative of anything
that could be called the official Gerakan line. But that was exactly his
personal viewpoint about Gerakan back then. Its unity was more show
than substance. '

And so, for the debate, Kit decided to target Syed Naguib’s views
as being essentially a reflection of his party’s ideology. It was, after all,
an argument between two new parties trying to profile themselves more
clearly in the mind of an eager electorate that was feeling that things
were coming to a head. With the left so severely weakened, the issue of
ethnocentrism versus cultural pluralism was bound to become the main
platform for future political battles in the country.

He did not realize it then, but his arguments in the debate would
soon come to define the ideology of his budding party. No doubt, as editor
of the party organ The Rocket he already had a key role in formulating the
party’s line of thought. For later members of the DAP, the debate also
marked the party’s birth as a post-1965 Malaysian party. The new political
situation no longer included the economic might of Singapore, and the
inter-ethnic equation was now a totally new one that warranted new
strategic approaches.

Syed Naguib, on the other hand, did not appear that easily as a

legitimate voice for Gerakan. Being a prominent scholar of Muslim
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metaphysics, it was doubtful to many that his ideas were in any way
representative of the new multi-ethnic party which was still trying to find
its way in the quagmire of Malaysian political discourse.

A challenge had been thrown to Kit for the DAP to participate in
a public debate with Gerakan over national cultural policy. While he
cagerly picked up the gauntlet, he had been anxious that such an event
could deepen the divide between the two parties and make an electoral
agreement between them more difficult. But, as things then stood,
Gerakan had not been forthcoming on that score, not only with the DAP
but with other opposition parties as well. And so, he finally agreed to the
match, realizing that there was a public demand for these parties to state
their cultural policy directions more clearly.

On November 5, 1968, his party released a notice asking that the
event take place during the December school holidays so that as many
interested persons throughout the country as possible could attend. For
that same reason, it should be held in Kuala Lumpur. Kit demanded
further that the original agenda be changed: instead of four speakers from
each party, only he and Syed Naguib would speak (although the allocated
duration of five hours could remain unchanged). Cheekily, he couldn’t
help adding: “If, however, Dr. Syed Naguib must have the assistance, both
in advice and speaking, from his Gerakan colleagues at the debate, [ have
no objection. I am prepared to take on all comers from Gerakan, whether
Dr. Syed Hussein Alatas, Dr. Lim Chong Eu, Dr. Tan Chee Khoon or
Mr. V. David.”

It was also agreed that D.R. Seenivasagam, the leader of the PPP,
Perak state’s main opposition party, would be the chairman.

Having these stirring thoughts banished sleep from his eyes. He got
up from bed and paced the room, ideas racing in his head. He was on a roll

after that debate, he remembered.
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A few days after the “talkathon”, Kit gave some talks at the Economic
Society of the Universiti Malaya where he publicly refuted Tan Chee
Khoon for claiming that he had distorted Syed Naguib’s arguments that
day. Kit’s tactic had been to highlight how ethnocentric the views of his
opponent actually were, despite being Gerakan’s cultural expert, and that
such a person could not represent the multiculturalism that the party
claimed as its ideology.

It did not matter that party leaders such as Lim and Tan had endorsed
those views. They were wrong, and the narrow definition of Malaysian
‘culture and literature they vouched for was unacceptable. It went against
common notions of human rights and denied the diversity that was
Malaysia. It went against Gerakan’s own claims to being multicultural,
and it would lead to further social tension in the country, which would
only get worse with the years. That was no way to build a nation.

He had been sensing in recent months that many of the schoolboy
notions he had discussed so intimately and so thoroughly late into the
night back home in Batu Pahat with his mates were actually becoming
much more crystallized through his participation in public debates.
As his academician friends would say, his favourite ideas were being
operationalized in his mind, taking practical form. More than ever, he
now believed strongly in the parliamentary system, a central forum of
government—a public arena—where policies could be openly debated
before they became laws.

To his mind, debating national culture and national literature
captured the essence of the Malaysian dilemma very well, even better than
the slogans “Malay Malaysia” versus “Malaysian Malaysia” had done. What
mattered to people, really, was whether the values generated and embedded
in theirlanguage and their literature, in fact in the words they had spoken

as children, would be discarded in the name of nation building. Does
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nation building really need to go that far, especially in a multiculeural
hotchpotch country like Malaysia? What mindset would want things to
go that far?

The whole matter, as far as Kit could now remember, began for him
on July 13, 1968. He had read in the newspaper Berita Harian a report on
a forum at which Syed Naguib had spoken two days carlier. The event had
been organized by the Malay Language Society at Universiti Malaya and
the theme was “Eastern and Western Literature: Their Contribution to the
Development of Malaysian Literature”.

Such subjects had for obvious reasons been generating great interest
both in academia and politics. After all, compromises between the
withdrawing British colonialist and Malayan parties claiming to represent
various races, made in the run-up to independence, had scheduled Malay
to take over as the sole national language ten years after Merdeka Day. In
1967, consequently, the National Language Act was passed to quell Malay
dissatisfaction at losing exclusive citizenship rights.

It could be further argued, if Kit so wished, that the thorniest and
most intractable issue standing in the way of Malayan independence was
actually deferred for a decade by the retreating British, and the time had
now come to wrestle with it. The wish to gain independence was so strong
among Malaya’s politicians that their most difficult problem was left for a
later generation to resolve. Whatever the case, it allowed the British to slip
away from the historic mess they had created with their hands clean, if not
their conscience.

Furthermore, one could say that the postponement of the language
issue had barred the way for a successful merger with Singapore in the mid-
1960s. The issue was allowed to fester. There was now great impatience,
anxiety and confusion in all camps, making a workable understanding

between the races a mammoth task.
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The Berita Harian report informed Kit of Syed Naguib’s view that
Malaysian literature must be written in Malay, and so could include
Indonesian authors but would exclude others such as Han Suyin or
Somerset Maugham. It did not matter that the writing was about
Malaysia. A piece of work may be written by a Malaysian of any race, but
as long as the language used was not Malay, it was not to be considered
Malaysian literature. This seemingly academic discussion about the
technical definition of Malaysian literature, Kit realized, hid something
more sinister: Malay ethnocentrism was being championed as the future
state of being for the country.

For Kit, this suspicion was borne out by a later interview given by
Syed Naguib and reported in the Malay Mail on August 13. There, the
connection was made obvious between Malay literature as understood
by the professor and the pre-1957 agreement by non-Chinese political
parties to accept Malay as the national language. He had also, in support
of that logic, propounded that “no literature could develop independent
of nationhood”.

To Kit’s mind, nationalizing literature through language use was not
only illogical, it also amounted to the treacherous dismissal of the natural
right of Malaysians of whatever ethnicity to write about their reality in
their own mother tongue and call it Malaysian literature. This amounted
to a dismissal of their being. To Kit, Malay being the national language
did not mean that other languages—and the realities they expressed—
must be dismissed as contributors to the gradual and evolving definition
of Malaysianness. That was going way too far.

No doubt Malay was now the national language, he thought, but
that must not be taken to mean that all Malaysia’s other languages are not
Malaysian. These exist among Malaysians, are used by them, and therefore

writings using them are also part and parcel of Malaysian literature. By
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extension, integration over time is the effective and peaceful answer,
not the cultural hegemony being advocated by cultural essentialists and
narrow-minded nationalists.

Thinking so much about this matter had now excited Kit to the point
where he had forgotten his present danger. He left his small bedroom and
was now pacing up and down the small garden in the Sabahan night. He
took a deep breath a couple of times, then sighed loudly as he recalled how
hard he had worked to prepare for the long debate. He had summarized
Syed Naguib’s stance on national culture into several related points.

Where literature was concerned, the Indonesia-born professor had
claimed that to write Malaysian literature, the language used can only
be Malay; secondly, that Indonesian writing, or any writing in Malay,
regardless of the nationality or loyalty of the writer, must be considered
part of Malaysian literature; and thirdly, that no writings in any other
language, even by authors who are Malaysians and whose works are
about Malaysian life, values, aspirations and hopes, can be considered
Malaysian literature. Beyond that, Kit concluded that Syed Naguib was
uncompromising in his opposition to multilingualism, saw it as the cause
of national disunity, and last but not least, insisted that Malaysian culture
must be Malay in essence.

To this, Kit had replied that Malaysia was a multiracial nation
belonging to all races who had made it their home, and so its culture could
not be defined through just Malay culture, but through all the cultures
that existed there and through their interactions, and finally—and this
was a line he felc special pride in formulating—“All the languages spoken
by Malaysians of different racial origins are Malaysian languages, and to
describe or treat Chinese or Tamil as foreign languages is tantamount
to regarding or treating Malaysian Chinese or Indians as foreigners.”

The battle was thus reduced to one between “cultural dictatorship” as
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advocated by Syed Naguib—and in fact the ruling coalition as well, for
whom intellectuals such as the professor provided “spurious intellectual
justification”—and “cultural democracy”.

Though feeling rather proud for having said these words, in the heat
of that night in Sabah, he also felt that his conviction was about to be tested
most severely in the coming years, seeing how racial riots had broken out.
He knew the events of May 13, 1969, had changed the situation totally,
and he would need to be more strategically astute than ever before. At
the same time, he knew that his survival, and the survival of the party,
would depend on him sticking to this “cultural democracy”. Unlike the
Labour Party of the day, he saw that the field of battle had to remain the
parliamentary system. The democratic process remained the best bet.

The Malay “ultras” had been claiming that the lack of national unity
was due to Malay not being the sole language in education and elsewhere.
At the debate, he had countered that argument adequately, he felt.

“It is only the chauvinist, concealed or otherwise, who suggests
that linguistic uniformity is a necessary basis for cultural unity. In fact,
as the examples of India, Switzerland and several other multiracial and
multilingual nations show, linguistic variety in cultural expression only
serves to enrich the cultural wealth of a national community.

“What leads to cultural impoverishment is not linguistic variety, but
a narrow-minded insistence on linguistic uniformity, and this is precisely
what is wrong with ideas like ‘Malaysian literature must be based on the
Malay language’. If they had said things like that in India, then neither
the Indian cultural nor political renaissance would have taken place.
Fortunately for India, Indian universities did not produce Syed Naguibs.”

Kit still remembers his closing words quite distinctly:

“Why is it that 11 years after Merdeka [Independence], more and

more people feel less and less Malaysian? Basically, the problem is because
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they do not have a sense of belonging to Malaysia. Malaysians are divided
into bumiputeras and non-bumiputeras, strictly on racial grounds.
Celebes-born Syed Jaafar Albar and Bogor-born Syed Hussein Alatas are
bumiputeras. But Seremban-born Chen Man Hin and Ipoh-born D.R.
Seenivasagam are non-bumiputeras.

“In schools, a2 whole generation of Malaysians are growing up
feeling aggrieved and resentful at this distinction, which they do not
fully understand but know that it denotes inequality and injustice. This
bumiputera policy in differentiating citizens is transferred also to the
cultural field, where we are swiftly having bumiputera language and culrure
and non-bumiputera languages and cultures. .

“When it is now demanded that non-bumiputera languages like
Chinese, Indian and English, should be eliminated—which the cultural
policy of the Syed Naguibs, Musa Hitams, Yaacobs, finally leads to—
Malaysia can explode any amount of fire-crackers or even an atom bomb,
but the ingredients for welding the diverse races into one Malaysian people
simply do not exist.”

He had ended by saying that his party was not anti-Malay. “We are
anti-Malay chauvinism, just as we are anti-Chinese chauvinism or anti-
Indian chauvinism. We will be as vigorously opposed to any call to make
Chinese or Indian culture the basis of Malaysian culture, or .any call
that Malaysian literature can only be written in the Indian and Chinese
languages.”

Having gone through the whole process again in his head, Kit’s
thoughts now moved to the situation at hand. The opposition had fared
way too well in the May 10 elections for the liking of the Malay ultras, and
those who were on the verge of losing power in the state of Selangor had
jumped the gun. Now, his people were being arrested, along with other

opposition figures. From what he heard, the killings in Kuala Lumpur
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were out of control, and not all members of the uniformed forces were
acting impartially. His own position was not to be envied. He did not need
the Sabah Chief Minister’s Bajau strong-arm tactics to return to Kuala
Lumpur.
The way things looked, parliament was
We are ant Malay- not going to convene. The government would
chauvinism just as we are anti- be facing the Herculean task of keeping the
Chinese chauvinism or anti- ultras at bay. Stopping the violence from
Indian chauvinism. We will be  escalatingand spreading to all the other states
as vigorously opposed to any would rake all the resources it could muster.
call to make Chinese or Indian With brow deeply furrowed, Kit
culture the basis of Malaysian  climbed back into bed. It was now past two
culture, and any call that oclock. There was still a lot more to think
Malaysian literature can Only through. The campaign period had been
be written in the Indian and an exciting and difficult time, and in truth
Chinese languagcs. began way before nomination day on April
5. These elections were in fact the first to be
held under the new federal construct. Polling in 1964 had been shaped
by tensions with Singapore, by the Indonesian refusal to accept the new
federation and by the confrontation with Soekarno. The 1959 elections
were the first since independence two years earlier, and were about a public
show of support for the ruling Alliance Party.
The May 10 elections of 1969 could not but be the real test for
Malaysia’s parliamentary credibility and for its democracy. Its geographical
borders were now properly settled, and nation building in a more concrete |
sense than before could now start. The communist threat had never been
weaker, and the political diversity of the population was sufficiently
expressed through a wide range of parties. The future essence of this

diverse society—diverse not only culturally and in faith matters, but
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also economically—was being worked out. Turning the many economies
found in territories that were nominally under the British, where some
were more plugged into the colonial and global economy than others, into
a statistically integrated national economy was a daunting task by any
standard.

Kit had always felt that Malaysia’s choice lay between a Malay-centric
system that would keep the population divided forever, and the acceptance
that its nation-building project was a long-term one, of building a
multiracial but integrated society with equal rights. He remembered that
he had tried to say as much to students at Universiti Malaya just before
nomination day over 2 month ago. The students’ union there had invited
him to speak on “Students and Politics” at the Student Leadership Training
Programme.He had of course eagerly told the students that politics in
modern life had become all-embracing and affected every aspect of human
activity. He had passionately defined politics for them, in fact, drawing
much on the ideas he had formulated from all-night discussions with his
childhood friends back in Batu Pahat.

“Politics decides whether a country makes economic progress,
stagnates or regresses. Politics decides whether there is widespread
corruption, nepotism, sloth and decadence in public life. Politics decides
whether man continues to be exploited by man; whether large sections
of the people continue to eke out a miserable living while a small group
wallows in privilege, plenty and prosperity. Politics decides whether every
child has an opportunity to educate and advance himself, or is condemned
to live out his life without opportunity, in ignorance, poverty and hardship.
Politics decides whether a nation builds up an efficient defence system, or
becomes easy prey to would-be aggressors through internal disunity and
disharmony. And it is politics which decides whether we build up a nation

of Malaysians, or break up a multiracial experiment.”
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He had told his audience that night that there was no doubt that
students should become interested in politics, and universities should
encourage this. “In my view”, he had said, “the question is simply this:
whether Malaysia is to become a nation of all Malaysians, or whether it will
not. There can be no argument that if ours is not a nation of Malaysians,
then we are only waiting for the day when racial antagonism will boil
over into conflict and bloodshed. When this happens, students, lecturers,
professional men, intelligentsia and what-have-you will all perish together.
This, I submit, is the first item of business on the national agenda, to which
students must also commit themselves.”

He had reminded them that the country’s first racial riots, which took
placein Pcnang in November 1967 and which spread to the other northern
states may be over, but they had revealed deep-seated social and economic
fault lines, namely the frustration, discontentment, disappointment and
anger of the Malays and the non-Malays with the present social system,
though for different reasons.

“Instead of tearing down all barriers which divide the various races in
this country, we see a new and more dangerous source of disunity arising
through the deliberate encouragement of the government, namely the
division of Malaysians into bumiputeras and non-bumiputeras”

The campaign period had certainly been a very heated one, and was
followed by overly exuberant victory parades in Kuala Lumpur. After his
own victory in Malacca, Kit organized a “Thank You Victory Tour of the
Constituency” on May 12, ending with a public rally that evening. He had
brought this forward because he was rushing off to Kota Kinabalu.

On the day he left for Sabah, Kit had released a press statement
to say that his party’s central executive committee would meet the
following Saturday to plan for the coming five years. The party was now

the largest opposition party in parliament with 13 members, and had 31
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has been fighting on the forefront of Malaysian politics since the late 1960s.

Uncompromising in his mission to pull the country away from systemic race-based
politics and all the ills that stem from the sustainment of these, he was jailed twice
without trial. His persistence saw him and his followers well placed to participate in
the surprising resurgence of political opposition over the last 15 years. Since 2008,
his Democratic Action Party has grown greatly in strength, and together with its allies

has been able to seriously challenge the ruling coalition.

This book captures the spirit of Lim’s life, and describes the grim yet gratifying journey
that his refusal to compromise on his political convictions forced him to take. It is
the tale of a man who felt he had no choice and, consequently, whose impact on his
country’s history is great. In that sense, his story is also a narrative about a country that

has yet to fulfil the great promise that it holds.
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