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 WEB EDITION :: Columnists

Reclaiming the power to be free
Ng Tze Yeng

There it was again, for me, the usual oppressive, violent and destructive force of power. The 
repressive, top-down power manifested in personnel in uniforms, Rela, the police, the local 
council's enforcers in the Ampang Jaya Municipal Council (MPAJ) and the Federal Reserve Unit 
(FRU). The concrete and hard power that was blatantly used to punish and silence the residents 
of Kg Berembang with their batons, shields, handcuffs and arrests. This power was visible as 
they stood by and aided another form of power; privileged land and property developers, rallying 
behind the universal clarion call of "marching the nation towards progress". Together, they 
succeeded yet again in rendering the residents of Kg Berembang invisible.

The first series of incursions started last November; the MPAJ, together with the police, the FRU 
and the Rela conducted three incursions to try to demolish the kampung. That attempt saw 
homes of 40 years destroyed amid inhumane eviction. This was despite unresolved issues of 
alternative housing between the parties. 

The mainstream media reported next to nothing about the assaults early this month save for a 
sensationalised accusation of attempted murder by one politician at the scene. The Malay 
language tabloids that did pick up the story depicted the developers and the police as victims; 
reporting the residents of Kg Berembang as illegal settlers disrupting the development work on 
the land.

The almost final act of pushing the residents of Kg Berembang out of existence was unoriginally 
brutal. Stuck between the presence of violent forces of the police and Rela and the offer of a 
temporary truce, the residents signed for a pittance. The money that symbolised the lack of 
power, and the further reduction of that power as the residents uprooted and settled just beyond 
the parameter that was once their community, next to the formidable fences keeping the 
developers in to start their work and the residents out. Forced to survive under the electrical 
pylons, next to what was once their lives and history within, they are now a community invisible 
in their own homeland.

The residents now have three court cases against three different parties representing the state 
and market forces. From makeshift homes made out of broken wood and plastic sheets, the 
fight for justice continues in the courts of law. An activist working with the residents noted an 
unwelcome but sadly accepted precautionary statement: that we cannot have complete faith that 
the judicial system will be fair and just. After all, power is where the strong control the weak, is it 
not? Leaders, the powerful ones, lead and followers, the weak ones, follow, is it not?

I thought about the various conversations and experiences I've had about power, and positions 
of power. I've witnessed the refreshing expression of being in a position of power as an act of 
service, to guide and reach out. To view it as a privileged opportunity to speak out and serve 
others, and in exchange for this privilege, the commitment of time, energy and passion to those 
one serves. I've also witnessed more often than not, expressions of power as an imposition of 
one's will over another; the hierarchical and domineering practices that have usually left me 
drained and disgruntled. 

I have come to understand that it is the fear of punishment that leads to silence, obedience and 
perpetual self-regulation. From being ostracised within the community, the simple yet very 
powerful fear of being judged, to harsh corporal and even capital punishment. These are the 
systems that we have in place that programmed the acceptance of "norms" and "standards". 
Acceptance that no doubt has also effectively frozen imaginations; institutionalised limiting 
self-beliefs; silenced voices, ideas and practices collectively. 

I do then, really have to thank the residents of Kg Berembang, the organisations and individuals 
who have tirelessly worked to seek justice. The oft-used phrase "capacity building to advocate 
and effect positive change" finally made sense to me. Firstly, the refusal to be fearful of 
repressive powers, an important step in re-imaging and re-making the hold repressive powers 
have. This is followed by the reclaiming of power to mean empowerment through the mutual 
learning, coaching and guidance in a spirit of respect and democracy. These are the 
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expressions of power that I think are the most powerful of all. Then again, it is my reality of what 
I want power to be : empowerment, respect and as an act of service.

Tze Yeng is a feminist who likes ideologies that question ideologies. Comments: 
feedback@thesundaily.com
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