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I. Introduction1
This memo analyzes the extent to which the prosecution of activist Lena Hendry under
Malaysia’s Film Censorship Act (“FCA”) contradicts human rights standards embodied in the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (“UDHR”) and the International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights (“ICCPR”). In doing so, this memorandum analyzes the FCA under the ICCPR
and compares the FCA to similar laws regarding freedom of expression and censorship from
other countries and regions.
Our research suggests that while many, if not most, countries regulate the dissemination
of films, they do so in a manner that is narrowly tailored to serve a compelling state interest.
Limited allowable methods for regulating the dissemination of films include industry selfregulation and limited restrictions on films that may incite racial or religious hatred.
In prosecuting Ms. Hendry under the FCA for showing a film regarding the civil war in
Sri Lanka, the Malaysian government has placed itself at odds with its own constitution and
commitments to the ICCPR. Our analysis suggests that using the FCA to target Ms. Hendry for
ostensibly political speech is inconsistent with Malaysia’s commitment to honor the principles of
the UDHR and ICCPR.
II. Background
Lena Hendry is an activist and staff member of a Malaysian human rights organization,
Pusat Komas, which is dedicated to producing and disseminating human rights documentaries,
hosting human rights film festivals, and publishing human rights reports.
On July 3, 2103, Pusat Komas held a private screening of the film “No Fire Zone: The
Killing Fields in Sri Lanka.” The film is an investigative documentary about the end of the Sri
Lankan Civil War, depicting alleged war crimes committed by the Sri Lankan army. Prior to the
screening, Kuala Lumpur and Selangor Chinese Assembly Hall (“KLSCAH”) received a letter
from the Sri Lankan High Commission urging the owner of the premises to disallow the film to
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be shown. The Sri Lankan High Commissioner also called the chairman of KLSCAH, urging
him to not screen the movie because he claimed it was factually inaccurate.
Shortly after the film began, thirty law enforcement officials from Ministry of Home
Affairs, Immigration, and the police entered the hall. After the movie finished, the officials
checked the identity cards of all the individuals who attended the event. Hendry and two of her
colleagues from Pusat Komas were taken to the police station. At the police station, they were
questioned for three hours and were told halfway through the interrogation that they were being
arrested. The officials kept a copy of the film.
Hendry was subsequently charged under the FCA. The charging sheet stated: “you
[Hendry] on the 3.07.2013 at approximately 9pm . . . screened the film No Fire Zone: The
Killing Fields of Sri Lanka that has not been approved by the censorship board. Hence, you have
committed the offence under section 6(1)(b) of the film censorship act 2002 and can be punished
under section 6(2)(a) of the same act.” § 6(1)(b) of the FCA prohibits the possession, exhibition,
or display of films that have not been approved by the Film Censorship Board. Hendry has been
released on bail. If convicted, Hendry would face a fine of 5,000-30,000 Malaysian Ringgit, a
term in prison of up to three years, or both under § 6(2)(a).
The International Commission of Jurists (“ICJ”) has called on the Malaysian government
to immediately drop the charges against Ms. Hendry. The ICJ’s Asia-Pacific Regional
Director, Sam Zarifi, stated that “[s]ubjecting Lena Hendry to criminal prosecution simply
for screening a documentary violates her rights and contravenes Malaysia’s obligations to
uphold freedom of expression.” Zafiri further explained that Malaysia told the United
Nations Human Rights Council that it was committed to upholding respect for human rights
and, as Zafiri noted, “[t]hat commitment is inconsistent with prosecuting human rights
defenders for disseminating documentary human rights information.”
III. Applicable Law and International Standards
A.

International Human Rights Standards
1.

Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR)

The UDHR was adopted by the United Nations (“UN”) in 1948.2 Malaysia is a member
of the UN and is thus bound by the UDHR by virtue of the UN charter. The UDHR defines the
terms “human rights” and “fundamental rights” in the charter and thus incorporates the standards
contained in the UDHR into the obligations of all the members of the UN. Article 19 of the
UDHR establishes that everyone has the right to freedom of opinion and expression.3 Article 19
further states that everyone has the right to “seek, receive and impart information and ideas
through any media regardless of frontiers.”4
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2.

International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR)

The ICCPR, similar to the UDHR, articulates the right to freedom of expression, stating
specifically that this includes the right to seek, receive and impart information and ideas “orally,
in writing or in print, in the form of art, or through any other media”.5 The ICCPR states that the
freedom of expression may be subject to certain restrictions, but only those that are provided by
law and are necessary “for the respect of the rights or reputations of others” or “for the protection
of national security or of public order, or of public health or morals.”6
The United Nations Human Rights Committee (“Human Rights Committee” or
“Committee”) – the body charged with authoritative interpretation and enforcement of the
ICCPR – has expressly stated that the criminalization of speech concerning historical facts
violate Article 19 of the ICCPR: “[l]aws that penalize the expression of opinions about historical
facts are incompatible with the obligations that the Covenant imposes on States parties in relation
to the respect for freedom of opinion and expression.”7
Although Malaysia has not formally adopted the ICCPR, the Office of the Attorney
General of Malaysia has stated that Malaysia responds and adheres to the principles laid down in
a variety of human rights instruments, including documents it has not ratified, such as the
ICCPR.8 In 2009, Malaysia pledged to keep pace on the development of civil and political rights
in the country.9 Malaysia also pledged to “consider ratification” in 2009, but has not made any
steps toward ratifying any of the international human rights instruments.10
a.

Freedom of Opinion and Freedom of Expression

Chief among the rights protected under the ICCPR are the rights to freedom of opinion
and freedom of expression.11 As the Human Rights Committee has noted, “Freedom of opinion
and freedom of expression are indispensable conditions for the full development of the person.
They are essential for any society.”12
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Specifically, Article 19 of the ICCPR prohibits State Parties from limiting an individual’s
right to hold opinions even in a state of emergency.13 In addition, the ICCPR states that
individual freedom of expression includes the right to “seek, receive and impart information and
ideas of all kinds,” and that it may only ever be restricted as “provided by law[,]” and only where
the restrictions imposed are “necessary…[f]or respect of the rights or reputations of others” or
“[f]or the protection of national security or of public order…or of public health or morals.”14
The Human Rights Committee’s decisions consistently require that these standards be
stringently met in order to be compatible with Article 19. The Committee has stated that three
prongs must be satisfied: 1) it must be provided by law; 2) it must address one of the aims set out
in paragraph 3 (a) and (b) of Article 19 (respect of the rights and reputation of others; protection
of national security or of public order, or of public health or morals); and 3) it must be necessary
to achieve a legitimate purpose.15 The Committee has stressed the importance of strictly
interpreting the purposes for restriction, stating “[t]he right to freedom of expression is of
paramount importance in any democratic society, and any restrictions to the exercise of this right
must meet a strict test of justification.”16
b.

Freedom from Arbitrary Arrest

Similarly, Article 9 of the ICCPR prohibits State Parties to the covenant from infringing
on individuals’ right to liberty.17 This right includes a guarantee that authorities will only arrest
or detain citizens pursuant to existing laws and that anyone arrested will be informed at the time
of the arrest of the reason(s) the arrest was made and promptly informed of the charges against
him.18
c.

Freedom from Retrospective Application of Law

The ICCPR imposes an equally stringent prohibition on retrospectively imposed
increases of criminal penalties through Article 15.19 Parties to the treaty are forbidden from
imposing “a heavier penalty…than the one that was applicable at the time when the criminal
offence was committed.”20 Accordingly, the ICCPR prohibits imposing harsher penalties on
convicted criminals than those allowed at the time of the original offense.
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B.

Malaysia Law
1.

Film Censorship Act (FCA)

Malaysia’s film censorship regime has generated a significant amount of national and
international criticism. The Malaysian Film Censorship Board, consisting of three members
appointed by the Minister of Home Affairs, has an extraordinary amount of control over films in
Malaysia. Under the FCA, the Board must approve all films that are circulated, exhibited,
distributed, displayed, manufactured, produced, hired, or sold in Malaysia.21
The FCA criminalizes possession, custody, or control of films or film publicity materials
that have not been approved by the Board.22 The FCA applies to all films within Malaysia, with
a few exceptions carved out for special categories of films, including those sponsored by the
government.23
2.

Malaysian Constitution

Article 10 of the Malaysian Constitution provides a basic right to freedom of speech and
expression, but also outlines several permissible restrictions to the freedom of speech.24 Under
Article 10, the Malaysian government may restrict speech as necessary or expedient in the
interest of protecting national security, preserving friendly relations with other countries, or
maintaining public order or morality.25 Restrictions are also permissible if they are designed to
protect the privileges of Parliament or of any Legislative Assembly or to provide against
contempt of court, defamation, or incitement to any offense.26
Despite the Constitutional guarantee of freedom of expression, the availability of
exceptions allows the government wide latitude in limiting speech. Freedom of expression is
generally considered very limited in Malaysia.27 In addition to the FCA, speech is regularly
limited by the government’s use of the Sedition Act and stringent defamation laws.
IV. Reasonable Restrictions on Freedom of Expression and Association
Most countries that adhere to the UDHR and ICCPR have developed permissible
standards of regulation that are narrowly tailored to serve compelling government interests.
Limited restrictions on the dissemination of films do not necessarily conflict with the basic
principles of freedom of expression articulated in the UDHR and ICCPR when they are not used
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to constrain political speech. A few examples of the range of regulations and restraints are
described below.
A.

Regulation of Film in the United States

In the United States, any government regulation of the film industry is subject to the
limitations of the First Amendment of the United States Constitution, which guarantees the
freedom of speech and the freedom of the press.28 The First Amendment substantially limits
how, when, and to what degree the government can regulate the film industry. Despite the
protections guaranteed by the First Amendment, the primary form of regulation occurs not
through the government, but through a rating system administered by a private entity, the Motion
Picture Association of America (“MPAA”).
1.

Self-Regulation and the Rating System

As a private entity, the MPAA’s ratings system is not subject to the limits of the First
Amendment. All films produced or distributed by MPAA members are submitted to the rating
board for rating, and even non-members may submit a film for a rating. Although ratings are not
required, most producers have their films rated because of the high number of theaters that
cooperate with the MPAA and because failing to get a rating makes the film’s opportunities for
distribution much more limited.29 The rating classifies the film into one level of a graduated
system, ranging from the lowest level that is suitable for all audiences to the highest, which
excludes children under seventeen from seeing the film because it contains too much vulgarity,
violence, or sex.30
2.

Government Restrictions on Films

Although initially films were not entitled to protection under the First Amendment, in
1952 the United States Supreme Court held that films are expression and thus entitled to
protection under the free speech and free press guaranty of the First and Fourteenth
Amendments.31 The First Amendment covers publication, circulation, and distribution of films.32
As protected speech, any law that limits the dissemination of a film is unconstitutional, unless it
falls into an exception or can otherwise be justified. Further, any restriction must be narrowly
tailored to afford the full protection of the First Amendment, otherwise the restriction will be
considered overbroad and thus unconstitutional.33

28
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When films confront government regulation in the U.S., it is most frequently based on
obscenity grounds. The Supreme Court has stated that obscenity is not constitutionally protected
free speech; thus, an obscene film is not entitled to First Amendment protection.34 In order to be
considered obscene, the government must show that the film meets the court-defined standard for
obscenity.35 This standard is also known as the Miller test: 1) whether the average person,
applying contemporary community standards, would find that the work, taken as a whole,
appeals to the prurient interest; 2) the work depicts or describes in a patently offensive way under
contemporary community standards sexual conduct specifically defined by the applicable state
law; and 3) the work taken as a whole lacks serious literary, artistic, political, or scientific
value.36
If the film is not obscene, a law punishing the dissemination of the film is presumptively
unconstitutional.37 Courts allow the government to overcome the presumption by showing that
the restriction meets certain standards. If a restriction specifically targets certain types of speech
because of the underlying message of the speech, then the restriction is considered “contentbased”.38 For example, a law prohibiting the dissemination of any films about abortion would be
a content-based restriction because it restricts a class of speech based on the content of speech.
A content-based speech restriction is presumptively unconstitutional. In order to
overcome this presumption, the government must prove that the restriction meets strict scrutiny.39
Strict scrutiny means that the government must show that there is a compelling government
interest for the law and the restriction must be the least-restrictive (narrowly tailored) means for
enforcing that law. Few challenges survive strict scrutiny.40 For example, the U.S. Supreme
Court found that a law that prohibited indecent communications to minors using the internet
failed the strict scrutiny analysis. The Court found that, although the goal of protecting children
from harmful materials was important, there were other ways to achieve that goal without such
severe limits to adult-to-adult expression on the internet.41
3.

The National Security Exception to Prior Restraint

If a restriction stops speech before it occurs, for example, preventing the dissemination of
a film, then that limitation is known as a “prior restraint” and is presumptively unconstitutional.42
34
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The U.S. Supreme Court has stated that “any system of prior restraint or prior restraint of
expression comes bearing a heavy presumption against its constitutionality.” 43 Although there is
not an absolute ban, any prior restraint must fall within one of a few narrow exceptions, one of
which is a national security exception.44
Although there is a national security exception to the prohibition on prior restraint, it has
been construed narrowly.45 In New York Times Co v. United States,46 the Court denied an
injunction to restrain the publication of the Pentagon Papers, secret documents that were leaked
regarding American involvement in the Vietnam War. The Court denied the injunction because
even a temporary injunction based on the government claims that the Pentagon Papers threatened
to harm national security were not enough of a justification to prevent publication.47 Although its
boundaries are not clear, it is well settled that there is a national security exception to prevent the
dissemination of government secrets.48
B.

Limited Government Regulation in Europe

In other countries, government regulations restrict the dissemination of films that could
incite racial or religious hatred. For example, England enacted the Racial and Religious Hatred
Act of 2006 that creates an offense for inciting hatred against a person on the grounds of religion
or race.49 France also has a similar law that allows for criminal prosecution for incitement of
religious hatred.50
The European Court on Human Rights (“ECtHR”) – the authoritative body for
interpreting the European Convention on Human Rights – has repeatedly addressed whether
43
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these laws violate free speech principles in the European Convention, which has a similarly
phrased protection of freedom as speech as those of the UDHR and ICCPR.51 The ECtHR
employs a three-prong approach to address whether these statutes are a permissible restraint.52
The first prong is whether the state interference with speech was “prescribed by law.” This
prong requires that a law limiting the freedom of expression must be, inter alia, “accessible and
foreseeable” in its effects.53 This essentially functions to eliminate vague laws. This prong can
be satisfied by precision, access, clarity, and foreseeability.54
The second prong requires courts to assess whether the regulation contested serves a
legitimate aim.55 In order to serve a legitimate aim, the law must be narrowly tailored.56
Legitimate interests are limited to those listed in Article 10 of the European Convention, which
includes national security, public safety, protection of health or morals, protection of reputation,
preventing disorder or crime, and others.57 These exceptions, however, are meant to be narrowly
interpreted and the necessity for such restrictions must be convincingly established.58
Lastly, the court asks whether the restriction is necessary for a democratic society. This
prong requires the state to demonstrate that the restriction is justified by a relevant and sufficient
goal.59 The ECtHR has stated that the interference with freedom of expression must meet a
pressing social need, while remaining proportionate, achieving a fair balance between various
conflicting interests.60 Under this prong, the court examines the content of the expression as a
whole and the circumstances under which they were made.61
1.

The National Security Exception to Speech Restrictions

Article 10(2) of the European Convention allows for restrictions on the freedom of
expression if it is in the interest of national security, territorial integrity, or public safety. 62 Much
51
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like the national security exception in U.S. constitutional law, cases concerning the national
security exception generally center on the publication of government secrets.63 For example, the
ECtHR found that there was a legitimate threat to national security in revealing the illegal
activities of the British Security Service.64 However, the limit was only permissible before
publication; once the book had been published, a continuing restriction violated Article 10
because news is a perishable commodity and the delay of publication may deprive it of all of its
value and interest to the public.65
C.

Restraints on Expression and Film Censorship in Asia

The human rights protections in Asia vary widely from country to country. As a general
matter, freedom of speech tends to be more limited in many Asian countries than in the United
States and Europe, and it is common for governments to take steps to prevent or punish speech
that criticizes the government.66 Some countries in Southeast Asia have taken more affirmative
steps to ensure protection of human rights. A number of Malaysia’s neighbors, including
Indonesia, the Philippines and Thailand, have already ratified the ICCPR.67
As in the United States and Europe, some form of restrictions on the film industry are
present in most Asian countries. For example, India uses a censorship system of governmentcontrolled ratings and all films that are to be publically viewed must be approved by the Censor
Board.68 Despite these restrictions, films covering controversial topics have been approved and
shown throughout India. For example, the films “Fire” and “Girlfriend” both center on lesbian
themes and were both released within India with the approval of the Censor Board, despite
opposition from India’s conservative wing.69
Thailand also uses a Film Censorship Board to review films before they may be shown in
Thai theaters or on television. The Board, made up of representatives from various departments
in the Thai government, will frequently censor films and require that portions of films be
removed before release. Grounds for removal include “violating moral and cultural norms and
disturbing the public order and national security.”70 Despite these broad limitations, few films
63
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are outright banned.71 The Censorship Board even approved a film that openly critiqued the
unpredictable and inconsistent nature of the Thai film censorship system, transparently named
“Censors Must Die.” 72
The evolution of freedom of expression in Hong Kong provides a useful regional
example for comparison purposes. Article 27 of Hong Kong’s Basic Law establishes that Hong
Kong residents have the right to freedom of speech, press, and publication.73 These rights are
generally upheld by the independent courts of the territory.74 However, freedom of expression
has been more constrained in the last 15 years, a result of China’s occupation of the territory
starting in 1997. Specifically, within the past year, freedom of the press has eroded by increased
government restrictions on access to information, and violent attacks on the media entities’
offices.75
Hong Kong’s modern system of film censorship was adopted in 1988 and establishes a
system of classifying films into categories of appropriate audiences for viewing. 76 These
classifications, however, mean little in terms of what films may be shown: even films with the
most restricted classification (category III films) are regularly shown in theaters where other,
category I and II films are shown.77
V. Analysis
A.

The Malaysian government’s absolute control over films directly undermines
the principles in the UDHR and the ICCPR

Malaysia’s FCA directly undermines the principles articulated in the UDHR and the right
to freedom of speech guaranteed by the ICCPR. Specifically, preventing a human rights group
71
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from showing an investigative documentary concerning political issues in the region violates one
of the purposes underlying the freedom of speech guarantee, namely to encourage the free flow
of ideas and allow individuals to criticize the government.
The preamble of the UDHR notes the importance of the freedom of speech, stating that
“the advent of a world in which human beings shall enjoy freedom of speech and belief and
freedom from fear and want has been proclaimed as the highest aspiration of the common
people…”78 Protecting the right to freedom of speech allows for a free exchange of thoughts and
ideas. Particularly, opening the discourse to permit discussion of political ideas is crucial in
protecting other freedoms of the people subject to the power of their government. Pusat Komas
is an organization that seeks to bring light to issues concerning fundamental human rights. Ms.
Hendry was furthering this goal by showing a film concerning relevant current events in the
region.
The film that was screened, “No Fire Zone”, is a film concerning the events of the Sri
Lankan Civil War. The U.N. Human Rights Committee has expressly stated that laws that
penalize expression of opinions about historical facts violate the principles of the ICCPR.79 This
documentary, and thus the screening, contains an expression of opinions about what occurred
during the Sri Lankan Civil War. The ability to openly discuss past political events is a
fundamental part of the values established by the ICCPR.
Notably, the ICCPR provides a few narrow exceptions to the freedom of speech. The
ICCPR states that restrictions are permissible if they are necessary for the respect of the rights or
reputations of others or for the protection of national security or of public order or of public
health or morals. The restrictions set by the FCA go far beyond these acceptable restrictions.
There is no evidence that the screening was intended to or likely to incite violence. International
law does not permit Malaysian officials to arbitrarily deny the screening of a film based on
hypothetical concerns that the discussion of matters of public interest may endanger national
security or public order.80
B.

The FCA is far more restrictive than the restraints in the U.S., Europe, and
Asia

Comparatively, the FCA creates speech limitations that go far beyond the acceptable
limitations in Asia and throughout the world. The FCA is much more restrictive than the U.S.
system of self-censorship. The U.S. system classifies the films that are distributed within the
U.S., and, in some ways, exercises control by limiting the viewership for films with more
restrictive ratings. Although there are economic pressures to comply, the participation in the
ratings system in the U.S. is not an absolute requirement for distribution, let alone private
ownership. Contrastingly, the FCA allows the government, through the Film Censorship Board,
complete control over every film within the region. Under the FCA, the Film Censorship Board
78

Preamble, UDHR, http://www.ohchr.org/en/udhr/pages/Language.aspx?LangID=eng.

79

See supra n. 6.

80

General Comment 34, para. 35, supra note 6 (noting that States “must demonstrate in specific and individualized
fashion the precise nature of the threat, and the necessity and proportionality of the specific action taken, in
particular by establishing a direct and immediate connection between the expression and the threat.”).
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has the power of absolute prohibition of even private ownership of films. Additionally, the FCA
is a criminal statute. Beyond any economic or social pressures that might exist under the U.S.
system, failing to comply with the FCA can result in criminal liability, including both monetary
fines and prison time.
The FCA is also a much more rigorous restraint on speech than the European regulations
that prohibit speech, in film or otherwise, that causes the incitement of racial or religious hatred.
These laws are criminal in nature and thus carry the same threats to free speech as the FCA, but
are much narrower in scope. These laws carry specific limits, namely that the speech must have
the possibility of inciting hatred and the hatred must be based on religious or racial grounds.
Instead, the FCA allows for complete discretion to censor, allowing the government to
circumvent international law, which requires any restriction on freedom of speech to be narrowly
tailored to achieve a legitimate aim.
The FCA is also much more restrictive than other forms of censorship within Asia.
Despite the prevalence of film censorship within the region, few countries have as much power
over the films within their country as Malaysia. Malaysia’s unique control over films that are
not just publicly screened but also those that are privately owned makes Malaysian law uniquely
restrictive.
Much of the restraint on films in Asia focuses not on censorship, but on classification or
review prior to distribution to theaters within the country. India and Thailand, despite having
film review boards, frequently permit the showing of controversial films. Even under Chinese
control, Hong Kong still allows films to be shown with restricted ratings. Malaysia’s restrictions
on films are harsh considering the standards for the region.
C.

Using the FCA to prosecute Hendry and stop Pusat Komas is a form of
selective enforcement to silence political discourse.

Malaysia’s use of the FCA to prosecute Ms. Hendry evinces an attempt to silence
activists based on the content of their speech. If it can be demonstrated that the film censorship
law is only or primarily used against individuals advocating particular opinions – such as
concern about human rights – then it could be argued that Malaysia has also violated the
prohibition on discrimination enshrined in Article 2 of the ICCPR.81 The selective enforcement
of laws against activists like Ms. Hendry is a hallmark of the type of conduct that violates
international human rights standards.82
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Using laws like the FCA to target activists is exactly one of the dangers that the UDHR
and the ICCPR seek to avoid. By creating laws limiting expression that are overly broad, the
government has the power to choose to enforce those laws only against those with whom they
disagree or wish to silence. This selective enforcement severely limits the availability of
different sides of discourse and creates an environment in which others will be afraid to speak
about unpopular ideas in fear of criminal prosecution.

action to silence the individuals before they were able to get their message out. A Campaign Against Dissent:
Selective Enforcement of Antipiracy Laws in Russia, February 2011, http://www.humanrightsfirst.org/wpcontent/uploads/pdf/HRF-Msoft-Russia-report.pdf.
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