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Dedicated to all victims of detention without trial
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1 Introduction: Capitalist
Economic Success and
Democracy

Capitalist development in Malaysia originated from its role as a colonial
outpost, strategically located at the confluence of Far Eastern trading
routes, from which emerged a highly successful primary commodities and
plantation cconomy. At independence, in 1957, Malaya stood second only
to Japan in terms of cconomic development although it can be argued that
it had the resources capability to be ahead of the other NICs.

In 1969 contradictions erupted between the Malay feudal oligarchy and
the emerging Malay bourgeoisic, with the latter gaining ascendancy. This
became a dccnslvc factor in shaping the direction of subsequent political
and While political independ saw the start of
a series of economic plans, these were especially significant from 1970
onwards, intended to restructure society, eradicate poverty and ensure
cconomic development. Planning in the cighties was dnrcclcd towards
intensifying the pace of i ialisation, chiefly in

Current ic success indi have all exp
with Malaysia now ranked 17th among the top 41 international
performers.' Despite the economic recession of the carly eightics, GDP
growth revived 10 a record annual high of 9.1 per cent between 1988 and
1990, sustained at 8.1% until 1993, with predictions for the immediate
future equally good.? The nation appears (o be in top gear for the transition
from ‘developing' to ‘developed’ status, which it is claimed can be
reached by the year 2020 (see Table 1.1).

This remarkable macro achievement has resulted from a combination
of factors. First of all the fact that Malaysia is well endowed with
natural resources. especially oil, provides an economic cushion in
periods of cconomic recession, for example when the GDP fell to - 1.1
per cent in I985 mpmvmg only to 1.2 per cent in 1986.° At the same

time the d policies I ising trade and i
in order to foster investment confidence in the context of a more
external i While werc also taken to

trim overburdened branches of public sector operation and expenditure,
public investment was stepped up to remedy the shortcomings in infra-
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Table 1.1 Gross domestic product by industry of origin, 19701990
(RMS milion in 1978 prices)

Average growih

Sector 1970 1990 rate (%)
Agriculture, forestry 6254 14829 44
Mining, quarrying 2962 7 688 49
Manufacturing 2995 21 381 103
Construction 811 2788 6.4
Electricity, gas, water 238 1511 9.7
Transport, communications 785 5489 102
Wholesale, retail trade,

hotels & restaurants 2469 8700 6.5
Finance, real estate

& business 1854 7650 73
Government services 2005 8459 75
Other service 445 1656 68
(=) Imputed bank service

charges 25 4,020 155
(+) Import dutics 955 2972 5.8
GDP at purchasers’ value 21548 79103 67

Source: OPP2, 1991: Table 3-1,p. 71

structure, seen as a necessity in order to foster expanded industrial
development.

Under these ci private i S, y foreign,
rose rapidly, reaching an annual peak of 27.5 per cent in 1991. Much of
this has been in export oriented manufacturing, which by 1993 contributed
71 per cent of total gross exports and 42 per cent to economic growth
between 1991 and 1993 4

THE SEMBLANCE OF POLITICAL STABILITY

The country is attractive to foreign investors, not least because of the image
of *political stability’ and “racial harmony* among its 18 million citizens. Of
those resident in Peninsular Malaysia. more than half are ethnically defined
as Malays while, largely as a result of colonial labour policy. roughly a third
are Chinese and around 10 per cent are of Indian descent.®
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The ruling coalition incorporates monocthnic political partics, United
Malay Nati Party (UMNO), Malaysian Chinese A iation (MCA)
and the Malaysian Indian Congress (MIC), said to represent these major
racial groups. However, they arguably represent the class interests of the

of the resp cthnic inated by the Malay
party, UMNO.

Although Malaysia’s high profile Prime Minister, Dr Mahathir
Mohamad, has been at pains to demonstrate his Third World solidarity, for
example with Nelson Mandela, this glosses over the fact that Malaysia
actively retains three laws allowing detention without trial, an important
factor in maintaining ‘stability’.

The Malaysian State was actually described as a *Police State’ by none
other than the former Prime Minister of Malaysia, the ‘Father of Malaysia®
Tunku Abdul Rahman, in 1988.% Certainly in its range of oppressive laws,
the term ‘authoritarian’ is applicable. And yet, formally, the Malaysian
State has a ‘Parliamentary Democratic® political system based on that of
its former coloniser, Britain. Through the ballot box, the current regime
has enjoyed 37 years of political dominance and has taken on the appear-
ance of unshakeable hegemony.

Two central questions arise in this study:

(i) How has it been possible for the Malaysian State to maintain elec-
toral support (see Table 1.2) while simultancously strengthening
authoritarian institutions?

(ii) Given that itarian states are not ily the best for econ-
omic growth, what arc the mechanisms by which this particular
authoritarian regime has been able to achieve economic success and
with what qp for the future of

A central concern of lhls book is the fact lhal the Mnlnysmn political
system is 1l ian, with on civil lib-
erties, despite the fact that the formal institutions of democracy remain in
place. Inicrnational observers have questioned the degree to which clec-
tions can be considered free and fair in the face of acknowledged voter
registration interference and tight media control.”

This book attempts to explain how this system works and how it
evolved historically into a form we find best analysed as ‘authoritarian
populist’, a concept which transcends both the traditional pluralist mould
and also cconomistic analyses.
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Table 1.2 Parliamentary clections, 1974-90

Parties 1974 1978 1982 1986 1990
UMNO 61 69 70 83 73
MCA 19 17 24 17 18
MiC 4 3 4 6 6
Gerakan s 4 5 5 5
BN Others - - 20 2 27
PBS - - 4 10 14
PAS 14 5 5 ! 7
DAP 9 15 6 25 20
S46 1 - - - 6
Others. 1 - - 4 4
Total 13 113 138 178 180

Notes: 1. PAS joined the BN from 1974 to 1977

2. PBS left the BN just before the 1990 elections

3. Figures for 1974 and 1978 are for Peninsula Malaysia only
Source: Milne and Mauzy. 1978: Tables A, B, E; Asiaweek, 17-8-86; NST,
22-10-90

WEAKNESSES OF TRADITIONAL ACADEMIC ANALYSES

A more sub ive critique of plurali:

and ism is provided in the
appendix. Refl g the cthnic ition of Malaysia, a plu-
ralist analysis has often been applied, suggesting that vertically integrated
communitics find their political expression through elite bargaining.® This
approach may seem superficially P as it descriptively

to the arrangement of Malaysian political parties and their proclaimed
defence of cthnically defined constituencies.

None the less, pluralism fails to explain the tensions of 1945, 1969,
1974 and 1987, crises which were characterised by power struggles within
the dominant ruling party, United Malay Nasional Organisation (UMNO),
and accompanicd by mass arrests under the Internal Security Act. Such
struggles, and attempts at their resolution through repression, reveal the
class basis of domination and the extent to which class interests prevail.
More recent pluralist analysis has attempted to incorporate class interests
into its paradigm but remains restricted to the sphere of economic efficacy,
thus ignoring non-cconomic factors such as repression and populist
ideology.?
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Nor does an economistic appraisal suffice, for it suggests that economic
class disti will inevitably gain d over | cleav-

ages as industriaiization proceeds. Despite considerable economic class
differentiation to date, this has yet to consciously transcend communal
association and thus far does not support such a supposition. Such econ-
omic d inism fails to deal with the demands for social,
civil and democratic rights arising from communally experienced
discrimination.

An interpretation is needed to address the dynamic complexitics of both
class and ethnicity, just as one is nceded to explain the interplay of class
and gender. However, these concepts are meaningless without an under-
standing of the nature of the capitalist statc of which they are a part, a
state which is arguably necessarily coercive, yet through its institutional
form operates towards consensus.

THE AUTHORITARIAN POPULIST STATE

Authoritarian-populism is seen as a more adequate analytical concept, for

it P an explanation of apparent and apparent support
for the sunus quo. through the use of selective populist policies.
*Si I' positive discri in favour of ip * (literally,

“princes of the soil’, the official epithet for Malays and other indigenous
peoples) has been the cornerstone of development plans since 1969.
However, the accompanying ideological and policy agenda represent, in
concrete terms, the interests of the Malay capitalist class. At the same time
the demands of the working class and those for minority rights are sup-
pressed through authoritarian means. ‘Stability” of the system is also

intained through class ion between the ruling Malay bour-
geoisic in UMNO and their Indian and Chinese counterparts in their
respective Barisan Nasional coalition parties the MCA, MIC and so on.

The term authoritarian-populism appears at first glance contradictory, yet
it may be argued that populism is inherently authoritarian, in that it is a strat-
cgy rather than a fully developed ideology. Ce ictions are indeed evident
in the Malaysian State, on the one hand exhibited through those institutions
that promote populist appeal, while on the other through the retention of
those which are distinctly authoritarian, particularly detention without trial.

In the course of this book we will attempt to show that these contradic-
tions are more apparent than real, for together these institutions operate to
maintain a sophisticated and yet tight rein on the forces which might chal-
lenge political, and increasingly economic, dominance.
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CAN MALAYSIA BE DESCRIBED AS DEMOCRATIC?

Here, it is important to examine the issues in the current international
debate on the question of democracy. It has been suggested that since
democ is a concept which is essentially First World-centric it is thus
mappropriate to the needs of developing countries which have to redefine
the term themselves. Interestingly however, those who propound this argu-
ment most vociferously are the same leaders who attempt to demonstrate
their ability to uphold conventional notions of *d y' through their
proclaimed use of the ballot box, the institution of parliament, parliamen-
tary debate and independence of the judiciary.

While we would not disagree with the validity of Third World countries
attempting to determine their own development model, albeit in a context
constrained by global forces. the question arises as to who should decide
on the model pursued and in whose interests. Of significance here is the
degree to which the citizens of the country may be able to participate in
this process. a point of particular concern in this work and which centres
on the umccpl of democracy, both in form and substance.

Our i of the Mal; state as authoritarian-populist is
perhaps best conceptualised by being measured on a spectrum of state
forms identificd by their degree of democracy. ranging from the highly
egalitarian to the totalitarian,'®

The political definition of “d y o
include the existence of universal suffrage, direct popular elections. a
responsible government, the freedom of expression and association,
together with protection from arbitrary arrest."! Using these criteria as a
baseline. it soon hcmmu clear that Malaysia at best can be described as a
‘restricted dr.llm(.mc

In Malays d was panied by the ition of uni-
versal sutfrage for aII citizens above the age of twenty-one. The extent to
which Malaysian elections are free and fair is limited by the grossly
uneven del of electoral boundaries and ach ged voler regis
tration interference.'’ The most evident distortion however, lies in the
complete control of the electronic and printed media by the ruling coali-
tion, to the exclusion of opposition parties, even during general elec-
tions."* Respect for electoral results sustained along with the
maintenance of a parliamentary two-thirds majority for the ruling coali-
tion, but not always evident otherwise,'*

The question of the responsibility of the State to the elected representa-
tives is largely a formality in Malnvﬂm as the ruling coalition has main-
tained par y and ever since indep in
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1957. Increasing centralization of power vested in the exccutive, notably
in the office of the Prime Minister, has diminished the importance of the
elected Legislature. At the same time the State and the elected representa-
tives display limited bility to the largely d in
what has been described as a form of ‘patronage’.'®
As for the third criteria, imp cited in the

have been overruled by legislative restrictions in the name of stability and
national security. Effectively, the frecdoms of expression and association
are without substance, as are the rights to form autonomous trades and
students unions. In addition there is little protection from arbitrary acts of
state interference in the private lives of citizens. An extensive and active
secret police force is maintained and detention without trial is still prac-
tised. Measured in these terms the Malaysian institutions are deprived of
such substantive meaning that they depend for their support on a populism
which is distinctly repressive.

CLASS AND COMMUNALISM

In this book we trace the class origins of authoritarian-populism in
Malaysia to the emergence of a bourgeoisic who were able 1o obtain polit-
ical power, but with only a weak cconomic base. It was in order to correct
this 1 that the ivilian-led itarian variant (but
not without military support) developed a dynamic and ambitious pro-
gramme of socio-cconomic restructuring. Here we must emphasize the
class basis of our analysis, but one which is sensitive to ethnic issues.

The Malaysian State broadly 10 a ge: lized classification of
authoritarian populism in most important respects. However, the specific
form and role of the economy differs from other comparable states (for
example. South Korea and Taiwan) where indigenous technology has been
the basis for industrialization. Instead, Malaysia has expanded the role of
foreign capital in its attempts to build ‘domestic industry’, a reflection of
its reluctance to develop the small and medium scale industries because of
its predominantly ethnic Chinese ition. Malaysia has i
re-distributive policies, but although the state explicitly espouses the rights
of the poor and subordinate classes, the property rights of the urban and
rural elite remain untouched.

An important aspect of the authoritarian populist regime is the develop-
ment of the capacity of the state 1o, firstly, encourage co-optation as a
means of debilitating organized protest, and secondly, by selective repres-
sion where the first strategy fails or is deemed inappropriate. The distin-
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guishing feature of the Malaysian State through which all these facets of
the state are expressed, is ‘communalism’, the central means utilized by
the state to deal with the subordinate classes.

By ‘communalism’ we identify an appeal to primordial sentiments and
differences involving cthnicity, religion and culture. While such differ-
ences in themselves need not constitute the basis for communalism, our
thesis is that through the political formula, the political, social, and econ-
omic institutions established in Malaysia, community becomes a social

ct defined as with Thus * ity has
taken on a particular meaning which grants supercedence to ethnicity as an
“ideological’ concept around which a political analysis of ‘rights’ has been
built and which is expressed and institutionalized through the arms of the
state apparatus and State pohcles

In this respect our defini of i lism as applied in
Malaysia includes a particular dimension which may be absent elsewhere,
that is, " Its inclusion ge has implica-

tions for the ability of the state to actively repress, yet maintain a popular
appeal. This is focussed on two very dlffcrcnl mmmumu:s of Malaysian
citizens, namely * . ificd according to
their ethnic cultural, rcllgmus dnmrcmcs
In this book we also try to identify a number of features of authoritar-
and their to the Malaysian State and ulti-
mately the question of reform. The final question is to what extent the
scope for democracy can be widened and what indications there are of
how this might come about.

THE LIMITS OF MALAYSIAN DEMOCRACY

Authoritarian-populism has been i Isewhere with a ch:
leader within an ostensibly democratic system. It will be important to
examine the role of Dr Mahathir, Prime Minister since 1981, in this light.
His rule has seen an extensive expansion of executive power and conse-
quent blocking of various mediations while strengthening his own direct
link to the popular base.

While nati has been an i strand of pop this is
cssentially a *Malay" nationalism, which secks to mobilize support for the
Malay bourgeoisic class project through communal appeal. The success
of this appeal has rested on programmes which arise from popular
demands. In this way the State has selectively co-opted demands relating
to democracy. for example environmental issues, human rights issues
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through child-abuse legislation, the Domestic Violence Act, and so on.
However, substantive popular demands which threaten the class project
and “bumiputraist’ policies, and that cannot be co-opted, have been met
with fierce repression. This too has been legitimated on the basis of
nationalism/national security ideology.

After political hegemony had been established in the 1970s, the instru-
ments of the State were used to control and dircct the activity of foreign
capital while managing to confine confrontations within limits imposed by
the class objective of developing Malay national capital. Under Dr
Mahathir's leadership however, further measures have been introduced
affecting lhc scope of iati One has been instituti for example
the and of ive power, much of which
now resides in his office, and the crosmn of Pnrhamenury dcmocracy His
personal charisma has played an role in
with the people. He has established a direct link to the popular base largely
through the extensive control and use of the electronic media. In this book

it will become clear that this process has considerably narrowed the scope
of democracy.

That populist regimes tend to move towards authoritarianism'” is
confirmed in Malaysia when populist avenues have failed and physical
coercion has been utilized. Thus when UMNO faced a major internal crisis
in 1987 the crisis was turned outward, leading to the mass arrests of
lcading politicians, intellectuals and grass roots activists from a wide
range of organisations under the Internal Security Act, which allows
detention without trial. At the same time, the institutions of parliamentary
democracy remain in form and to some extent in function.




2 The Colonial Roots of
Authoritarian Populism

A number of important features of the contemporary Malaysian State find
their origins in specific historical experiences. This chapter is necessarily
sclective, in the attempt to identify the factors which have shaped the
present authoritarian populist State in which communalism plays a central
ideological role in mediations with the ‘Rakyat’ (the People).

The first task is o inquire into the origins of the communities involved
and why itis that ‘communal’ concepts were able 1o gain ascendancy over
other important socio-political cleavages, such as class. A critically impor-
tant and 1deolog ion of the it y State is
‘Bumiputraism’ (that is, based on the ‘sons of the soil’) which in essence
conceptually encompasses all ethnic groups of indigenous status.
However, as a basis for positive discrimination, the term *Bumiputra’ has
gained currency as synonymous with the Malay community instead of
including all indigenous groups.

In order to trace the roots of this key institution of the contemporary
Malaysian State we must turn 1o the pattern of colonial domination and its
impact.

The imposition of colonialism was greeted by two very different reac-
tions from feudal Malay society. On the one hand the colonial state was
faced with strong resistance from the Malay peasantry and on the other,
co-operation from the traditional Malay rulers, allowing them to *preserve’
the Malay feudal social structure, However, this approach was only viable
because of the availability of alternative sources of labour from clsewhere
in the colonies, specifically India and China.

The colonial drive to accumulate capital through the extraction and
production of the two crucial commodities, tin and rubber, led to the
massive importation of labour from China and India. As a result,
workers became sectorally fragmented along explicitly communal lines
In this process the question of the exclusion of the Malay peasantry was
to be as significant as was the importation of the Chinese and Indian
working class in the carly industrial sector. At the same time the colo-
nial state granted the largely non-Malay working class little status and
few rights.

With the economic success of these primary industries, the workers and
the non-Malay residents began framing basic demands for better condi-

10
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tions and civil rights. Despite analysis within the Legislative Council
which suggested the state should not be scen to be biased in favour of
capital, the situation was allowed to deteriorate.' Labour had been politi-
cally championed by the Communist Party of Malaya (CPM), but neglect
of labour issues had arguably strengthened their grass roots labour
support. The end result was a shift by the CPM to non-constitutional
means. to which the Colonial State responded in 1948 with military force
and spent 12 years quelling the ensuing insurrection.

The *Emergency’ was to have a profound impact on the shape of the
post-colonial State. Its legacy included:

@ A nationalism founded on a *national security” ideology in which com-
munalism became a central clement, and ‘anti-communism’ a rationale
for rejecting debate on democratic rights;

e A communal perspective on uneven economic development, seeing its

cause in the immigrant communities rather than colonial policy;

A set of coercive i i [ ding extensive survei polic-

ing of civilian life and detention without trial;

e D hic change in the relocation of 1.5 million rural people into
‘New Villages'.

In this chapter we see that explicitly communal colonial strategies laid
the groundwark for the development of the post-colonial political formula
and the public policies which followed, specifically on ‘cconomic restruc-
twring’ and education on ethnic grounds. As for the repressive apparatus,
that remains an important ingredient of the modern Malaysian system of
socio-political control

COMMUNAL STRATEGY OF BRITISH COLONIALISM

Malaysia today is inhabited by a wide diversity of peoples, reflecting a
long history of multicultural contact, largely with thosc in the region. Here
we briefly trace the pattern which cvolved and the socio-cconomic conse-
quences arising from its formation.

O the carliest indigenous peoples, forest hunters and gatherers known
collectively as the Orang Asli comprised a small but significant popula-
tion, who were generally regarded as slaves (sakai) by the Malays.?
Malays prised the majority population but whose soci ic dif-
ferentiation reflected their diverse origins, chicfly between local born and
those from the Indonesian Archipeligo.’
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The Sultans and chiefs in their feudal cconomy obtained surplus from
produce tax and corvée labour, providing little incentive 10 increase pro-
duction. As a result, the mainly local-born peasantry were relatively undif-
ferentiated as a class.* Despite their objective position of economic
domination over the peasantry, the Sultans also provided an ideological
symbolism arising in part from their common religious faith in Islam and
enabling them to maintain political dominance.

Western influence began in 1511 with the capture of Malacea, a strate-
gically important port, by the Portugese. This signalled the start of the

ilist phase of jalism, with European presence limited to the
coastal towns. There. western traders became dependent on local interme-
diaries, increasingly the Chinese, for goods from the hinterland. This was
the beginning of the antagonism which was to grow between the local
Malays and the ‘middle men'. But generally speaking, relations between
the Malays and the Chinesc and other Asian traders did not appear to take
an antagonistic form prior to colonialism. Evidence suggests that inter-
cthnic relations displayed cultural and communal tolerance, and that even
a fair degree of assimilation had taken place.®

During the colonial period the possibilities for multicultural contact
were accelerated, with the importation of migrant labour from other
colonies. However, since the pattern of settlement was largely synonymous
with ic function, ics were d by their p
cal location.” With the *founding’ of Penang and Singapore to protect
British trading interests the Chinese and Indian immigrant population
rapidly increased and were soon differentiated by socio-cconomic class. A
comprador class emerged to serve the British Agency Houses in their trade
in Indian cloth, opium, China tea and porcelain. Revenue was obtained
from opium and gambling taxation. However. Malay resistance to any
further intervention delayed the imposition of direct rule until 1874.7

Chinese tin mining ‘Kapitans' were the suppliers of labour from China,
through the clans and sccret socicties. The Kapitans were also entre-
preneurs, often powerful enough to influence the periodic inter-factional
conflicts between the Malay chiefs. By 1871, the mining population was
equal in size to that of the Malays in the Straits Setlements, Penang,
Malacca und Singapore.* The 1874 Pangkor Treaty sngn.nllul lhc start of
the of the Sul 1o British Coloni the
Malay peasantry refused to accept British intervention, or the new tax and
revenue laws. Resistance mcludcd killing the Perak British Resident in
1875, and a ¢ ign of civil disobedi in Pahang. The iali
responded with force, razing villages and rounding up the inhabitants into
strategic hamlets’, often with the help of foreign troops.”
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Faced with such difficulties, in addition to high administrative costs, the
British resorted to indirect rule. Thenceforth law and order was maintained
through the chiefs and ‘penghulus’ (village headmen), rather than an alien
army and police force. They were thus able to protect the British against
the rebellious peasantry while the sultans gained strength from state
backing.

Members of the feudal aristocracy were employed at various levels o
utilize traditional channels to introduce colonial laws on land, mining and
timber to the peasantry. This new formality actually enhanced the rulers’
jurisdiction over Malay matters, especially religion, and co-opted the
penghulus into the ‘mukim’ administration (parish). However, the chiefs
were reduced to being ‘native magistrates’ and assistants 10 the District
Officer. Such an approach was intended to give the Malays a psycholo-
gical assurance that their way of life was not under threat. At the same
time political power remained in the hands of the British Residents. '

By the carly 20th century, atlempts were made to further enhance the
co-option of the rulers by establishing clite schools to *groom” their sons
tor senior employ ities in the rapidly ing civil service,
hitherto a European preserve. Other schools were later built to educate a
middle level of civil servants, but for the rural Malay peasantry education
was considered a low priority.'!

In a clearly divisive strategy, the Chinese and Indians were excluded
from administrative and political office. In agriculture too, communal cni-
teria prevailed in policy making with, for example, the Malay peasantry
being encouraged to cultivate padi while the Chinese were impeded from
doing s0.1* This strategy was consistent with the *pro-Malay” policy of the
British and their objective of p ling the ining L Malay
States (UMS) into the federation.

Despite efforts to cultivate the Malay petty commodity peasant sector,
the process of differentiation continued, especially among rice cultivators.
As in the traditional kampong (village) subsistence economy, the ability to
diversify cconomic activities was important and could cushion the effects
of low market prices. However, these endeavours remained largely within
the sphere of agriculture and thus reinforced segregation from the non-
Malay working class.

CAPITALIST DEVELOPMENT AND ETHNIC DIVISIONS

Conditi for later i lization were blished in the colonial
development of primary commoditics, notably tin and rubber. This
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involved British capital S and the i ion of ind
overscas labour, from China and India respectively.

British investments led to the rapid growth of the tin industry under the
dominance of European mining agencics which, by 1940, produced 80 per
cent of Malaya's tin." The carly labc tensive methods, d on
Chinese labour, were soon replaced by mechanized dredging as the scale
of production increased. Alongside the growth of the US car industry,
Malayan rubber production rocketed to make up 50 per cent of the world's
supply by 1914. Combined, rubber and tin revenues were so good that
they were almost sufficient to completely finance an extensive Malayan
mnfrastructure, thus paving the way for later industrial development.'

Indian plantation labour was sought both for their colonial experience
and as an cthnic counterbalance to the Chinese in the urban sector.'s
Within the plantations feudal relations prevailed, imitating those in the
Indian village but in the service of a new master, the planter. Conditions
were harsh and indebtedness the norm, extending the workers' tenure
indefinitely '*

For the colonial government, indentured migrant labour provided a
flexibility suited to the uncertainties of the market. A boom led to an
increase in the supply of workers but this was not reflected in improved
pay or condi Conversely, a dey in rubber prices led to reduced
wages and the repatriation of thousands of workers, without any citizen-
ship rights having been granted.!”

By the 19305, the social structure of Mala ya had been dramatically
altered by the influx of Chinese and Indian workers. Their predominance
in the West Coast States and the Straits Settlements was clearly related o
the pattern of foreign economic penetration, and ensured their cconomic
and cultural isolation from the peasantry. Non-Malay community nceds
were dependent on self-help and philanthropy, which was 10 lay the basis
for the system of patronage evident in the non-Malay ruling coalition com-
ponent parties today (for example, MCA. MIC and Gerakan).

The subjugation of Indian estate workers was exacerbated by the occu-
pational scgregation practised, in which North Indians were managers,
South Indians, labourers and Sikhs were brought into the public and
private security forces. Estate education was at the discretion of the
employer, resulting in little, if any, provision. But from the 1930s, the atti-
tude and unity of the Indian masses in Malaya was heavily influenced by
the growth of the independence movement in Indi

As these communitics became settled, a more balanced sex-ratio was
established along with a rising birth rate. The bargaining position of
labour improved as workers became increasingly mobile and unionized,
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and by the 1930s they had developed into a powerful working class chal-
lenge.'® As we have emphasized, the exient of the geographical and sec-
toral separation was to be asa dation for future
strategy, both between the different non-Malay communities but more
importantly also between the Malay peasantry and the workers.

Th: impact of the colonial economy on the various levels of the pre-

ly Malay bourgeoisic was specific to each communuy as
well as to class. The English-educated Chinese by
were able to extend their merchant capital activities to the export of raw
materials and import of British manufactured goods. However, for the ver-
nacular-cducated commercial bourgeoisie, their role in the importation of
foodstuffs from China was taken over by the European freetraders. In
other respects the colonial power and the non-Malay commercial bour-
geoisic enjoyed a special relationship over monopoly rights on opium,
drinking and gambling. They were also regarded as unofficial community
administrators, as ‘Kapitans' or authorized as Justices of the Peace.'
Second-level merchants, mainly nice retailers, were now reduced to being
‘middlemen’ whose visibility to the rural Malays reinforced the commu-
nalist view that the apparent Chinese domination of the economy was
responsible for the poverty of the Malays. The third level consisted of a
variety of dent on the ing entrepdt port and urban
sector, and below them was the informal sector of casual labourers and
rickshaw drivers.

The growth of the service sector saw the concentration of capital in the
founding of Chinese banks, and in 1906 the Chinese Chamber of
Commerce. By 1937 the holdings of the large domestic industrial capital-
ists amounted to nearly half of those of foreign investors, which was to
provide an important impetus in the growth of national capital.® While
the rich Chinese comprador bourgeoisic remained entangled with the
British State, the lower strata of the Chinese bourgeoisie were less depen-
dent and later became involved with the workers in the anti-colonial
struggle.

As for the Indian ial ie, comprising
bankers, moncylenders, shopkeepers and so on, they came 1o provide ser-
vices 10 the labourers. Differentiated by caste and culture, they too were
organized into a Chamber of Commerce.?! Their capital investments were
in rubber. Indian Associations included large numbers in Statc employ-
ment, thus patronage of government officials was sought and leading com-
munity bet with 1o Boards or Councils.

In the absence of colonial policy on w:macul.n' education and with the
growth in and p . the Chinese commu-
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nity took the initiative to set up their own schools, which by 1938 catered
for nearly 50 000 pupils. In comparison there were 26 974 Chinese pupils
in government-aided English Schools. The socialization process in the two
institutions was very different, with English colonial values of competition
and liberalism perpetuated in one and Chinese nationalist values in the
order.?

For the Tamil Indian labourers, such philanthropy was not forthcoming
from a community divided by class, caste and place of origin. With the
labour shortage of 1900, the first Tamil schools were set up as an incentive
to retain workers. The 1912 Labour Code stipulated that employers must
provide estate schools but no mention was made of the need for teacher
training. In 1901, 548 schools served, between them, 23 350 pupils.* The
lack of any clear-cut colonial educational policy and the dearth of provi-
sion reflected the lack of social provision in general 1o the ordinary people.
The effort was made to further segregate them into their respective com-
munities. The sectoral ion of Mal. was thus reinf by the
development of sectional self-help. Meanwhile the government English
schools served to socialize the middle class of each community into the
colonial ideology. The state had clearly defined its sphere of rights and
obligations to the ‘Rakyat’ along both communal and class lines.

THE RADICAL NATIONALIST MOVEMENT

From as carly as the 19205, the workers in Malaya had begun to organize
to improve their working conditions. Initially unions were formed secretly,
by workers in primary product processing, notably the pincapple cutters.
Protests over indentured labour had eventually seen its abolition in 1913
and in 1928 there was partial recognition of workers® rights with the intro-
duction of compulsory registration for trade guilds. Labour unrest contin-
ued, however, with the rising cost of living and with the formation of the
General Labour Union (GLU). Strikes in Bat Arang Coal Mine,
Singapore Traction Company and Penang waterfront forced employers to
make concessions. The impact of nationalist fever in India was heightened
by Nehru's visit in 1937, followed in 1941 by an “uplift’ campaign,
involving ‘kanganys' (foremen who recruited labour from ‘home' based
village networks in India) and teachers, and there was unrest in the Klang
estates led by radical labour leaders.

However, the Trade Union legislation of 1939 was extremely restric-
tive, making for example picketing illegal. The of di
continued as workers turned their support to the CPM, a factor leading to
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the declaration of a State of Emergency. by which time clerical and
administrative workers in the government services were also unionized.*

Within the Malay community, there is also evidence of a radical Malay
anti-colonial orgnmunon known as the Kesatuan Melayu dea (KMM).

ially peuty in ition, KMM

trained intelligensia (from the Tanjong Malim Training Collegc) the most
radical section of which took the lead in the anti-colonial struggle.
However, the KMM faced difficulty in mobilizing the support of a peas-
antry i by feudal relations. Another factor was
the intimidation of KMM by colonial surveillance forces, which included
the imprisonment of KMM leaders, such as its founder Ibrahim Yaacob.?

The Second World War was decisive in two related respects. Clearly,
the defeat of the British by the Japanesc laid to rest the myth of white
supremacy. Consequently, in the struggle against Japanese domination, the
Allies were forced to forge links with the CPM-led Malayan Peoples Anti-
Japanese Army (MPAJA) as they were the main organization able to
provide an effective challenge. From the beginning the Japanese occupa-
tion was characterized by communal brutality in which all Chinese were
seen as anti-Japanese and therefore potential victims of the large-scale
massacres which took place. Evidence suggests such atrocities claimed
between 10 000 and 40 000 lives in the first week of the occupation
alone.®®

The Japanese were no more humane towards the Indian masses, sending
thousands to the ‘Death Railway' in Burma. At the same time, local disaf-
fection became channelled into the Indian National Army (INA) which
had emerged to oppose the British War effort in India. However, in
Malaya the INA did not wholcheartedly support the Japancse and sections
were sympathetic to the resistance. From 1943, the INA was to have a
profound and lasting influence on the attitude of the estate workers.??

Although the Japanese presented an initially hostile attitude toward
Malays, they, like the British, saw the advantage of maintaining the
Malay rulers as part of a communalist strategy. Malay was adopted as the
common language by the Japanese Command and the Malay police force
proved useful in the divide-and-rule strategy. The Japanese also spon-
sored Malay n.umnahcm lhmugh organizations such as KRIS (Kesatuan
Rakyat Union of and Peni
Peoples.®

Under the occupation, the cconomy was directed to serve the Japanese
war cffort. Trade unions were prohibited and workers were organized into
labour service corps, to be sent where needed. Chinese squatters who had
fled to rural arcas, became important providers of food for the guerrillas
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through their horticultural activities, a link that was to prove crucial during
the *Emergency’.

It was during the anti-Japanese war that communal tension was to reach
new heights. Fostered through years of colonial domination and exacer-
bated by Japanese provocation, the first serious communal riots in the
nation’s history were sparked off just after the war ended. These began as
retaliation by the resistance against collaborators (quite a few of whom
were Malays) and the (primarily Malay) police, but soon spread through
the country. Such conflict was to become part of the subliminal concious-
ness of the various communities and therefore a major obstacle to post-
war harmonious inter-communal relations.

After the war, the MPU (Malayan Planning Unit) was set up by the
British Colonial Office to determine the course of post-war colonial strat-
egy. While it was clear in 1945 that self-government would have to be
granted to Malaya in the near future, Britain's economy was bankrupt. It
was thus considered vital to maintain the sccurity of rubber, tin and other
weslern investments to ensure economic recovery at home. >’

From the Japanese surrender to the reoccupation of Malaya a few
months later in September 1945, the MPAJA was the sole force in control
of the country. After the British returned, the CPM was legalized and put
forward their proposals for a democratic Malaya where communal divi-
sions would be transcended through district-based unions and multiracial
peoples’ commitiees. ™

In 1946, the powerful workers® organizations called widespread strikes
in support of these demands. The response of the British Military
Administration (BMA) was to break the strikes through a variety of
means, including Japanese POWs. British troops and the use of Malays as

workers. Of spapers were closed down and their
cdnnr\ charged with sedition. However, the colonial administration was
unable to ban unions because of the 1940 Ordinance and the risk of
international condemnation.

THE EMERGENCY: PRECEDENT FOR AUTHORITARIANISM

On the political front and with an eye to the future, the British were faced
with the problem of how to ensure a viable and stable post-colonial politi-
cal arrangement. The first attempt, the Malayan Union of 1946, involved
the formation of a unitary State in which the jurisdiction of the Sultans
would pass 1o the British. However, Malay antagonism forced a reap-
praisal. The following proposal. that for a Federation of Malaya, was
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drawn up solely by British and Malay leaders. This, combined with the
fact that much of the discussion was held in sccret, drew loud protests
from the excluded non-Malays."'

By 1945 the Malayan Democratic Union (MDU), a largely English-
educated united front for self-government, had drawn up an cight-point
programme for a democratic Malaya asking for self-determination by the
Malayan peoples based on equality. The programme was drafted to win
the broadest support and presented to the colonial powers in July 1947, but
the government chose to ignore their proposals.*

Mass protests and a general strike in October that year revealed the
level of opposition to the Federation Proposals. The colonial government's
atttude provoked an escalation of protest which they met with newly
initiated legislative controls, namely the Socicties Ordinance and the
Banishment Ordinance. Despite recognition of the attempt by the PMCJA-
PUTERA (Pan-Malayan Council for Joint Action and the Pusat Tenaga
R.nk).n)m.lhlmn 0 dcnlnp a bridge’ between the non- M.llny and Malay

the organization found itself d in the constitu-
tional battle. ™ Under the (‘on\munnn which was to come into force, the
non-Malays were only able to demand citizenship rights, but within the
historically determined communalist fr.-mcvmrk

Under these the a lonial turned to add fuel
1o the labour movement. Between 1946 and 1948 industrial unrest reached
unprecedented levels. There were frequent clashes between police and
workers, but the colonial government's most effective tactic was to demand
the registration of unions under the 1940 Ordm.xm.c and lhus proscribe links
with the mlllmnl Pan-Malay

The ge duced a policy of ‘resp trade unionism’, a
catchphrase of the British Labour Government, as a strategy to break orga-
nized labour. But in 1947, strikes continued relentlessly in the face of
further repression and mass dismissals in the estates. Olgnnm:d labour
faced many h and ion. None the
. a new wave of labour unrest in 1948 resulted in the amendment of the
Trade Union Ordinance and the banning of the PMFTU (Pan Malayan
Federation of Trade Unions) and all union federations. The end result was
open revolt.™ (See Table 2.1.)

On 4 June 1948, Gurkha troops were despatched to Johore and police
leave cancelled. Three days later, after three European planters had been
killed, a State of Emergency was declared. It 1s worth noting, that there
appears to have been some reluctance on the part of both the CPM and the
government to declare war on each other. It has been argued that in fact
the Emergency may have been a ‘miscalculation, if not an outright
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Table 2.1 Number of strikes and days lost. 1947-85

Year Number of strikes Days lost
1947 291 696 000
1950 48 37 000
1954 78 51000
1957 1 219000
1960 37 42 000
1962 95 458720
1964 85 508439
1967 45 157 980
1968 103 208417
1970 17 1867
1971 45 20265
1973 66 40 866
1974 85 103 884
1977 40 73729
1980 28 19 600
1982 26 9 600
1984 17 9800
1985 n 34700

Notes: *90 in rubber plantations alone
Sources: Malayan Yearbook, vanous years; MIDA, Modern Malaysia, 1984

mistake”.* Under the Emergency. the CPM was banned and the police
given wide powers of arrest and detention, allowing them to raid union
premises and arrest hundreds of political activists. By July, the number of
strikes had fallen dramatically (see Table 2.1) and employers were in a
position to revoke any concessions workers had gained, as well as to
impose wage cuts and redundancies.

It has been sugg that the Ei y ions were brought in to
represent a balance between “an incipient police State and a determination
to preserve the rule of law”. Thus while detention for 12 months (later two
years) was imposed, at least trial procedures were maintained. "’

The Essential Pr ing over the whole of
Malaya and cnacted in July 1948, gave the police extraordinary powers of
scarch, detention, curfew, the control of movement and traffic, and reintro-
duced the death penaity for the unlawful carrying of arms. The Printing
Presses Bill stipulated the need for a printing permit from the Chief
Secretary. What was deemed to be a security measure was to thus provide
the means for censorship.** Detention and registration proved to be the
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most important :nnumems By the end of 1948, 5000 were held under
ion orders, ck to their esti d dcgrce nfs:cunly

risk, and largely based on suspicion. National wis

1o distinguish the law-breaker from the law-abiding on the basis of

whether they carried an identity card, a measure resisted in a number of

areas.”?

A second prong of Emergency strategy was the Rescttlement Policy
introduced in 1948 1o break the link between the civilian rural Chinese
population and the insurgents. The policy targetted the Chinese who had
settled on the jungle fringes to escape the terror of the Japanese Occupation
and who by 1948 numbered about 300 000. Seen as providing vital material
and moral support for the insurgents, these communities became a focus for
a *crusade’ by the British. The initial strategy was to sever this supply link,
but one which was considered ill-conceived, involving:

.. repressive 1 the ing of ds of squatters and
the destruction of their crops and homcs‘ their transfer hither and thither
and their confinement to repatriation camps prior to their deportation.

But the comprehensive Briggs Plan which followed made resettiement
the centre of counter-insurgency strategy. Between 1950 and 1958, a total
of 558 new villages were created, mostly made up of Chinese inhabitants
but 29 per cent of which were predominantly Malay.*!

While rescttlement often involved a move of only few miles this
resulted in considerable hardship, malnutrition and poverty. Although two-
thirds of the settlers depended for their survival on agricultural activities
new sites invariably had poor or waterlogged soils. After dark, residents
were confined within the barbed wire perimeter fence of their village,
subject to periodic curfews, raids and interrogations. The *New Village'
resettlement of approximately 1 200 000 rural settlers was to remould the
population pattern of Malaya. One i has been their i
tion from rural to urban status, with the consequence that the rural devel-
opment agency, RIDA, regarded them as urban and therefore not entitled
10 any aid schemes.*

Mecasured in terms of counter-insurgency, the Briggs Plan was deemed
a great success, but the social and human cost is difficult to measure. The
demographic change in itself was 1o enhance the already high urban con-
centration of Chinese and no doubt influenced their occupation patterns.
The rescttlement pattern also compounded the effect of other policies
aimed at preventing the emergence of a rural Chinese peasantry, thereby
further reducing the possibility of identification with their Malay
counterparts.
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A British Malayan official at the time, V. Purcell charged that the
Templer regime cut at the very roots of civil organization:

There was no human activity from the cradle to the grave that the
police did not superintend ... The real rulers of Malaya were not
Gerald Templer or his troops but the Special Branch of the Malayan
Police What Gerald Templer had ordered was virtually a levy en
masse, in which there were no longer any civilians and the entire popu-
lation were cither soldiers or bandits ... the means had become superior
to the end *

He concluded that this policy was counterproductive in that executive
power had overridden the rights of the individual to such an extent that
potential leaders had been either detained or exiled

Specific legal features of the Emergency were criticized by the Press,
particularly long detentions and the death penalty. For example, the case
of Lee Meng, known as the ‘grenade girl" invoked national and inter-
national attention, a protest which eventually saw her sentence commuted
to life imprisonment by the Sultan of Perak. Although charged with the
possession of a grenade, she had been unarmed at the time of her arrest.**

It is claimed that the success of the Emergency rested on the twin insti-
tutions of an efficient police force and the creation of ‘New Villages', both
of which have endured to the present day. The "New Villages' remain a
neglected backwater retainning the divisive stigma of their origins. The
police force, particularly the Special Branch, renowned for their expertise
in ‘intelligence’ gathering were critical in obtaining military success.*

Communalist policies continued to be used to isolate the guerillas. For
the Government the ‘New Village' policy had the added advantage of
ensuring the isolation of the rural Chinese from the Malay peasantry. At
the same time, the Malay rulers emphasized the incompatibility of Islam
and communism and Malay security forces were used to fight the mainly
Chinese ‘communist terrorists’, a tactic previously employed by the
Japancse to enhance communalist perceptions.

THE ALLIANCE FORMULA AND POPULISM

The of during the E gave the British colo-
nial power the opportunity to deflect the (on:cs of revolt and to effect a
post-colonial formula of political They were d

by then that the traditional Malay rulers would be their custodians of an
d dent Malaya. Simul y. the new had to take
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into account the upper strata of the non-Malay bourgeoisic, as they also
had a sizeable stake in the economy. With these considerations in mind,
the tripartite ‘Alliance Formula® was devised.

The upper stratum of the Malay itics were appointed to
legal and advisory bodies. In 1949, the MCA was formed by pro-British
Chinese businessmen. Through a system of patronage, it appealed for
support as the representive of the Chinese community within the govern-
ment. In addition, the Communities Liason Committee (CLC) was pro-
moted as a multi-racial neo-colonial alternative to the CPM. It was from
the secret communal bargaining within the CLC that the basis for the
Alliance emerged.

The central question for the non-Malays at the time was that of citizen-
ship. Despite the fact that by 1947, three-fifths of the Chinese and half the
Indians in Malaya had been born in the country (see Table 2.2); only one-
fifth of the Chinese population (that is, 500 000) had citizenship. From
1950, the British Colonial State gradually introduced reforms to counter
anti-colonial sentiments: an array of Malayan ministers were appointed
(largely from the CLC and UMNO [The United Malays National
Organisation]); to citi hip rights were i d and
some of the previous restrictions for non-Malays were lifted.**

A third reform was the introduction of elections at Local Council and
Municipal level. However, the extent of democracy at this level was
limited as the Chief Minister (Menteri Besar) of each state could appoint
one-third of the members; there was no fixed tenure of office; the Ruler-in-
Council could dissolve the Council and the British High Commissioner

Table 2.2 Population growth by ethnic group, 191184 (in millions)

Year Malays Chinese Indians
1911 1.37 0.69 0.24
1921 1.57 0.86 044
1931 1.86 1.28 0.57
1947 243 1.88 0.53
1957 313 233 0.70
1970 467 313 094
1980 6.32 387 117
1984 7.1 417 1.28

Source: Saw Swee Hock, The Population of Peninsular Malaysia (1988 Singapore:
Singapore University Press), p. SO
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could even revoke the elections. Besides, all decisions required further
ion by the High C issi or the State Gy s

When the Malayan Indian Congress (MIC), representing the Indian
bourgeoisie, joined the Alliance, the communal formula was complete. In
the 1955 elections. the Alliance won S1 out of 52 seats. But only when the
British were assured of the security of forcign investments in post-colonial
Malaya was the Independence Agreement of 1956 reached. Meanwhile,
the Emergency continued and remained in the hands of the British, who
retained the right to maintain a military presence. The agreement guaran-
teed Western economic interests against nationalization and any obstacles
to the free repatriation of capital and profits.

There was hutle disagreement over the content of the Independence
Agreement in the 1956 London talks. Malay Rulers would remain as
Constitutional heads of state and the special position of the Malays would
be safe The Reid C: C i 's attempt to limit this
to 15 years was quashed by UMNO while Chinese opposition was from
outside MCA and therefore carried no weight.*? Islam was declared the
official state religion on 31 August 1957. But when the Razak Report of
1957 recommended that English and Malay were to be taught in all
schools, nationwide strikes and riots occurred in Chinese schools through-
out the country. >

The ‘Merdeka' (Ind ) Co in effect i d
communalism as the state ideology, apparently reflecting the balance of
forces within the Alliance. However, despite the persistence of interfac-
tional struggle within the Alliance it was clear from the start that UMNO
would be the dominant partner in the ruling coalition. The basic provision
of juridical equality had been compromised mainly because of opposition
from the Malay rulers and UMNO, whose feudal relations ensured their
dominant influence on the Malay peasantry.

The fact the country was still in a state of Emergency when
Independence was declared is of ifi 1o our di i
of authoritanan-populism. For it meant that the freedoms enshrined in the
Constitution were overidden by Article 149, giving Parliament special
powers to deal with subversion and also Article 150, giving the Executive
special powers to deal with an Emergency. Sociocconomic divisions
remained between the three main ethnic groups in Malaya although this
was slightly imi. in the whits 1l p . UMNO has con-
tinued 1o have the upper hand in State policy on citizenship and education.
The Federal Constitution guarantees the use and study of the languages of
all the communities, but this has been progressively eroded in subsequent
Acts and policies.
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In this brief historical background, we see how in the defence of their
vital interests, the British colonial power used communalism as a means to
divide the masses, utilized authontarian measures to squash working class
and nationalist demands and acceded to the wishes of the Malay elite who
maintained a semi-feudal hold on the peasantry. In the independence
package, the Alliance Formula was contrived to co-opt elites from the
non-Malay communities. This became the basis for the institutionalization
of communalism in the post-colonial state and the maintenance of neo-
colonial links.

The Alliance government at Independence provided a smooth transition

for western capital. It is that the of the
post-colomal state was installed while the whole counlry was still under a
state of "E y". This d d on hani only

became apparent when the Emergency was officially declared over three
years later in 1960.



3 The Post-Colonial State

Colonialism had established the institutions out of which a smooth transi-
tion to formal independence could be made. In terms of macro-economic
growth this proved to be successful, but therein lay a number of contradic-
tions which had implications for the shape of the political economy of
Independent Malaya. In the following two chapters we will examine these
tensions, the basis for their emergence, and the way the State sought to
resolve them.

First of all, there was the national-international question. The State in
its role as protector and guarantor of its class interests and through its
laissez-faire policy was engaged in a pattern of private capitalist develop-
ment by both foreign and local, largely Chinese, capital. The tension
which this produced took a nationalist form but this was not against
foreign capital per se, rather, it expressed the desire of a nascent Malay
bourgeoisie for a greater capital share. Thus in their scarch for an econ-
omic base to complement their ascendant political position in the Alliance
arrangement, the object of their antagonism was Chinese capital.

Analysis of the Malayan State reveals a pact of domination based on a
consideration of capital accumulation and political power. In this sense, it
can be argued that the Malay leaders were the guardians of foreign capital
accumulation. On the other hand, this basis of the State was obscured by
the installation of a multiple cthnic-party ruling coalition which defined
their constituencies by ethnicity.’

This institutional arrangement was thus erected on the contradiction
between the interests of capital in general and the specific interests of the
leading class fraction in each coalition party. In the case of the dominant
party, UMNO, it was a matter of creating an economic base from their
position of political power. We will argue that constraints on this devel-
opment were embedded in the accommodation of the Alliance itself.
Tensions within UMNO developed as the aristocratic class fraction
began to be challenged from within the party by the nascent Malay
bourgeoisic.

A number of charactenistics emerged from the colonial patiern of devel-
opment and the state which succeeded it. A key legacy of uneven develop-
ment was a broad cthnic correlation with economic sector. In this, the
most polarized group was the Malays. At one end of the scale, aristocrats
had been groomed for administration and political power and at the other,
the Malay peasantry grew increasingly impoverished in the rural sector.

26
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Feudal social relations between the two were thus harnessed onto a
modern parliamentary system and operated as an important ideological
basis for ing political along  lines.

The coercive underpinning of the State had become particularly well
developed during the twelve-year *Emergency’. The repressive apparatus
then included an extensive police force, a well-trained army and as we
have noted, an intelligence unit which was considered one of the best in
the world.

We will first examine the political economy of the post-colonial state
.md then turn to the question o! smlc power and co-:mon While the newly

state i of . a
number of Emergency laws and institutions were n:mncd Even though
the country became formally independent in 1957, the y
officially ended only in 1960.

An of the of logical is also

important, for it sheds light nn the application of lhc security laws,
National Security was given top priority and was to form a central tenct of
the State idcology during the Sixties. At the same time communalism
became a major mmpﬂncn( of rulmg class control, arising from (hc ten-
sions between the ligarchy and the emergs

THE POST-COLONIAL ECONOMY

The Malayan economy reflected an entrenched colonial economic pattern.
Britain was dependent on Malaya to balance its trade and international
payments to the extent that it was ‘the principal dollar carner for the
Commonwealth' 2 In 1950, rubber and tin accounted for 73 per cent of the
value of all exports and even in 1957, 70 per cent of tin production, 66 per
cent rubber and 90 per cent of palm oil were in European hands. The drain
on the economy was so great that it amounted to 15 per cent of the
national income between 1957 and 1961.%
The nationalist agenda of the Alliance did not include any programme
for scnously challenging the domination by foreign capital. However, the
of the G rested on and while they had an
apparently hegemonic position based on the 1955 elections, the Alliance
was faced in 1957 with a number of problems which threatened that posi-
tion. These included population increase at 3.3 per cent per nnnum. serious.
y and the likelihood of i from
the low 6 per cent prevailing.* Employment opportunities wcr: limited by
a narrow industrial base in rubber and tin. Smallholders comprised three-
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quarters of the Malay clectorate, who were faced with low productivity
and land fragmentation.®

The domestic effect of having on export ities was
considerable. Having turned to rubber from rice growing, many smallhold-
ers found that in 1960, their inital advantage in rubber production had
been reduced to roughly half that of estates, at 345 Ibs per acre as against
676 Ibs per acre respectively. This drop had been caused by the combined
effect of colonial replanting restrictions (which discriminated in favour of
estates against smallholders), Islamic inheritance law which operated to
subdivide land among all existing relatives, and population pressure.® In
the Sixties, the Alliance attempt at reform included re-planting and the
introduction of high yielding variety (HYV) schemes introduced to
increase the productivity of small producers, but these were not size
neutral, benefitting the larger landowner to the detriment of the small and
tenant peasants. In addition, falling production of the national smpll:, rice,
resulted in a drop in annual p pcr capita by app
120 Ibs over the duration of the colonial period.”

Politically, signs of their disaffection were evident in the gains made by
the opposition Pan-Malayan Islamic party (PMIP) and this was to be a
motivating factor in the Alliance's atempt at reform.

While this period may be ¢ terized as laissez-faire, the Alliance
Government saw the need to increase their fiscal reserves in order to
engage in the development of the country. First, they introduced a measure
of control over foreign involvements by imposing tariffs and taxes on
selected imports and exports.® Secondly, they began utilizing deficit
financing, through the usc of public funds, to speed up development. One
expanding source was the Employers Provident Fund (EPF) providing 50
per cent government borrowings with the rest from the banking sector.”

The thrust of development was initially little more than a continuation
of colonial policy, with a distinctly urban bias. For example 52 per cent of
the development budget in the First Plan was allocated to urban arcas as
against 7 per cent of the rural sector. However, the rural allocation in the
Second Five Year Plan, 1961-66, rose to almost 50 per cent, reflecting
increasing domestic pressure from the aspiring Malay bourgeoisie.'® From
then on, efforts were made to alleviate poverty by raising rural productiv-
ity and thus rural incomes. Land development-settler schemes in rubber
and oil palm, irrigation projects in rice-growing areas were launched and
new institutions were created to implement these plnnsA“

These ics reflected the prevailing landed
mlcn:.sls of the state by sidestepping the qucsuon of Iand reform. Green

y 1o increase | ivity and the capital intensive
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method of opening up virgin land for settlement did not address the root
cause of rural social inequalities, which, for the peasantry, lay in access to
Jand. Justification for this approach was found in the portrayal of the peas-
antry as having a life of casy abundance'? in which they were considered
unsuited to commercial enterprisc. On this basis, the Malay masses in
general continued to be excluded from cconomic development.

Despite these reforms, tensions within UMNO intensified, resulting for
the first time, through the First Malaysia Plan, in the State setting aside
funds for development projects specifically on an cthnic basis, that is, for
the Malays. Notable among the beneficiaries were Bank Bumiputra and
MARA (Council of Trust for the Indigenous people), established to foster
Malay i hip through the p ion of ial loans and
various projects.'” Throughout the Sixties the State pursued this strategy
of creating ‘trusts’ on behalf of the ‘Bumiputera’ in which the guiding
principle was ‘ethnic balancing’. The rationale for the setting up of
MARA was 10 the of Chinese d tic capital.
However, as Jesudason points out, the budget allocation of less than 4 per
cent of the Plan’s expenditure indicated a lack of commitment to such a
project, the p iling of the an fraction
within UMNO.

The Alliance was concerned 1o enhance economic growth through the
established private sector and, following IBRD recommendations (1955)
1o diversify the cconomy, they turned to foreign capital in order to develop
the manufacturing sector. Building on the existing infrastructure of British
Agency Houses and other foreign investors. they added a range of incen-
lives to enhance the investment climate for ‘pioneer’ companies. The
stress was put on import substituting industrialization.'

An important consideration was the question of labour. Labour costs
were not necessarily the lowest in the region but the Trade Union
Movement had suffered a severe setback during the Emergency. In the
Sixties, although trade union membership had dropped to 13 per cent, the
State implemented policies to counter its potential resurgence. Measures
such as ‘comp y arbitration’ were introduced in service and primary
industries.'s We will also see that the coercive apparatus of the State was
an important means of labour control through the use of detention without
trial, especially when organized labour began to openly support socialist
opposition parties.

These State strategies were successful in raising the level of foreign
investment from 8.5 per cent share of GDP 1o 13.5 per cent by 1970. Local
production had increased to supply more than 60 per cent of domestic
demand for rubber and chemical products, beverages, tobacco and wood."®
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Job creation was, however, constrained by the capital-intensive nature of
some pioncer companies. Politically, an important condition for pioneer

ies had been the emply of Malays, which had risen to 42 per
cent of their labour force, but still only 24 per cent of the whole manufac-
turing sector.”

Apart from a few exceptions, Chinese capital was not able to make
inroads into the large-scale manufacturing sector, for which international
capital had the decided ad ges of P hnology and mater-
ial Sy ly in import sub: industriali Big
Chinese capital was mainly in trading, the retail and property markets.'
The Chinese were prevalent in the small-scale family based manufacturing
of foodstuffs, clay and metal products for the domestic market, industries
characterized by low technology and limited capital intensive production,
Except for the simple manufacturing of plastic, clothing, wood products,
paper and printing, foreign investments predominated. '

None the less, the majority of non-Malays were employed by large
foreign capitalist enterprises which dominated the market. In the 1959
census, the 156 biggest Malayan companies accounted for only one-third
of total manufacturing employment and for half the sales, with European
capital predominating.* The banking sector in the Sixties expanded from
8 local banks with 12 branches in 1959 to 16 with 177 branches respec-
tively in 1970, all of which, except Bank Bumiputra, were largely Chinese
controlled ?!

Most Malay business ventures were in small rural industries, chiefly
rattan. batik and ornaments, but a different class of businessmen were to
emerge as a product of carly government-established associations and
institutions.* The personnel involved in such projects as RIDA (Rural
Industries Development Authority) and later MARA., emerged as a nascent
bourgeoisic to demand more comprehensive planning for Malays, espe-
cially to assist Malay businessmen.

O. Popenoe was shown how many of these businessmen were
influential because of their administrative positions and close relationship
with political leaders.* Out of recognition of their problems, two
Bumiputra Economic Congresses were held in 1965 and 1968. These pro-
vided the momentum for increasing the role of the State in enhancing
Malay capital, through Bank Bumiputra and MARA. The cnd result,
however, was a weak Malay entreprencurship involved in small scale
activities and in which there were quick returns, such as timber, mining,
transportation and contracting. These were sectors to which the State
could control access through the granting of licences and preference for
Malay applicants.®*
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Despite the preference given to Malay business, the policies of the
Sixties were not generally successful. This reflected the lack of political
will on behalf of the hip to abandon its lai: faire policy for a

S
more interventionist ole (sce Table 3.1). But the ground had been laid for
state intervention on the basis of ‘communal balancing’. We will sce how
in other institutions of the State, notably its ideological apparatuses, com-
munalist distinctions prevailed even further.

Thus under the Tunku, economic policies were operating (0 widen dis-
parities. The nascent Malay isic became i i I
pushing for more radical reform to nurture their participation in capital
expansion. This tension within UMNO over the question of capital share
was expressed in communalist terms.

PREVENTIVE DETENTION

While formal independence in 1957 signalled the start of rule by parlia-
mentary government through the clectoral process, emergency laws
remained in force until 1960, only to be immediately replaced by an
cquivalent repressive law known as the Internal Security Act (ISA).

Table 3.1 Public development spending, 1956-1970 (in RMS million)

Sector FFYP (1956-60) SFYP (1961-65)  First MP (1966-70)
(RMS mil) (%) (RMSmil) (%) (RMSmil) (%)

Economic 7599 755 1.763.7 66.5 22108 61.2
Agnculture 215 226 4679 173 911.2 25.2
Infrastructure 5203 517 1.236.7 46.6 1,162.6 322
Commerce/indus 121 12 59.1 22 1370 38

Social 1388 138 4136 15.6 6447 179
Education 60.9 60 2365 89 2869 79
Health 127 1.3 101.9 38 1142 32
Housing 65.2 65 69.4 26 188.0 52

General 1080 108 4744 179 7547 209
Administration 65.0 6.5 167.1 63 109.0 3.0
Secunty 430 43 307.3 1.6 645.7 179

Total 1006.7 (100.0) 26517 (100.0) 36102  (100.0)

Source: Rudner, 1980: 57-8, Table 1, cited in Jesudason, J.V. 1989:98
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The dependence of the state on foreign capital, which expected a stable
and controllable labour force, presupposed that “stability’ was of para-
mount importance. At the same time, from an Alliance perspective, dis-
criminatory policies could be implemented and workers' rights minimized
by inhibiting trade unionism. In such a situation it also became imperative
to stem political challenge from any quarter in order to sustain the status
quo. All this was accomplished through the use of detention without trial,
initially through the use of the overriding Emergency Regulations and
later the ISA.

Other i clauses which
rights and freedoms were negated through these repressive enactments. On
the initial basis of the Emergency cven basic freedoms were conditioned
by Article 149 as well as Article 150, providing the Executive with special
powers to deal with an Emergency. There were in the two original
Articles. certain safeguards 1o restrict the possibility of Executive abuse,
but by 1960 these had been dispensed with in the Amendments of 1959

Dy ing a lack of fi in their ability to govern by means
of the ballot box alone, the new government relied heavily on the use of
administrative detention without trial under the Emergency Act. While this
was a colonial legacy, arguably necessary under an emergency, its use as
the basis of the Internal Security Act was highly questionable. In 1960,
with its two-thirds majority in Parliament, the ruling Alliance was able to
introduce preventive detention through the parliamentary process.?’ Even
today, the Government rebuts criticism of the ISA by saying that the law
has been *democratically’ passed through the legislature.

Thus from the ption of Ind Malaya, i
existed as an integral, though contradictory component of this particular
form of parliamentary democracy. We will see that any serious challenge
which threatened the hegemony of the Alliance was neutralized by the use
of administrative detention under the ISA.

The proscribed limits of the electoral process became evident when the
Alliance faced a major political challenge from the working class forces,
mainly Indian and Chinese but including Malays, organized into the
Socialist Front coalition. The composition of the Socialist Front provided
a multi-racial alternative and their analysis questioned the *neo-colonial®
direction of development which had resulted in the consequent weak-
nesses and failures of the Alliance.

The Socialist Front was at icipal level with a 2
majority on some councils, such as Penang. At national level, they pro-
vided articulate and dynamic leadership, with their ability to mobilize
grass roots organizations.”® The *Alliance Formula' was thus seriously
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challenged by the multi-cthnic Socialist Front, who were raising questions
of race and class, workers' rights and ethnic equality. The discriminatory

policies of the Alliance, especially ing Chinese ion, also
drove many supporters over to the opposition camp.
How much of the itarian strategy was engi by the British is

difficult to determine. But although policy decisions were made by the
Alliance leadership, at the lw:l of implementation British personnel con-
tinued to feature si ly in positi of i . The Internal
Security Act, for instance, was the producl ofa Bnush legal official, and
the Chairman of the Political Criminal Review Committee was also
British.*”

During the carly years of Indep the provision of
became a means of patronage for the ruling Alliance Government. It was a
further lever used by the Alliance on the non-Malay rakyat. Not only was
citizenship difficult to obtain, it could just as casily be removed and the
Alliance was not averse to depriving citizens of this right. In 1963 alone,
104 Malayan citizens lost that status and were deported from the country
of their birth to China, with which they had no nccessary connection. Even
elected representatives could suffer this fate, a feature prevalent for ex-
detainees. ™

A gauge of the authoritarian character of the Alliance government can
be seen in the Constitutional and legislative changes which they intro-

duced to coincide with the official ion of the 12-year yin
July 1960. Only three years after Independence and less than one year
after the ratification of the Constitution, 36 were enacted.

Important powers were granted or transferred into the hands of the
Exccutive, built-in safeguards against their abuse were removed and the
freedoms enshrined in other Articles were effectively negated !

Of these changes, one of the most significant was the introduction of
preventive detention. In the original Constitution, despite the existence of
armed resistance at that time, there was no provision for preventive deten-
tion and neither was there any provision for Parliament to pass such a law.
But in early 1960, Article 149 was amended to reverse this ruling, paving
the way for the Internal Security Act 1960. This marked the beginning of a
new chapter in which the facility of preventive detention became perma-
nently available to the Executive, in a form which was considerably more
repressive than its predecessor, the Emergency Regulations.

What at first sight appears contradictory is the fact that these measures
were enacted at a time when the Alliance was stressing the success of their
offensive against terrorism (see Table 3.2). Political statements made in
the run-up 10 the official end of the Emergency implicd that it might signal
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Table 3.2 Armed forces personnel killed and injured in security operations:
(sclected years 1948-60 and 1974-82)

1948 1951 1954 1957 1960 1974 1976 1978 1979 1981 1982

360 1195 241 44 0 109 133 259 184 50 88

Note: Figures are not available for 1960-1974, but the Sixties are generally
regarded as a “quiet’ period for communist insurgency

Sources:

(1) Anthony Short (1975) Appendix for figs 1948-60

(2) "The Report', Intemational Mission of Lawyers, 1982, p. 58

the start of an open and democratic society. In 1958, Tun Razak, the
Deputy Prime Minister, asserted that *final victory over the terrorists’ was
imminent.

By 1959, operations had been reduced to that of ‘mopping up' in Johore
and the border area, and 80 per cent of the country was considered ‘white'.
Again Tun Abdul Razak gave the assurance that:

I'have no doubt at all that in the not very distant future we shall be able
to declare the whole country white.>

He also that di inuing the Emergency might be possible
within the subsequent year, and reminded Parliament that they could
advise the Yang di Pertuan Agong (the Sovereign of the Federation) to act
accordingly if the situation so warranted. ™ By 1960, the threat had been
further reduced to a mere 100 detainees as against 11 000 at the height of
the Emergency in 1951, and it was acknowledged that the Emergency
would end on 31 July 1960.%

It was against this background that the Alliance asserted the surprising
need to amend the Constitution, especially Articles 149, 150, and 151, to
allow provision for preventive detention. They argued that the object of
this clause was:

---lo prevent anti-social and
welfare and the security of our country.*

elements from i illing the

They further that p ive d

---was merely to prevent a person from acting in a particular way, and
from achieving his objectives. It is not punitive, merely preventive.’
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Such broad terms were used, it was claimed, to counter the potential
threat of non-violent subversion and consequently, to pre-empt the revival
of a communist insurrection. However, no evidence was provided to
suggest that this was a real possibility. Instead, the Alliance justified the
change on the grounds that it was commonplace elsewhere in the world.
What was omitted in this comparison was the fact that prcvcnli\c deten-
tion laws were not nearly as rep i as, th ically at least,
there were still some limits and safeguards through recourse to the courts.

As the opposition argued:

The Constitutional experts had decided that whatever the danger,
however grave the situation, there should be no preventive detention,
there should be no power in Parliament to pass a law for preventive
detention..... Besides, should there actually be another armed insurrec-
tion then the Constitution has provision in Article 150 to declare an
Emergency.®

The Alliance further amended Article 150 (1] so that the term

Emergency was no longer:

...confined to the unlawful use of or threat of force in any of its mani-
festations.*”

We would see later how this Article served the political ends of the
ruling coalition in the 'Emergencies’ declared in Sarawak in 1965, nation-
ally in 1969 and Kelantan in 1977.%

In anticipation of the Internal Security Act, other Constitutional safe-
guards were removed, including that in Article 151. Here, under the
Emergency Regulations, the Advisory Board had been obliged to furnish
reasons for prolonging any detention beyond a statutory three months,
without which the detainee would be released automatically within that
time. Under the amended Article, indefinite detention was clearly possible.

The man who hel