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INTRODUCTION

Khoo Boo Teik and Francis Loh Kok Wah

From the mid- 1o late 1980s, popular uprisings in Asia, Eastern Europe
and Latin America overthrew several authoritarian regimes or military
juntas and replaced them with democratic governments. In Asia alone,
the military, martial-law or one-party regimes of the Philippines, South
Korea and Taiwan were toppled, and decades of authoritaran rule gave
way to new forms of multi-party political competition and electoral
government. Elsewhere, notably in China and Burma, popular assaults
upon authoritarian rule were mounted but failed in the face of deter-
mined state repression.

As these international political developments compelled the academic
world to carch up with the real world, so to speak, an extensive literature
in political science and political cconomy developed around many impor-
tant debates on democracy and democratization which were conducted
along a broad theoretical spectrum. Given the specific focus of this
book, it is not feasible to provide a systematic review of the voluminous
literature *on democracy” that has been generated. For the purposes of
this volume, however, it is pertinent to recall that some social s cntists
scized upon the *pro-democracy” uprisings, and the varied experiences of
political competition that resulted from them, to advance rather triumph-
alist visions of democratization, especially visions that were offered as being
consonant with capitalist cconomic growth in East Asia, or, alternatively,
communist economic collapse in Eastern Europe. In short, there was a
virtual cclebration of ideas heralding the advent of a *third wave of
democratization’ (Huntington 1991), a *global resurgence of demo-
cracy” (Diamond and Plattner 1992) or the affirmation of the victory of’
Western liberal democracy as the ‘end of history” (Fukuyama 1989).
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Against this scemingly globalizing *Western liberal democratic tri
umphalism®, one notable barrier was raised, not by the former commun
ist countries which were undergoing a socially and politically severe
‘transition to capitalism’, but ironically by some of the cconomically
most vigorous East and Southeast Asian developmental states or newly
industrialized economies which had been linked to Western strategic
interests throughout the Cold War. By the carly 1990s, a peculiar
‘eastern” reluctance to embrace Western liberal democracy had arisen
which was expressed in an ideological mobilization around the so-
called *Asian values” propagated by certain Asian state elites and their
ideologues in think-tanks, academic institutions or the mass media,

THE *ASIAN VALUES' DEBATE

The subsequent “Asian values' debate was likewise extensive (see
Chapter 3 in this volume). Bu, brefly, the proponents of ‘Astan values’
argued that Asians demonstrated a cultural predisposition towards
stable leadership and continuity in government. They suggested, oo,
that Asians, being communitarian and not indwvidualist, placed the
collective welfare over individual rights, had an intuitive respect for
authonity and social harmony, and thus showed a prochivity to con-
sensus rather than a tendency towards dissent or controntation. The
point was extended to assert that Asians accepted a strong, even harsh,
government so long as its policies and actions delivered economic
prosperity. These supposedly *Asian’ values scarcely seemed to support
the pluralism and respect for individual rights and avil libertes
ily associated with *democracy’. Yet, in their most strident
form, *Asian values’ even became the legitimating code for an *Asian
democracy” (Chan 1993; Committec for a New Asia 1994) that many
opponents or critics of authoritarian regimes considered to be neither
immanently Asian nor fundamentally democratic (Ghai 1998: Robison
1996a; Rodan and Hewison 1996).

However, cven it the concept of *Asian values’ was ideationally
flawed and *Asian democracy” was more than likely to be a cuphemism
for rule under illiberal regimes, as the *Asian values® debare quickly re-
vealed, their appeal or relevance to many Asians could not be so casily
dismissed in the heyday of the *East Asian miracle’ (Chua 1995; Harper
1998; Khoo 1999). Indeed, some among the clites who governed the
East Asian ‘tiger economics” quite readily promoted *Asian values’, and
*Asian democracy’, not just defensively as a logical *value-attitudinal
spiritual” corollary to dirigiste *Asian capitalism’, as it were, but more
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ambitiously as East Asia’s developmental, cultural and political alter-
natives — and superior alternatives at that — to the neo-liberal agendas
of *Western capitalism’ and the problems of *Western liberal demo-
cracy” (Mahathir 1995; Zakaria 1994).

For some non-Asians, for that matter, *Asian values’ seemed 1o
capture a kind of winning combination of economic dynamism, political
stability, social discipline and cultural conservatism which the ‘west®
needed to arrest its *decline’ or to achieve *economic prosperity with-
out social disharmony’ (Rodan 1996). Certain social and political con-
servatives ~ for whom ‘the major problem in the West is social dis-
integration and the overwhelming of the social interest by liberal
individualism’ (Robison 1996b: 15) - evinced a degree of *‘enthusiasm
for Asian authc ism and its ption that a good dosc of the
same medicine would benefit the West” (Robison 1996b: 16). Hence
there existed ideological affinities between a supposed Asian commit-
ment to “Asian values' and some *Western® promotion of a variety of
“family values® or *shared values'.

In this milicu Malaysia stood in an unusual position. Its prime minister,
Mahathir Mohamad, had cmerged as one of the most forceful propo-
nents of *Asian values” (Mahathir and Ishihara 1995). Mahathir's diplo-
matic, almost personal achievement (though not in this *Asian values’
debate alone) was out of proportion to his count generally unin-
fluential position in the region or the world. Malaysia itself was never
the exemplar of the *East Asian model of development” mostly because
it never scaled the heights of late industrialization, unlike, say, South
Korea or Taiwan, but partly because its class and ethnic complexities
were largely alien to other Asian newly industrialized cconomics, Malaysia
was also not an all-out authoritarian or martial-law state, unlike some
Asian states prior to their ‘transition to democracy'. But by the 1990s,
an industrialized and more prosperous Malaysia had actually under-
gone something of a transition from democracy (Khoo 1997a). How
then should one grapple with Malaysia's experience with democratic
politics since independence in 19572 The situation as, after all, rid-
died with ambiguitics that were difficult to reconcile with the expecta-
tions of theoretical orthodoxy that states should become more demo-
cratic with rapid economic growth and industrial transformation,

PROBLEMS OF MALAYSIAN DEMOCRACY
Up to the 1970s, much academic writing on Malaysian politics stressed
two major, arguably contrary, themes in the Malaysian experience with



4 DEMOCRACT IN MALATSIA

democracy: the cthnically divisive tendencies of Malaysia’s plural society,
and the consociationalism of the Alliance coalition {of the United Malays
National Organization, Malaysian Chinese Association and Malaysian
Indian Congress) (Ratnam 1965; Means 1970; Milne 1977; Vasil
1971). The principal analytical concern of such writing was the danger
that inter-cthnic tensions posed for political stability and “nation-
building’. Another equally important concern was the viability of a
*parliamentary democracy” that rested upon the political compromises
that were struck by the ruling cthnic clites but were continually sub-
jected to “communalist demands’. These concerns were perhaps best
captured by von Vorys's depiction of the Alliance-ruled political system
as a *democracy without consensus’ whercin elite solidarity overcame
mass polarization (von Vorys 1976). But any optimism that the Allianc
consociationalism was the bedrock of Malaysian democracy vanished
in the inter-cthnic violence of 13 May 1969. After that came a two-
year suspension of parliament and an emergency rule by the National
Operations Council (NOC). In March 1971, parliament was restored,
but only with the precondition that the scope of democratic politics
would be reduced by legislative and administrative strictures.

From 1974 on, with the Barisan Nasional (BN, or National Front)
replacing the Alliance as the ruling coalition, and UMNO’s dominance
superseding the Alliance’s consociationalism, the ambiguities of Mala Y
stan democracy deepened. Some studies of Malaysian politics reflected
those ambiguities by variously characterizing the political system as a
‘quasi democracy’ a 1989, *semi-democracy’ (Case 1993) or
‘modified democracy” (Crouch 1993). Whatever their theoretical assump-
tions, these characterizations implied that the political system was now
perched uncasily between democracy and authoritarianism. Less ambi-
guous was the trend towards authoritarian rule. Yer successive regimes
in Malaysia drew considerable flexibility and stability from the political
system’s admixture of democratic procedures and coercive practices,
subsequently theorized in ditferent ways as the features of a *repressive-
responsive regime” (Crouch 1996) or a *syncretic state” (Jesudason
1996). The Malaysian trend towards authoritarianism - unlike trends
clsewhere in Asia, for example - was routinely justified by the ruling
coalition as essential to the containment of inter-ethnic tensions, es-
pecially those associated with disputes over the New Economic Policy
(NEP), But the political crises of the 1980s - the constitutional crisis
(1983-84), turmoil in Sabah (1984-86), violence at Memali (1985),
financial scandals (1984-86), UMNO’s split and BN's disunity (1986~
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87), and the crisis of the judiciary (1988) - showed that the ‘pro-authori-
tarian trend’ could not be adequately explained by recourse to a ‘politics
of cthnicity’. Consequently the problems of democracy in Malaysia
were increasingly posed in different terms.

One important area of analysis covered various forms of exccutive
aggrandizement vis-3-vis the monarchy (Kershaw 1993) and the judi-
ciary (Hickling and Wishart 1988-89; Ho 1992; Khoo 1999; Rai
1995) which led to the loss of checks and balances within the system
of government. At the same time, other studies surveyed the ‘non-level
playing ficld” which the ruling coalition imposed upon its challengers by
altering the *rules of the electoral game’ via gerrymandering, coercion
and repression (Barraclough 1985; Chandra 1986; Sothi 1980). Another
set of analyses grounded the *pro-authoritarian’ trend in the social stres-
ses and political crises emerging within the rapidly transforming Malay-
sian_political economy of the 1980s (Khoo 1997a; Saravanamuttu
1987; Tan 1990). Closcly related to this latter approach were studies
of an accelerating parttern of *money politics’ which gave undue power
to shifting coalitions of politicians, burcaucrats and businessmen (Gomez
1990, 1991; Mchmet 1986), particularly as the *redistribution of wealth”
jusufied by the NEP made way for ‘privatization’ under Mahathir. In
short, and in contrast to the theoretical predilections of an earlier body
of academic writing, it was not Malaysia's plural society but its ruling
clite which was assumed to pose the greatest threat to the preservation
of a meaningful Malaysian democra

Accompanying this significant shift in perception as to who bore the
burden of Malaysian democracy was the effort made by a collection of
essays to problematize not only the growing authoritarianism but also
increasing political and cultural fragmentation in relation to Malaysia’s
modernity (Kahn and Loh 1992). This authoritative volume offered a
reformulation of political discourses and practices which analysed the
conflicts and splits within the ruling clite, the break-up of the old left,
the Islamic resurgence and its competing strands, cultural revivalism
and inventions of tradition, Malay and non-Malay redefinitions of cth-
nicity, Malay peasant resistance to proletarianization, awareness of gen-
der, regionalism, and cven new artistic expressions. While political fer-
ment was clearly present among the new middle classes spawned by a
decade of economic growth, so, too, was a fragmented vision of Mala
sia’s modernity, especially for those social forces and groups which
challenged the hegemony of the BN clite. This reformulation of the
basic issues of democracy in Malaysia was critical to many subsequent
studies of Malaysian politics.
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A widespread expectation that the political ferment would lead to
dramatic change was not realized in the 1990 general clection when
BN retained its customary dominance in parliament despite suffering a
significant decline in the popular vote. Thereafier, buoyed by the rapid
cconomic growth in the early to mid-1990s, which resolved many of
the cconomic problems of the 1980s, BN once again consolidated its
power. The relations between state and civil society were refashioned
according to Wawasan 2020 (Vision 2020) — Mahathir’s vision of mod
crnity for Malaysia. Indeed, BN's landslide victory in the general election
of April 1995 confirmed not only the practical strengths but also the
ideological depth of the refashioned Mahathir regime.

The accompanying erosion of the position of the combined oppo-
sition exposed a broader failure of the 1980s dissent to establish a last-
ing Malaysian equivalent of the so-called Asian ‘pro-democracy move-
ments” of the period. If anything, as the Malaysian political system be
came less demaocratic, the regime appeared to have become more popu-
lar. One indication of this growing popularity was the virtually undis
puted receptivity to Wawasan 2020 and the National Development Pol-
icy that replaced the New Economic Policy (NEP) when these were an-
nounced in carly 1991. The scale of BN's 1995 triumph was facilitated
by a strong swing of support to the regime from the customary oppo-
on strongholds of the urban non-Malay constituencies. Perhaps more
than anything else, this change in political attitude among BN's erst-
while staunchest opy gested thar Malay society — now less
riven by inter-cthnic competition (sec Chapter 2 in this volume), and
more driven by a sense of nationalist purpose, perhaps for the first time
- was quite different from what it was in the preceding three decades.

In 1996, when the research associated with this volume of cssays
was mooted as part of a multi-country project, *Discourses and Prac
tices of Democracy in Southeast Asia’ (invol Indonesia and Cam-
bodia as well), the present editors thought it appropriate 10 suggest
that the contemporary political milicu in Malaysia, in conjunction with
some of the far-reaching socio-political changes bricfly noted above,
had raised many complex questions regarding the country’s state of
politics and democracy. To begin with, why had those socio-political
changes taken place? How and to what extent were these changes
related to the rapid cconomic growth of the 1990s> What was their
cumulative impact on the traditional parameters of Malaysian politics,
ceven if those changes had not led to an immediate regime change? In
what ways were those changes influenced by prevailing regional and
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international political discourses? How in turn did those changes in-
form domestic discourses and actual political practices, and with what
kinds of implications for democracy in Malaysia? What did the defeat
of the dissent of the 1980s portend for civil socicty in Malaysia? Was
the Mahathirist achievement of *less democracy and more stability’ a
vindication of Mahathir’s espousal of *Asian values” and a *not so liberal’
*Asian democracy™ Finally, what lessons could an updated examination
of Malaysia’s political system, civil socicty
nant discourses provide for a comparative understanding of
and practices of democracy i

THE BOOK

The essays in this volume originate in a collective attempt to address
these questions and related issues in order to provide a rounded analysis
of politics, organized around the theme of democracy, in Malaysia
trom the carly to mid-1990s. As the preceding survey of the changing
fodi in academic writings on Malaysian politics over that period sug-
gests, the prospects for Malaysian democracy in the mid-1990s scemed
less threatened by cthnic polarization than a sure, if creeping, autho-
ntananism, reflected in the loss or decline of certain institutional
checks and balances upon the conduct of those in power. Simultan-
cously, Malaysian society appeared to have discovered a new range of
discourses and practices, serving both as the requirements and possi-
bilitics, for democratic politics. These included the emergence of non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) as a force in popular political par-
ticipauon, Islam’s “‘compatibility’ with sccular, democratic government,
and various kinds of strictures upon women's role in politics.

Two general comments on these essays should be made at the out-
set. First, the organization of the volume in two parts also reflects the
bifocal thematic concerns (with *discourses and practices’) of the mulu-
country rescarch project to which this volume belongs. Although this
volume stands alone in its coverage of Malaysia, it is the overall plan of
the project to allow this volume, together with separate volumes on
Indonesian and Cambodian politics, to generate a comparative under-
standing of democracy in Southeast Asia, Second, this organization has
nevertheless been usetul in directing attention to how detailed changes
in Malaysian politics since the 1990s have been conceived and debated,
implemented and contested, or institutionalized and adapred. In any
case, the division of the volume into two parts docs not imply a rigid
delincation between *ideas’ and ‘realities’, or between ‘discourse’ and
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‘practice’, as it were. In almost all cases, these essays have had 1o deal
with both discursive clements (such as traditional conceptions, reigning
ideology and contested arz..um:ms) and practical matters (for example,
structural dap and power shifts), without
which no discussion of politics can really be sausfactory.

Part One focuses on discourses and contains three chapters. In Chaprer
2, Francis Loh Kok Wah tracks a discursive shift that is as important as
it was unexpected. He discerns in the political consciousness of not just
the burgeoning Malaysian business and middle classes but, critically,
among the politicians of the ruling coalition as well, a shift from a pro
nounced pre-1990s preoccupation with exclusivist cthnic issues and
inter-cthnic competition to rather more common socio-economic con
cerns raised by rapid growth and mass consumerism.

Loh argues that a discourse of developmentalism now dominates
among certain critical groups in Malay i i
tained cconomic growth that facilitates an improvement in material
standards of living but results in the spread of consumerist habits. Its
corollary is an appreciation of the value of political stability that many
Malaysians now believe can only be sustained by a strong BN-governed
state. Significantly, this sentiment is widely shared by non-Malays who
were previously opposed to BN and especially critical of its pro-Malay
affirmative action policies. The discourse of developmentalism came into
its own in the 1990s, when the cconomic liberalization associated with
rapid economic growth produced, largely for utilitanian reasons, vanious
measures of cultural liberalization. For example, the most important
emblems of Malay identity - the Malay rulers, Malay language and cul
ture, and Islam - which were hitherto promoted as the central attri-
butes of the Malaysian nation-state, were de-emphasized or redefined
by UMNO leaders themselves. In response, UMNO’s non-Malay coun-
terparts in BN disengaged themselves trom ‘sensitive’ (that is, contro-
versial) ethnic and cultural ones. The non-Malay leaders in BN generally
recast themselves as purveyors of development and providers of social
services

In Malaysian politics, therefore, Loh suggests that developmental-
ism may be seen as the cultural by-product of an ecconomic dirigisme
successtully undertaken by a developmental state. At the same time,
the mass consumerism which forms part of developmentalism has pushed
forth a ‘discourse of the individual® as certain groups of individuals in-
creasingly withdraw from the social and public sphere into their private
spaces. For Loh, issues of cthnicity and even freedom may no longer
even be pursued in the public arena. Instead thesc issues have been so




INTRODUCTION 9

*privatized’ and marginalized by narrower concerns with individualist
achievements and personalized expressions of identity. For many citizens,
the result is a self-limiting perception of political participation so that
business and middle classes, to take notable cxamples, do not protest the
authoritarian tendencies of the ruling clite but rather rally behind the
ruling coalition.

Khoo Boo Teik’s essay in Chapter 3 relates Mahathir’s entry into the
*Asian values’ debate to the changes in Malaysian capitalism and nation-
alism signalled by the course of cc ic devell which Mahathi
has dirccted since 1981. The essay critically cxplun:s Mahathir’s world-
view to demonstrate how it has dnn;.cd from being preoccupied with
‘worthy values’ for Malay economic success to being enamoured of the
*Asian values’ supposedly underlying the *East Asian miracle’. Khoo ar-
gues that while promoting a capitalist-nationalist project under a dirigiste
regime, Mahathir refashioned an older, somewhat defensive, Malaysian
clite argument for limiting the scope of democracy into a newer, more
strident *East Asian’ clite rejection of Western liberal democracy.

Khoo's examination of Mahathir’s domestic and international con-
cerns matches Mahathir’s truncation of democracy with the authori-
tarian-communitarian goals of the Asian clites who sought to restrict
mass political participation within their own states while secking a
stronger voice for Asia within the community of nations. The elites
wanted less democracy at home but more democracy abroad. The ideo-
logical character of this project was ill-disguised but its viability has
become suspect in the wake of the *East Asian financial crisis” of July
1997. There was an apparent lack of consensus among Asian elites as
10 how their states could overcome the crisis. However, the protesting
masses in South Korea, Thailand and Indonesia who forced a change
of regime in cach of these countries, as well as the more limited post-
1998 reformasi movement in Malaysia, have shown scant regard for any
supposed Asian predisposition towards *social harmony”.

During the 1990s, scholars of Muslim politics in the Middle East
and North Africa were increasingly intrigued by significant shifts made
by both dissident Islamists and the regimes they were challenging. The
dissidents began to move in the direction of championing democracy
and popular participation, while the ugmu appeared 1o move in the
direction of Islamization. In Chapter 4, Syed Ahmad Hussein explores
Muslim politics in Malaysia in the light of these broader shifts towards
democratization and Islamization. Ahmad discusses how UMNO, under
Mahathir’s leadership, steadily *Islamized” its politics in response to
pressures that came from a domestic and international Islamic resurgence.
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Simultancously, UMNO's principal opponent, Parti Islam SeMalay:
(PAS, or the Islanue Party) appeared to be progressively ‘democra
s Islam.

In the case of PAS, Ahmad attributes this political shift to the party's
long-term partcipation in Malaysia's parliamentary system. Rather than
endangenng democracy, the continued participation of an avowedly
*Islamie party” in mainstream politics encouraged PAS leaders to be
more tolerant, to seek compromises, and to play by the *rules of democ
raey” In the process PAS leaders have had to search deeper into Islam for
an tauthentically democratic spinit’ and religious tenets compatible with
democracy. Thus a d PAS | hip pted to steer public
debate and attention i the 1990s to issues of social justice and demo-
vrane retorms, albert expressed within an Islamic paradigm. PAS’s new
democratic inclinauon emerged quite forcetully after Mahathir's dismissal
ot his deputy prime minister, Anwar Ibrahim, in September 1998,

Asaresult, the Islamusts readily cooperated with non-Muslim oppo-
sttion parties, NGOs and Anwar supporters to protest against Anwar's
amust treatment, to demand the repeal of draconian laws and to urge
4 return o the rule of law. The high point of this cooperation was
reached when PAS participated i the tormation of a new opposition
coalition which offered rselt as an alternative to BN in the November
1999 general elecnon. Ahmad concludes that the politics of Malaysia's
domiant: Malav-Mushm community may have begun to exhibit a
gradual convergence ~ i arguments, claims and practices — of the
concerns of pohncal Islam wath the concerns of democratization. This
vomvergence denotes a very ditterent trend from the divergence be-
meen (it not dichotomizaton of) Islam and democracy which main-
stream polical theory and analysts of Malavsian politics have pre
viousdy or tvprcally asumed

Part Two of thus volume contains five chapters which focus on the
pracaces of demovracy. Zaharom Nain's esay n Chaprer 3 situates a
pohincal evonomy of the media within Malavsia’s broader pohncal
tramework. It analyas of the structure, expansion and evolution of
the mada industry s followed by an engagement with theoretical
e i communicanons and cultural studies. Zaharom shows that
the state’s powerful matny of secuniy, developmental and commeraal
suncem, punuad over tour decades, has ensured its control over the
Malavsian med mdusery and has moulded 1t 1nto a bastion of social
and pobincal consenvansm

The tragmentanon of the state's monopoly over the media, fol-
lowing prvatizanon and the ntroduction of satellite television, has not
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led to a democratized media. Instead, there is an terlocking owner-
ship of ditferent forms of media by the government, and by individuals
and companies closcly associated with BN partics. Given this process
of ‘regulated di 1 ', economic liberalization has not been accom-
panicd by any genuine relaxation of state control over the media.
Zaharom argues, in contradistinction to advocates of the *dominant
ideology” thesis, that the persistence of state control does not mean that
the Malaysi fiences are ally influenced by the *news” they
receive. But Zaharom also differs with those who argue for ‘semiotic

democracy” by conducting reception studies and cultural analyses of

audiences and texts without referring to the structure of institutional
power and domination or incorporating insights into the political cco-
nomy of mass media.

Zaharom's political economy of the media is complemented by
Mustafa Kamal Anuar’s investigation, in Chapter 6, of the constraints
continually placed on the mainstream press by political, legal and
cconomic developments. Mustafa analyses major legislation related 1o
the press, and its frequent amendments, to show how the state has
steadily exercised and expanded its control over the press for a long
period — from the carly days of the press in British Malaya to the pre-
sent. The result is not just a compliant press, but one in which the
editors and journalists eschew investigative reporting and critical com-
ment in observance of a culture of *responsible journalism’,

While the ownership of the major press has been transferred to BN-
linked partics and individuals as a form of political control, the press
proprictors’ own commercial considerations have led them to revamp
their products to make them more attractive to readers and advertisers.
The major newspapers have been segmented into scem-ingly more
marketable news, business, sports and entertainment sections. They have
taken on a more professional gloss in order to cater to an expanding
middle-class readership with a consumerist interest in such marters as
travel, education, dining, books, films and artistic perform-ances, or even
4 sodial interest in *not so controversial® issues such as gender and the
environment

Editonial policy, chicfly on overtly political areas, never changed, how-
ever, as the “old” culture of ‘responsible journalism® prevailed. There
was a studious avoidance of controversial issucs such as the influence of
money politics in BN, the crosion of the rule of law, and the absence
of § cv in ge — all matters highlighted by the polit-
1cal opposition and many NGOs. At their worst, the press became




12 DEMOCRACY IN MALATSIA

BNs instruments of propaganda and their contents were transformed
into “advertising copy” for BN, as Mustafa shows in his discussion of
press conduct in the 1990 and 1995 general clections, and the Sabah
state clection of 1994. At such politically critical moments, the main-
stream press were chiefly used for three purposes: to give relentless
coverage of BN's electoral campaigns, to endorse BN candidates, and
to cither black out or run down the opposition’s campaigns. That the
mainstream press perform a propagandistic role ~ essential to helping
the state to limit the parameters of democracy — was confirmed by their
biased coverage of the *Anwar Ibrahim affair’

In a democracy, government accountability must be institution
alized in standards of public administration subject to effective popular
control. Given Malaysia's parliamentary system, Lim Hong Hai argues
in Chapter 7, the theoretical chain of command in public administra-
tion has civil servants answering to ministers, ministers answering to
parliament, and the clected representatives answering to the clectorate
Lim's study stresses the importance of distinguishing between the
burcaucracy, always considered part of the exceutive, and the ministers
who make up the political exccutive. But the power of the burcaucracy
has grown tremendously because of an expansion of the state, es
pecially after NEP's introduction, while the Malaysian parliament has
long been dominated by the same ruling coalition. Consequently, par
liament’s ability or willingness to enforce mechanisms of scrutiny of
ministerial conduct and performance has been weakened by BN’s two
thirds majority, a centralization of power and strict enforcement of party
discipline, as well as the severe limits, in debating time and opportunity,
imposed upon the opposition. With the judiciary extra-parliamentary
‘watchdog” agencies, and groups in civil society being unable to exert

any stricter control, Lim contends, the major obstacle to rendering
Malaysia’s public administration accountable is not any ministerial
inability to control the burcaucracy, but the ineffectiveness of politcal
control over the ministers themselves.

The consequence for Malaysian public administration is its ‘weak
accountability”. Lim discusses in some detail how different manifestations
of weak accountability, such as *slack” (the main cause of poor perform-
ance) and ‘indulgence’ (the main source of impropricty now more fre
quently enticised as *corruption, nepotism and cronyism’) — begin at the
level of ministers and percolate down to that of ¢ivil servants. Lim links.
his analysis to studics of *money politics’, maladministration and the
decline in the civil service pertormance, and concludes that what is crit
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cally needed is a reform of the political system, and not, say, privatization
or the introduction of new management techniques.

In Chaprer 8, Saliha Hassan discusses the discourses and goals, or-
ganizational structure and activities of ‘political’ non-governmental or-
ganizations, and examines their responses to the ‘dominant discourses’
of the regime. Previous studies of Malaysian NGOs typically directed
their attention to public interest and human rights groups such as
Aliran Kesedaran Negara (ALIRAN, or National Consciousness Move-
ment), Suara Rakyar Malaysia (SUARAM, or Malaysian People’s Voice)
and Consumers” Association of Penang (CAP). Saliha’s analysis, however,
includes Islamic NGOs, such as Angkatan Belia Islam Malaysia (ABIM,
or Malaysian Islamic Youth Movement) and Al-Arqam (House of
Arqam). which have usually been regarded as part of the Islamic re-
surgence, as well as Dongjiaozong, the Chinese education movement
typically considered in relation to Chinese society and politics, Hence,
Saliha captures a broader range of social groups and organizations in-
volved in expanding the role of civil society through their advocacy of
civil liberties and human rights, concern with environmental issues,
opposition to corruption, and insistence on monitoring governmental
development policics.

Nor only docs Saliha show a richer varicty of NGOs; she also points
out the heterogenceity of their causes and objectives. Although the NGOs
often cooperate over immediate and particular issucs, their long-term
goals can differ quite considerably. For example, ABIM’s Islamic goals,
already not the same as the middle-class liberal or social democratic
visions of ALIRAN and SUARAM, or Dongjiaozong’s principal con-
cemns over Chinese language, culture and education in Mala a, or
CAD's focus on consumer rights, are in fact quite dissimilar to Al-
Arqam’s “similarly Islamic® goals. Lik wise, she distinguishes between
ALIRAN, SUARAM and CAP which do not have a mass base and the
Islamic groups and Dongjiaozong which do. While some analysts tend
to assume the presence of a divide between NGOs and the regime,
Saliha argues that many NGOs are not opposed to the regime’s domi-
nant discourses. Such NGOs consider that their basic agreement with
dominant discourses and the constitutional framework does not prevent
them from being active in civil society. Indeed, some NGOs have
cooperated with the regime to redress particular social problems. Yet,
for Saliha, this y-sided h ity, if not fr will be
a major limit on the NGOs® drive towards a stronger civil society. She
wonders whether the NGOs themselves - as they get stronger and pur-
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suc their long-term visions and goals more vigorously — will sct off fis-
siparous tendencies. One critical question that she raises is: shouldn’t
the NGOs who are pushing for a stronger civil socicty show a common
commitment to d principles and understand the limitations
of state—socicty relations in a multi-cthnic setting?

In Chapter 9, the final chapter, Maznah Mohamad considers the
contributions of the women's movements towards the democratiza-
tion of Malaysian society which again captures the varicty of civil socicty.
Maznah problematizes a *discourse of gender® that has been routinely
neglected in Malaysian mainstream politics despite a long history of
women’s involvement in politics. She offers a critical insight into
Malaysian women's history when she shows how the fledging women’s
movement, which developed dunng the anti-colonial phase, broke up
and assumed a dualistic character of a *women's movement in the centre”
(which was associated with the ruling parties), and another *women’s
movement ar the periphery’ (which was left-wing, labour and femi-
nist). As a number of left-wing political groups were defeated, so was
the women's movement at the periphery. But, the women's movement
in the centre was also marginalized in power terms as it evolved into an
appendage of the male-dominated ruling parties. Thus the *women’s
wing" of UMNO, for instance, was central to getting electoral support
for the party, but its leaders were dependent on the support of UMNO's
male power-brokers to secure their nominations to contest (both party
and national) clections or o ascend the party hicrarchy, Outside the
political parties, small women's groups, largely upper- and middle class
in orientation, have concentrated on lobbying, with some success, for
women's education, gainful employment and cqual pay by working
closely with the powers-that-be.

For the women's movement, Maznah argues that the 19805, with
the growing worldwide consciousness about feminism, sexual oppres-
sion and violence against women, were a turning point for the women's
movement in Malaysia. New women’s organizations with new goals,
approaches and styles of decision-making were formed which made a
serious eftort to mobilize women of all ethnic and religious backgrounds.
Maznah suggests that these new groups have made the most signifi
cant contributions towards the women’s cause and democratization. In
one historic moment, women *in the centre’ and “at the periphery” col-
laborated in an anti-Violence Against Women (VAW) effort that success-
fully campaigned for the passage of the Domestic Violence Act (DVA)

The precise gains from that landmark legislation were the source of
much debate, especially between *feminists” and an *Islamic faction’, and
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later efforts to broaden the scope of women's cooperation faltered. But
Maznah maintains that the process of collaboration had furthered the
women’s cause and pluralist democracy so that when Malaysia’s reformasi
cemerged in the wake of the *Anwar Ibrahim affair’, a ‘Women’s Agenda
tor Change* (WAC) quickly formed part of reformas®s wider demands
for social and political reforms. For the first time in Malaysian politics,
the ‘women’s movement at the peniphery’ raised a ‘Women’s Candidacy
Initiative” which sponsored a candidate to contest the November 1999
clection on a women’s rights ticket. Other developments, including the
cmergence of Wan Azizah Wan Ismail (Anwar Ibrahim’s wife) as a lead-
ing icon of the opposition, helped to politicize gender and move women
voters, women's causes and the women's movement from the margins of
electoral politics. More than ever before, Maznah concludes, there is
enormous potential for the growth of a democratic, ideologically plural-
Ist, women's movement.

One final comment on this volume, specifically on its relevance to
contemporary politics, should be offered. It was probably no accident
that studies of the Malaysian political system that focused on the
adaprability and durability of a ‘repressive-responsive” ruling clite super-
mntending a ‘syncretic state’ emerged around the peak of Mahathirist
achievement in 1995, when observers of Malaysian politics could not
but be struck by the almost intrinsic stability of the regime. After 1990,
and especially atter 1995, the absence of any scrious challenge to the
regime up to 1997 appeared to be matched by a lack of interest in polit-
ical actors other than the elite Instead, much attention was drawn to
questions of UMNO’s factionalism and Mahathir® succession, Or clse,
the general cconomic success of the mid-1990s generated debates in
political economy, often over rentierism and the character of Malaysian
capitalism (Gomez and Jomo 1997; Scarle 1999). Although this volume
had its genesis in the thematic concerns of the multi-country research
project, mentioned above, the unifying premise of the essays has always
been that the Malaysian political system in the 19905 was undergoing
important changes, many of which were as vet not properly under-
stood. In grappling with these often subtle changes - in dominant
ideology, Islamic debates on democracy, shifts from cthnic conscious-
ness, gender politics, NGOs and participatory democracy, resistance to
public administration reform - and exploring their implications for
Malaysian politics, the essays in this volume may perhaps fill more than
one gap in the academic literature on contemporary Malaysian politics.

By documenting and discussing these changes, the studies in this
volume provide tentative answers as to how the Mahathir regime re-
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constituted itself - after the democratic challenges and splits within the
regime itself in the mid- and late 19805 - and, through various dis-
courses and practices, reasserted its hegemony over civil society in the
1990s. That the regime has continued to rely on a battery of draconian
legislation and repressive tactics to do so has been obvious to all, Yet
the regime’s cconomic and cultural liberalization, its shift from a de-
pendence on cthnic politicking to developmentalism, its promotion of
Asian values and Asian democracy as part of its nationalist-capitalist
project, and its Islamization underscored the regime’s pragmatism and
ability, enhanced by its mode of public administration and control over
the mass media, to defer demands for democratization,




PART ONE

DISCOURSES



————

DEVELOPMENTALISM AND THE LIMITS
OF DEMOCRATIC DISCOURSE

Francis Loh Kok Wah

Malaysia, like the other countries in East and Southeast Asia, experienced
an economic meltdown beginning from mid-1997. The meltdown was
immediately caused by the sharp devaluation of the region’s currencies
principally duc to speculation by hedge-fund investors. It also exposed
the weaknesses of many of these ecconomies that had become overly
dependent on international finance capital and on so-called *directly
unproductive’ profit-secking activitics, specifically state-created rent.
Deregulation of the region’s cconomies and privatization polices during
the 1990s facilitated this dependence. However, it has been argued that
the costs of secking, capturing and transferring rent, under conditions of
uneven influence or control over the state (as was the case in most of
these authoritarian or quasi-democratic countries), may not have been
completely dissipated by unproductive activity. They may have contrib-
uted 1o capital accumulation besides inducing desirable productive in-
vestments (Gomez and Jomo 1997: 6-7). Hence, in spite of over-depend-
ence on finance capital and rent-based activities, the region’s cconomies
still experienced rapid growth during the 1990s. Whatever the case, patron-
age characterized these cconomics. Consequently, as bankruptcics became
widespread, prvatized projects halted, and bail-outs were attempted after
mid-1997, the collusion between the political and economic elites was
revealed. In the midst of the economic meltdown, the people, hitherto
relatively doxile because of repression, called for the removal of their erst-
while leaders and for an end 1o *corruption, nepotism and cronyism’.
In Thailand, South Korca and Indonesia reform-minded leaders have
since replaced the authoritarian ones tinted by cronyism and nepotism.

19
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In Malaysia, Anwar Ibrahim, the finance minister cum deputy prime
minister, attempted to conduct internal reforms initially. Government
expenditure was cut, interest rates allowed 10 float upwards, privatized
*mega-projects’ were shelved, and calls to bail out Malaysian companies
facing bankruptcies were rejected. His allies in UMNO, the dominant
party in the ruling coalition, then called for an end 1o nepotism within
the party. Shortly thereafter, in September 1998, he was sacked trom
the cabinet as well as from UMNO

His subscquent arrest on charges of corruption and sodomy, the
sentencing of him to siv years of imprisonment after a prolonged trial,
the conduct of which has been severely criticized by local and forcign
legal experts, and the beating inflicted upon him by the inspector-
general of police while under detention galvanized his UMNO support-
ers, opposition parties, NGOs and many ordinary Malaysians into a
mass movement demanding reformasi. Huge public rallies and street

demonstrations in support of Anwar have occurred. There has also
been widespread criticism of Anwar's treatment and of the abuse of
power by the ruling regime in publications, cassettes, video-tapes and
on the Internet. The demand of the reformass movement has gone
beyond concern for Anwar’s well-being. Its demands now include: the
reinstatement of rule of law and separation of powers; the repeal of the
Internal Security Act (ISA, which allows for detention without tral)
and other coercive laws which undermine civil liberties; transparency
in decision making and government accountability; an end to cor-
ruption, nepotsm and cronyism; and ulumately, a change of govern-
ment. Put another way, the discourse of democracy, previously attributed
to small groups of middle-class (Western-) educated Malaysians and
trequently overwhelmed by other dominant discourses, has now
developed into a significant counter-discourse and been positioned
centre-stage. This demand tor reformast links the present movement to
the burgeoning popular movement in the mid-1980s, which similarly
called for *rule of law", *participatory democracy” and *accountability’
on the part of government duning an carlier period of cconomic
recession. That momentum was nipped in the bud when mass arrests
were conducted under the 1ISAin 1987 (Crouch 1992; Saravanamuttu
1992). Indeed, these democratic demands had been foreshadowed by
the radical wing of the independence movement i the 1940s and
19505, and by the leftist opposition partics in the 1960s.

This chapter 1s not a discussion of the current seformasi movement,
nor does it explore its carlicr counterparts, except in passing. Instead,
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this chapter explores the dominant discourse of the politics of cthni-
cism from the period of independence, through the New Economic
Policy (NEP) years, to the mid-1980s. It was this politics of ethnicism
that st limits on the discourse of democracy in Malaysia initially.
However, it is argued that a shift away from the politics of ethnicism
towards a politics of developmentalism occurred during the carly
1990s, a period characterized by economic liberalization that pro-
moted double-digit cconomic growth rates. Cultural liberalization
accompanicd this shift as the politics of ethnicism was sidclined, and
the question of cthnicity generally ‘privatized’. However, political
liberalization did not follow. The liberal momentum was redirected
towards the pursuit of one’s own freedom, individual achievement and
expression of one’s identity. In other words, freedom was ‘privati
No doubt a strong state armed with coercive laws was, and still is, in
place. But the lag in the struggle for democracy, at least until Anwar’s
sacking, was also duc to the discourse of developmentalism gaining
ground, especially among the business and middle classcs.

This new political culture valorizes rapid growth, rising living standards
and the resultant consumerist habits, and the political stability offered
by Barisan Nasional rule, even when authoritarian means are resorted
to. Developmentalism, therefore, is the cultural consequence of the
dirigiste developmentalist state, when citizens begin to enjoy improved
living conditions as a result of the cconomic growth the state has
brought about. It was this discourse of developmentalism, no longer
that of ethnicism, which immediately set limits to the discourse of
democracy in the carly 1990s.

In this regard it is significant that the dual cconomic and political
crises confronting Malaysia since 1997 have not resulted in ethnic
conflagration, as has occurred clsewhere. It is further significant that
Anwar Ibrahim’s followers launched the new multi-cthnic Parti
KeADILan Nasional as their chosen vehicle for contesting the up-
coming elections and for bringing about change. And it is noteworthy
that KeADILan joined hands with the other opposition partics,
including the Chinese-based Democratic Action Party (DAP) and the
Malay-Muslim-based Parti Islam to forge a multi-cthnic opposition
coalition, the Barisan Alternatif (BA). These developments suggest
that the discourse of cthnicism might indeed have been overtaken by a
discourse of developmentalism. If that is the case, developmentalism
might yet posc limits to the counter-discourse of democracy in the
tuture, too, the projection of the democratic counter-discourse 10
centre-stage notwithstanding.
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THE DISCOURSE OF ETHNICISM, 1957-69:
BETWEEN THE ETHNIC AND CIVIC NATIONS
Following Anthony Smith (1986: 125-129), who distinguished be-
tween the genealogical *ethnic nation’ (based upon specific myths of
ancestry, historical memories, cultural symbols and emblems associated
with the land in question) and the civic ‘tertorial nation” (based on
universal citizenship rights regardless of status, age, gender, cthnic
origin or religious affiliation), it can be argued that the indigenous
Malay nationalists sought to project the genealogical ethnic Malay
nation on to the modern state in the struggle for independence. Such
a nation-state which gave pre-eminence to Malay cultural attributes
like Tslam, the Malay language and the traditional rulers, would allow
for a continuity of the new nation-state with the Malay past with which
the country/land was originally associated. In Malaysia’s multi-ethnic
socicty, however, the promotion of this genealogical ethnic nation
based on Malay cultural myths, memories and emblems ran up against
the demand for a civic territorial nation (based on common citizenship
rights) which the non-Malay immigrant leaders believed would better
protect the interests of their communities. Apart from the competition
for political power and economic wealth, this dissonance on the idea-
tional attributes which the nation, or ‘imagined community” (Anderson
1983) should have, led to heightening cthnic tensions just prior to
independence in 1957, The ‘Emergency” (1948-60), an armed insur-
rection by the communists, who were largely recruited from the Chinese
community, further threatened the political and ethnic situation.
Through cxpansion of the security-cum-administrative instruments,
the introduction of a wide range of repressive measures — including
resettlement of almost one mullion rural dwellers behind barbed wire,
dusk-to-dawn curfews and tood rationing - and social and political
reforms (including the introduction of clections and subsequently

independence itself), the communists were ultimately defeated.

Amudst these differences, rising tensions and the Emergency, a bargain
was struck among the English-educated would-be Malayan leaders who
apparently shared a commitment to a more universalist and modernist
discourse. Their separate cthni¢ parties - the United Malays National
Organisation (UMNO), the Malayan Chinese Association (MCA) and
the Malayan Indian Congress (MIC) - formed a coalition, the Alliance.
At the apex of the Alliance, its leaders agreed to acknowledge Islam as
the official religion, Malay as the national language, the traditional
Malay rulers as heads of states, and to grant some special dghts to the
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Malays in view of their disadvantaged cconomic position and status as
the indigenous people. In return, non-Malays were accorded citizen-
ship on rather liberal terms but were not required to assume a Malay
cultural identity. As Malaysian citizens, the non-Malays had the right
to usc and promote their languages, religions and cultures and to acquire
wealth and property. Their extant economic interests would also be
protected. On the basis of such a *package deal’, the Alliance leaders
successfully negotiated with the British for independence, formed a
coalition government from 1957 to 1969 and shared political power,
though not cqually.

The consociational approach,! which focuses on the moderate,
responsible and even altruistic roles attributed to the Alliance clite, has
been used by many rescarchers to elucidate the process of forming the
Malaysian nation-state in 1957, a time which otherwise saw wide differ-
ences and rising tensions among the masses. In fact, curbs on civil liber-
ties and repressive measures were also instrumental in the formation of
the new nation that was simultancously the consolidation of the
modern state in Malaysia.

The compromise reached by the Alliance leaders lay in between the
genealogical-ethnic and the civie-territorial polanties. But many Malay-
sians, Malay as well as non-Malay, members of the opposition as well as
members of the Alliance component parties, challenged the terms of the
Alliance bargain. At one extreme there were some Malays who con-
tinued to insist on Ketuanan Melayu (or Malay supremacy) as the de-
fining feature of the imagined political ity. This ‘sup cy’
would include a Malay cultural identity for all, more restricted citizen-
ship rights for non-Malays, and for some the creation of an Islamic
nation-state as well. At the other extreme certain non-Malays insisted
on a *Malaysian Malaysia’, and demanded equal rights for their lan-
guages, cultures and religions, refusing to acknowledge the political
claims of Malay indigeneity, These claims and challenges characterized
mainstream political discourses and practices in the immediate post-
mdependence era (see various essays in Kahn and Loh 1992). The ab-

1 Consociational theorists like Lijphart (1969) gencrally assume that each

cthnic group is cohesive, enjoys common leadership and is represented by

a single cthnic party. In fact, however, as in Malaysia's case, ethnic groups

and their leadership can be divided, and opposition partics based on

the same cthic groups may be formed. For criticism of these consoci-
574-576).

ational assumptions, see Horowitz (1985: 57
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sence of consensus outside the Alliance over ‘the terms of governance’
plus the subsequent manipulation of cthnic cmblems during the 19605
partly contributed to worsening cthnic relations that culminated in the
May 1969 cthnic riots (von Vorys 1976). The consociational arrange-
ments and efforts to promote national identity and integration proved
inadequate. More than that, parliamentary rule was temporarily sus-
pended for almost two years following the outbreak of communal
violence. Several amendments to the consociational framework were
proposed.

TOWARDS THE ETHNIC NATION AND THE STRONG STATE
1970-90

First, when comparing the legislative to the administrative clite, some
observers have argued that consociational attitudes and practices werce
more widespread among the latter. As ethnic relations deteriorated at
the mass level, often exacerbated by chauvinistic opposition partics,
second-echelon Alliance politicians were inclined to break the rules of
the consociational game in order 1o gain clectoral support (Case 1991,
Leo 1975: 14815 von Vorys 1976: 285). Consequently, after 1969, the
management of inter-communal conflict required the inclusion of the
erstwhile opposition into an expanded ruling coalition (renamed the
Barisan Nasional or BN ). At the same time, there occurred a shift from
participative to executsve institutions (Esman 1972: 6).2

Second, the political process, already a modified version of Westmin-
ster democracy, was further delimited so that certain ‘sensitive issues’
were declared to lic bevond the bounds of public discourse. These
issues included the special rights of the Malays, the position of the
traditional Malay rulers as heads of state, Malay as the national lan-
guage, and Islim as the official religion on the one hand, and the
atizenship rights of the non-Malays on the other. This delimitation
was achieved by the Sedition Act, 1971 (Ong 1990; von Vorys 1976).

Third, the New Economic Policy (NEP, 197] -90) was formulated to
redress the ethnic socio-economic imbalance in the country (identified

2. In his study of the pohtical culture of top administrators, Scott (1968
2001 showed that their support for democracy was largely formalistic,
seen in sharp relief whenever they came into conflict wath central beliefs
like elitism and the need for stabiliny. He also noted that they considered
the mases to be democratically wrresponsible. Accordingly, the top ad-
ministratons expressed support for an ‘administrative state
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as a key factor contributing to the 1969 communal riots). It laid down
affirmative action policies in favour of the Malays and other indigenous
peoples and was pushed through by UMNO before parliament was
reconvened in 1971. Under the NEP, the government involved itself
i the cconomy in unprecedented ways. It increased public expenditure
m the five-year development plans in order to *cradicate poverty irrespec-
tive of race” and to ‘restructure the economy” 5o as to ‘abolish the identi-
fication of race with cconomic functions’. It also set up thousands of
public enterprises and trust agencies, the latter engaged in purchasing
and holding corporate cquity on behalf of the bumiputera (literally,
*sons of the soil’) community; and enforced quotas in business licensing,
ownership structure, employment and cducational opportunitics, ctc.

For some, these developments facilitated the growth of an *ad-
ministrative state’ which would enhance the pursuit of development
goals as well as the management of ethnic conflict. The view of Malay-
sian demaoxcracy that was increasingly presented was one that amounted
to the regular holding of clections and that of a government responsive
to development pressures (Esman 1972; Mauzy 1982). It coincides
with the argument presented by the government itself, whose ideo-
logues forcefully argued the inappropriatencss of Westminster-style
democracy for Malaysia.3 At times the theorists as well as some
Malaysian political leaders admitted that a form of ‘soft authoritar-
tanism” had resulted, but they viewed this to be a justifiable response
by the top to nising ethnic tensions from below and the need to main-
tain stability for the purposes of pursuing development and imple-
menting the goals of the NEP.

There is acknowledgement, too, that certain post-1969 arrange-
ments led towards greater Malay pre-eminence in the political system.
These arrangements included the NEP, the National Cultural Policy
1971 (which emphasised Islam and Malay culture as the essential bases of
‘national culture’), and the concerted implementation of the National
Language Act and National Educational Policy. In the case of the last
ttem, Malay was progressively introduced from 1971 as the sole medium
of instructon in secondary schools and universit Hence the attri-

One of the principal Ghazali Shafic, clab fon his ideas
some 20 years later in a presentation in the “Workshop on Conflict Man-
agement and Resolution’ in Kuala Lumpur, 7-8 August 1993, The text
is reproduced in The Star, 19 and 20 August 1993.
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butes of a genealogical ethnic Malay nation began to shape that (%im-
agined®) political communiry

The replacement of the Alliance by a more inclusive Barisan Nasional
enhanced UMNO's dominance over its partners since there were now
several competing non-Malay parties. The Islamic resurgence move-
ment and the government’s own Islamization policies beginning from
the late 1970s turther contributed towards Malay cultural pre-eminence
(Chandra 1987). Nowadays UMNO leaders often regard Malaysia as an
Islimic country and their party as an Islamic one 100,

Major decisions atfecting the future direction of the country are first
discussed in the UMNO Supreme Council, then presented to the Barisan
wabinet, betore being tabled in parliament for approval with hardly any
debate. Even those rescarchers still subscribing to the consociational
model nowadays describe the Malaysian political system as *a hege-
monul transactional model’ (Chee 19914) or a ‘system of bargaining
within the context of | Mal. v hegemony’ (Milne 1988). A study by
Means (1991: 286-287) asserts that clite bargaining within the ruling
coalition continues, not in its previous form of intra-Alliance multilateral
consultations but as a “fragmented series of bilateral negotiations
between the [ UMD O] prime minister and the leaders of constituent
parties’ This has led 1o
exponential growth in dispensable patronage’, in other words, the
supremacy of the prime minister's role specifically, UMNO’s role more
senerally. When one considers the economic interests of UMNO, as
well as those of other Malay individuals and groups in the post-NEP
era, itis clear that the terms of governance had changed by the 19705
and 19805 UMNOs suecesstul control over the political structures
and processes has not only wiven its leaders greater executive powers
tand as a result of the NEP, cconomic wealth as well) as individuals, but
has also given UMNO hegemonic sway over the definition of the nation
The avic terntonal nation was e ipsed as UMNO pushed the terms of
governance turther towards the genealogical ethnic Malay nation.

The carly 19705 witnessed an attempt by a group of MCA “Young
Turks to reform the party and unite the Chinese in response to UMNO's
srowing pre-cninence. However, this attempt quickly petered out
when 1t mated the wrath of both UMNO leaders and the MCA Old
Guard® (Lo 1982). There also oceurred a resurgence of the Chinese
education movement led by the Dongjaozong in the 1970s. En
rolments i the independent Chinese secondary schools increased as
the Dongjaozong lanched an alternanve educational system with 1ts

nhanced exceutive prerogatives and to an
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own books, curniculum and examinations in an eftort to safeguard the
Chinese language and culture. This culminated in a struggle to estab
lish a private university, the Merdeka University, which was not granted a
permit by the government; the government's decision was upheld by
the Supreme Court in 1983, After the Merdeka University setback,
and perhaps more importantly afier key leaders of the movement
joined the Barisan component-party G KAN just prior to the 1982
clections (leading to the clection of two Dongjiaozong leaders as
successful BN candidates), the movement fell into disarray in the mid-
1980s (Tan Liok Ee 1992). Likewise, an attempt by several major Chinese
and Indian organizations to demand that their respective cultures be
recognized as part and parcel of a *national culture’ failed in 1983-84,

All this did not mean that Chinese and Indian cultures had withered
away, as might be implied abstractly by the notion of a ‘gencalogical
ethnic Malay nation”. In fact, there was much financial support for these
cultural activities since, in spite of the NEP, non-Malay businesses con-
unued to prosper. Even less does it suggest that ethnic identities were
on the wane. Rather, UMNOs political and cultural pre-eminence
torced the marginalization of the political struggle to retain the attributes
of the civic territorial nation” within the popular imagination, and con-
comitantly the marginalization of the struggle for civil libertics in its
tuller meaning. At any rate, the dominant discourse through this period
was based on ethnicism, both in terms of government policies to pro-
mote a more cthnic Malay nation, as well as the responses by disaffected
groups who unsuccessfully attempted to maintain semblances of the
CvIc nation.

Indecd, even as the struggles of the disaffected groups were petering
out in the Peninsula, Kadazan and Dayak cthno-nationalist movements
burst forth in Sabah and Sarawak respectively. Contrary to their penin
sula-based counterparts, these movements persisted into the 1990,
This difference was due to two major factors: the different ethnic make-
up and historical experiences there, and the limited penetration by the
federal state instruments as a result of greater autonomy granted to the
™o states in 1963 when Malaysia was formed (on Sabah, sce Loh 1996,
on Sarawak, see Leigh 1991). The following sections which discuss
cultural liberalization and the *privatization” of cthnicity refer specifically
0 developments in the Peninsula,
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‘CULTURAL LIBERALIZATION’ AND UTILITARIAN GoaLs
IN THE 1990s

The Barisan government under Prime Minister Dr Mahathir Mohamad
appears to have introduced a series of policies leading towards ‘cultural
liberalization” in the 19905, especially when viewed from the per-
spective of non-Malays. Specifically, UMNO leaders appear to have de-
emphasized or redefined the political significance of the most impor-
tant emblems of Malay identity - the Malay rulers, Malay language and
culture, and Islam - hitherto considered central autributes in the push
towards the genealogical cthnic Malay nation. Accordingly, the new
policies marked a shift from a more exclusive to a more inclusive
notion of nationhood.

The symbolic and actual powers of the Malay rulers have been
redefined and curtailed. The UMNO leaders' challenge to the traditional
rulers first took place in 1983-84, when Dr Mahathir amended the
Constitution to *clarifi the role of the traditional rulers. He then
proposed that parliamentary bills that failed 1o secure royal assent after
15 days were to be gazetted all the same, In addition, the power to
declare a state of emergency was to be transterred from the Agong (the
king) to the prime minister without any reference to parliament. In
effect, the proposed amendments curtailed both the symbolic and
actual powers of the Agong while cenhancing the powers of the prime
minister. In the conflict that ensued, Dr Mahathir mobilized the party
in favour of the amendments through a series of rallics throughout the
country which were highlighted in the media. Because the Malay
community and UMNO leaders themselves were split over the proposed
amendments, a watered-down version of the amendments was ultimately
adopred.

Over the next ten vears, relations between the rulers and Dr
Mahathir's UMNO worsened. In 1990, for the first time ever, UMNO
debated the role of the sultans cninically, setting the stage for the next
move. In 1994, following the assault of A quzen by the sultan of
Johore, an unprecedented exposé of the *‘wrong-doings’ and business
dealings of the traditional rulers was conducted in the media, clearly
ceged on by UMNO leaders. In contrast to 1983-84, UMNO leader
ship was united and Malay opinion was overwhelmingly against the
rulers this time. Before the year was up, vet another constitutional
amendment was introduced, as 3 result of which the rulers are no
longer accorded immunity from cnminal prosecution. Consequently,
the traditional rulers are no longer viewed as an important emblem of
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Malay identity, especially among, the urban Malay business and middle
classes (Husin Ali 1993; Mcans 1991: 113-119).

Meanwhile, although reaffirming the status of Malay or Bahasa
Malaysia as the national language, Dr Mahathir and other UMNO lead-
ers began to stress the necessity for Malaysians, especially the Malays, to
master the use of the English language on utilitarian grounds. In the
carly 1990s, English began to be used as the medium of instruction for
certain subjects in the local universitics, a move that partially reversed
the policy of using Malay as the sole medium, which had been intro-
duced in 1971. The Education Act of 1996 formally empowers the
cducation minister to exempt the use of Bahasa Malaysia as the
medium of instruction for certain purposcs deemed necessary, such as
the teaching of subjects like science, mathematics and technology even
in schools.

Private “twinning colleges’ (linked to foreign universitics) which
conduct their classes and examinations in English also appeared in the
major towns from the late 1980s. Together with the expansion of the
MCA-sponsored Kolej Tunku Abdul Rahman (discussed in the next
section), these colleges provided opportunities tor qualified non-bumi-
putera students in particular to continue their tertiary-level education
which had been restricted duc to the NEP quota system used in ad-
mitting students to local universitics* But the state’s previous mono-
poly of higher education in the country — once considered crucial for
producing civic-minded and loyal Malaysians proficient in Malay, and
for engendering national unity and thercin, nation-building - was also
being d led. The 1996 4 to the University and Uni-
versity Colleges Act and the Higher Education Act paved the way for
the “corporatization’ of the state universitics, while the new Private
Higher Educational Institution Act 1996 led to the establishment of
private universities and branch campuses of foreign universities in the
country. Some of the twinning colleges have also been granted *3+0°
starus, meaning that their students were no longer required to go
overseas to complete their university education. Since most of these
nstitutions emphasize the instruction of business and managerial, com-

4 In 1985 an estimated 60,000 Malaysians were enrolled in forcign cdu-
catonal institutions. This dropped to 52,000 by 1990 (Malaysia 1991:
163) apparently because of rising tuition fees especially in British, Cana-
dian and Australian universitics. Hence aceess to higher education became
that much more acute, especially for non-Malay students whose parents
tound it difficult to continuc to finance their children’s education overseas,
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puter and other technical studies, and have forcign staff members as well
a8 students, the medium of instruction used in them is English. More-
over, a number of private schools which conduct most of their classes
in English have also Sprung up, especially in Kuala Lumpur, and although
expensive, are becoming popular among middle-class Malaysians. There
was also a proposal by the education department to teach the Chinese
and Tamil languages as regular subjects in the national primary schools,
starting. from 1996.5 When fully implemented, this proposal would
constitute a very significant departure from the past.

It is significant that Utusan Melayu Bhd, owned by UMNO interests,
which publishes the dailies Urnsan Melayu and Utnsan Malaysia, and
which was the major organ of Malay nationalism in the 1950s, itself
launched an English newspaper ( The Leader) in the carly 1990s, although
this has since folded afier several vears of losses. Noticeably, many morc
locally produced programmes are aired over the radio and television in
English nowadays; so too are Chinese language programmcs, especially
over the privatized television channels. With the availability of the pri-
vatized satellite nerwork Astro, non Malay programmes are cven more
casily accessed (see Chapter 5 of this volume).

There were some queries and criticisms of these cases of volte face in
tollowing UMNO general assemblics. But once the prime minister and
his then deputy had ensured that the position of Malay as the national
language remained unchanged, and that the use of “nglish was being
promoted in order to facilitate rapid development and the achievement
of Vision 2020" (i.c. achieving Developed Nation status by the year
2020), the changes were no longer debated within UMNO openl!
Those Malays who persisted in public criticism of this liberalization were
sometimes taken to task by the prime minister himself. Neither were
these issues harped upon during the heated contest berween Anwar
Ibrahim and Ghafar Baba for the deputy presidency of UMNO in the
1993 party clections, (Then, the issue was which of them better exem-
plificd the *New Malay’ and would facilitate achievement of *Vision
2020" goals.) Likewise, these matters did not feature in the battle for
vice-presidential and Supreme Council positions in the UMNO party

5. These linguages are taught during the Pupil’s Own Language (POL)
classes by part-time teachers outside regular class hours. At least 15 sty
dents must formally apply 1o learn the language concemned. Organized in
such ¥ manner, the POL programme proved inefficiens and was rightly
grincized by non-Malay parents. Due 1o a shortage of teachen and a
lack of funds, progress on the new initiative has been slow
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clections of 1996. (Here the issue was *money politi
buying.)

Whereas the question of *national culture’ contributed to much debate,
controversy and inevitably its politicization in the 1970s and 19805
(Kahn 1992; Kua 1987; Tan Sooi Beng 1992), it has no longer attracted
the same kind of attention let alone acrimony since the 1990s, In fact,
with its de-emotionalization, it appears that the commercialization of
culture is under way. Cultural affairs are now administratively linked to
tourism, and together come under the portfolio of the minister of
culture, arts and tourism. Significantly, the various cultures of Malaysias
multi-ethnic society have been promoted by the new ministry in its
tourism brochures as a principal reason why tourists should visit Malaysia,
Indeed, non-Malay dances and other cultural performances are regularly
featured together with Malay dances and other cultural performances
in National Day celebrations, during the Penang Pesta, the Malaysia
Fest, and Visit Malaysia Year campaigns, ostensibly because all these
cultural expressions arc part of the Malaysian heritage but more per-
unently perhaps because it has been so packaged to attract the tourist
dollar. The usc of English (in addition to Malay) in the TV2 live com-
mentary of the National Day parade at least since 1995 (if not carlicr)
has been explained in just these terms, i.c. to cater for the tourists present
on those occasions,

There has been a resurgence of Islam and the introduction of
Islamization policies by the government since the carly 1980s. The
emergence of dakwah missionary groups especially among the younger
cducated Malays in the urban arcas, and the launching of various
government projects such as Islamic banking and insurance schemes,
the International Islamic University and other Islamic institutions,
Quran reading competitions, ctc. caused much anxicty among non-
Muslims (and perhaps among some Muslims as well ) initially. But non-
Muslims have also been encouraged by the Barisan leaders and the
government-controlled media to make a distinction between UMNO's
purportedly more liberal interpretation of Islam and the opposition
Parti Islam SeMalaysia’s (or PAS's) more strident one. This was especially
enident when the PAS government moved to introduce hudud laws in
the state of Kelantan in the carly 1990s. Non-Malay criticism of PA!
itative was given wide media coverage. The prime minister himself
voced criticism but also clarified that such a change required amend-
ment of the federal Constitution in addition to the amendment of
Kelantan's. In the event, PAS did not introduce the required bill for
dcliberation at the federal parliament.

%, specifically vorte-
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In 199495, there was yet another opportumty to compare UMNO’s
Apparent moderation to Darul Arqam'’s apparent extremism.© Starting
off as a dakwabh missionary Organization, Arqam grew into a mass
movement i the rural and urban arcas and established its own
educational and religious institutions, rural development projects and
various businesses and mdustries conducted in Malaysia as well as
overseas. Emphasizing sclf-reliance rather than dependence on NEP
handouts, Arqam attracted thousands of educated Malay youths to its
cause. s cconomue activities in particular enabled Arqam to establish
its own financial base. It is significant that the BN government moved
against Arqam as the movement began to explore its participation (as a
bloc) in electoral poliucs. At any rate, Arqam leaders were accused of
“deviant teachings' thereby “threatening natonal security’. On those
grounds the BN government invoked the Internal Secunty Act and
conducted mass arrests of Argam leaders in 1994, This episodde did not
80 unnonced. The hansh treatment accorded to Arqam leaders did not
seem 1o evoke a response trom non-Mushims; it was only condemned
by the usual human rights Broups.

The government sponsored Institute of Islamic Understanding Malay-
st (IKIM ) has also organized mecungs with non-Muslims 1o stress the
‘universality of Islunic values' as well as the universal values shared by
Islamy with other spiritual traditions. And in July 1996, atter some crin-
ciams by non-Muslims, the government quickly amended it plan
requining all university students to pass a compulsory course in *Islamic
Civilization” w the more nclusive *Islamic and Astan Cvilizavons”. Again,
these events were given wide voverage by the local media, enabling
non-Muslims in particular to contrast the government’s Islamization
policies with the intended ones of other Islamic groups. As well, in
contrast to PAS'S desire 10 create an Islamic state, Dr Mahathir and
other UMNO leaders have on several occasions Categoncally stated that
there 1s no need, given the muln rehigious Malaysian context, to create
an Islamic state. Apparcatly, tor them it is more HMportant to promote
Islamic values in the sodiety writ large (Khoo 1996,

Perhaps capping these changes 1s Dr Mahathic's own campaign to
realize 3 Bangsa Malaysia. This goal was first enunciated in 1991 ag one

0 Then, Arqam was projected by the government-controlled media as 2
movement of fanatics comparable to the David Koresh and Jim Joncs
seuts, which had caused the break up of tamihies, sexually abused the

ce

women in the movement, cic. For discussion of the Argam cpisonde, s
Aliran Monshly (1994 vol. 14, no. 8, pp. 9-29,
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of the nine ch 2 d in his 2000 (Vision 2020). In
the April 1995 general elections, it became a buzzword among non
Malay BN leaders during their campaigns. They further scized upon
and projected the idea of Banasa Malaysin during the 1995 National
Day celebrations that had the theme Jatidiri Penggerak Wawasan (Our
Sclf Identity - the Vision Mover). On that oceasion, the MCA -controlled
newspaper The Star (31 Aug. 1995) carried a lengthy supplement con-
raining favourable features as well as comments by dignitaries as well as
ordinary folk in support of the concept. In a dialogue with the Malaysian
Students Executive Council of the United Kingdom in September
1995, Dr Mahathir further clarified (The Star, 11 Sepr. 1995):

Bangsa Malaysia means people who are able to identify them
selves with the country, speak Bahasa Malaysia and accept the
Constitution. To realize the goal of Rangsa Malaysia, the
people should start accepting cach other as they are, regard
less of race and religion

He claborated that in future there wonld be no nation in the world
that would have a single ethnic group as its citizens, perhaps with the
cprion of Japan and Korca. And it was increasingly clear too that
“while 4 citizen of 4 nation may associate himself with the country, he
would not be readily prepared to give up his culture, religion or lan-
guage’. Summing up Malaysia's past experience in promoting inte
erauon he stated:

Previously, we tned to have a single entity but it caused a lot
ot tension and suspicions among the people because they
thought the Government was trying to create a hybrid

here was fear among the people that they may have to
wive up their own cultures, values and religions. This could
not work, and we believe that the Bangst Malaysia is the
answer.

By s own admission the idea is still controversial especial
Malay

y among
not least because it appears contrary to the Malay cause that

In contrast 1o The Star's focus, the Malay dailies did not make Bangse
Malaysia the theme of their National Day specials in August 1995
This was also the case for the English-daily New Serairs Times, which is
controlled by UMNO. The focus for them was more generally *develop
ment’. However, the Bangsa Malaysia theme was given special attention
later in the 10 October 1995 issuc of the New Sraits Times
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underlined Mahathir’s own struggle in the 1960s and 1970s, to which
many previously rallied. In this regard he stated to the students that he
was then young and that his thoughts were those of an inexperienced
politician(!) Since multiculturalism underscores the idea of a Bangsa
Malaysia, predictably, non-Malays have welcomed the concept (see the
surveys in The Star, 31 Aug. 1995, 12 and 17 Sept. 1995 and in New
Straits Times, 10 Oct. 1995). Some Malay intellectuals have voiced con-
cern that such a formulation might lead to a negative type of pluralism
not sufficiently embedded in a common national identity. Tengku
Razaleigh Hamzah (now back in UMNO bur in 1995 Icader of the
opposition Semangat 46, now defunct), was more torthright: he criti
cized the concept as ‘dangerous’, threatening to put Malays, their lan-
guage and culture ‘in the backscat® ( 7he Star, 24 Oct. 1995).

Hence, despite Malay political pre-eminence since the 1970s, UMNO
leaders have taken the initiative to liberalize language, cultural and edu-
cational policies principally for utilitarian reasons. There has also been
moderation in the implementation of Islamization policies. This was
acknowledged by no less than Lim Kit Siang, leader of the opposition
DAP In an interview with the weekly Masn on 12 July 1997, Lim
explained the poor performance of his party in the 1995 clections in
these terms (my translation ):

Our defeat in the previous general election was not because
the DAP did not <all for reforms The Barisan Nasional's
major victory was because the PM s now more liberal
Some of DAP'S policies with regards to education, culrore
and linguage which we have struggled for in the past have
now been accepted and implemented by the BN, This liberal.
1zation has attracted the voters to support the BN,

It appears, theretore, that attributes of multiculturalism associated with
the evie territorial nation were remncorporated into the terms of govern
ance justat the time when consolidation of the genealogical ethnic Malay
nation project scemed to be oceurring. There is a corollary to this

“'I'I'HI)KA“'AL FROM PUBLIC DEBATE AND THE
‘PR“’ATIZATION' OF ETHNICITY
The liberalization of language, cultural and educational policies and
the promotion of relatively moderate Islamization policies have been
dccompanied by a withdrawal of Chinese and Indian Barisan leaders
from debates on national (and cvennternational) issues, especially when
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they are controversial and /or *cthnically sensitive”, For instance, most
non-Malay ministers did not participate in the 1993 debate on the
ional d ding the removal of immunity for
the Malay rulers; nor did they participate in the 1994 debate requiring
the judiciary to be answerable to the exccutive matters concerning
the conduct of judges: nor in the 1997 debate pertaining to corruption
and amendments to the Anti-Corruption Ageney Act. Tt appears too
that they have had little to say during public debates on democracy
and human rights in Malaysia in the 1990s that the prime minister and
other UMNO leaders insist should be based on a relativist rather than
universalist set of principles (see Chapter 3, this volume).
Understandably, the non-Malay BN political leaders have shied away
from most public discussion of the position and rolc of Islam in Ma-
laysian socicty. Whercas several organizations representing non-Muslims
like the MCCBCHS (Malaysian Ce ltative Council of Buddhis 5
Chnstianity, Hinduism and Sikhism) protested against certain aspects
of the government’s Islamization policies which in some instances had
tmpacted upon the practice of non-Islamic religions (Batumalai 1996;
MCCBCHS 1984, 1990; Ramanathan 1996), the non-Muslim BN
leaders were significantly silent, at least publicly.8 They have only been
cager to eriticize the Islamization policies of the opp Parti Islam,
which has ruled the state of Kelantan since 1990, and to condemn the
Chinese-based opposition Democratic Action Party (DAP) for its alleged
ties with PAS, especially as the 1990 and 1995 clections approached.
When language, culture and educational matters are ssed now-
adays, 1t is often their utilitarianism and their relationship 1o devel-
opment, indeed self-help development efforts, that are highlighted. In
this regard, the MCA has focused attention on several of its own edu-
cational projects. These include the Kolej Tunku Abdul Rahman (set
up in the carly 1970s) and its four branch campuses, which offer high-
¢t educational opportunities, and the Jayadiri Institure of Technology,
titutions arc

which offers technical and vocational training. Both i
open to all qualificd Malaysians but cater to Chinese youths in parti-
cular. Various campaigns to raise funds for these two institutions, the
independent Chinese secondary schools and government Chinese pri
—

8 Nowadays, the MCCBCHS takes up its gricvances with the prime
mimsster or his deputy dircctly, rather than working through the non-

Mushim BN political parties. C
are rarely given a public airing
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mary schools have also been undertaken.? Under the auspices of the
Langkawi Project launched in 1993, the party has contributed towards
the improvement of cducational opportunities in the rural arcas,
especially in the Chinese new villages. In July 1998, the M pre
dent reiterated that his party would continue “to focus most of its time
and energy on education for the benefit of the Chinese community’
(The Star, 7 July 1998). There is also an ongoing cffort, first launched
in the carly 19805, 10 pool the financial resources of Chinese associations
and individuals by sctting up *deposit taking co-operatives’ (DTCs) so
as to participate in the corporate sector of the economy. After ex-
periencing acute losses in the mid-1980s which led to a takeover by
the central bank, these DTCs are now succeeding in their business
endeavours. The MCA was also involved in the setting up of the hold-
ing company, Multipurpose Holdings Bhd, which like the DTCs was
again operating profitably, at least until 1997, after experiencing losses
in the 1980s (Heng 1992).

A Malaysian Chinese Cultural Society which sponsors and promotes
cultural performan competitions, training and exhibiti in the so-
called Chinese arts was also established through the MCA's initiative,
and together with the Chinese guilds, has sponsored cfforts to preserve
the *Chinese heritage” in Malaysia by collecting relevant materials and
housing them in archives, mini-libraries and muscums. There was also

9. Working with the Dongjiaozong, itself a significant development since
they were previously at loggerheads with one another (see Tan Liok Ee
1992), the MCA launched a fund-raising campaign for Chinese schools
in May 1994, The first phase entailed raising RM10 cach from the
MCA'S own 600,000 members to realize 2 target of RM6 million
Thereafier, funds were raised from the public ( The Star, 30 April 1994,
Nanyang Ssang Pau, 20 May 1994). By mid 1994, some RM25 million
had atsa been raised for the Langkawi Project that was supplemented
by a RM5 million donation from the government. Yet another project
suceessfully raised RM20 million within some five years to establish four
branch campuses of KTAR ( Nanvang Swang Paw, 20 May 1994; The Star,
28 June 1999). The government was also persuaded to provide grants
for these various projects o a case-by-case ad hoc basis, especially as
clections approached. In the Bagan (Penang) by-clection in September
1995 for instance, the education minister announced a grant of
RAM200.000 for the Chung Ling High School and another grant of
RM40,000 for its branch school located in Bagan constituency ( The
Star, 8§ Sept. 1995)




DEVELOPMENTALISM AND THE LIMITS OF DEMOCRATIC DISCOURSE 37

an attempt by the MCA, apparently motivated by a desire to boost
tourism, 10 develop a *Chinatown” in the heart of Kuala Lumpur. In
November 1996, a total of 69 Chinese associations, including 44
national-level bodies, endorsed the draft of a document *Cultural
Guidelines for all Chinese Guilds® which they hoped would be further
cndorsed by the 4,000-0dd guilds and associations throughout the
country. In contrast to the 1983 document, the 1996 one assumed a
more accommodative stance v s the National Cultural Policy. The
president of the Federation of Chinese Assembly Halls, the sponsor of
the draft document, suggested that change was necessary because of
‘more liberal government policies towards Chinese education and
cultural acuvities, improved inter-ethnic relations, and the new thrust
to achicve the national goal of a developed nation by the year 2020°, a
point reiterated by Kerk Choo Ting, the deputy president of Parti
Gerakan, who was present at the meeting. 10

Be that as it may, this avoidance of sensitive and controversial
political issues and the focus on specific development projects on the
part of Barisan Chinese leaders (like Ling Liong Sik, Lim Ah Lel , Ting
Chew Peh and their colleagues in the MCA; Lim Keng Yaik, Kerk
00 Ting, Koh Tsu Koon and others from Gerakan; and Samy Vellu,
Subramaniam and others in the MIC) in the 1990s, contrasts sharply
with the attitude of past Alliance leaders like Tan Cheng Lock, Lim
Chong Eu and Tan Sicw Sin in the 1950s and 1960s (and certainly that
of past opposition leaders like Tan Chee Khoon and the Scenivasagam
brothers), who readily and actively cengaged in constitutional and other
controversial debates (as evidenced in the Hansard records). It is only
the likes of the opposition DAP leaders like Lim Ki Siang, Lim Guan
Eng, Tan Seng Giaw and Karpal Singh (and their counterparts in PAS)
who debate with UMNO leaders over a wide range of issues confronting
Malaysian society. !

10 Straits Times, 18 Nov. 1996, Some controversy within the Chinese
community itsclf occurred and Kerk himself was criticized.

Perhaps, whereas the older generation of non-Malay Barisan leaders
considered themselves as co-cquals with their UMNO counterparts in
the shaping of the new nation-state during its formative years, the
vounger generation, in view of greater Malay pre-cminence in the post-
1969 penod, now consider themselyes as representatives of ‘minonty’
groups. And perhaps these opposition leaders still consider themselves
as representatives of all Malaysians writ large
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Significantly, these opposition DAP leaders are often attacked by the
Barisan leaders for being ‘negative’, ‘unconstructive’, ‘out-of-date’, ‘all
talk, no action’ that is, ‘simply criticizing for the sake of criticizing’ but
not embarking on any development project. This was clearly enunciated
by MCA president Ling Liong Sik in his party’s General Assembly held
in Sept. 1995 and repeated in the following Assembly in June 1996.12
Taken together, the cultural liberalization policies initiated by UMNO
leaders, the *privatization” of cthnicity and the withdrawal of non-
Malay Barisan leaders from public debate of ‘sensitive” and controversial
issues, have contributed to the marginalization of the politics of eth-
nicism.!3 A discourse of developmentalism has displaced it.

FROM COUNTER-DISCOURSE TO CONSOLIDATION OF
BARISAN RULE
For a while in the 1980s, there developed a momentum towards *par-
ticipatory democracy” and ‘accountability of government” led by the
new middle classes which had been spawned by the economic growth
of the 1970s and carly 1980s. As a result of the NEP, a Malay middle
class had also emerged, a fraction of whom also contributed towards
that new momentum. But this momentum towards a counter-discourse
was halted in its stride in October 1987 as a result of Operasi Lalang,
when 106 persons — representatives of non-governmental organizations
(NGOs), unionists, opposition lcaders, educationists, church social
activists, and even ordinary villagers — were detained under the Internal
Sceurity Act (ISA). In one fell swoop, the democratic space which had

12. The Star, 3 Sept. 1995 and 8 June 1996. Campaigning in the Bagan
by-clection in Penang in September 1995, Ling also claimed that his
party had helped the Chinese community through many different efforts
n the educational, cultural, religious and cconomic spheres. In con
trast, he declared that ‘the DAP’s scorc is still zero .. the DAP has done
nothing except criticise” ( The Szar, 8 Scpe. 1995)

No doubt Bansan leaders \(munuc to manipulate ethnic sentiments to
enhance their own ambit ion of ethnic is also
evident as clections approach, as in the cases of the 1990 gencral clections
(Chandra 1990, Tan Chee Beng 1990) and the 1994 Sabah clections
(Loh 1994). During these periods, the government-controlled media,
100, t cthnic (Mustafa 1994; Tan
Chee Beng 1990) Nﬂncrhclm these occasions must be located within
the larger context of cultural liberalization and the privatization of cth-
nicity duning the 19905

=
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been patiently chimed by the burgeoning popular movement led by
the NGOs in the 19805, was usurped by the state. Two dailies and ano-
ther two weeklies had their publishing licences revoked (Saravanamuttu
1992).

Following the tightening of various laws after Operasi Lalang, the
government even initiated an assault on the conservative, but inde-
pendent judiciary in 1988. The upshot was the removal of the lord
president (the head of the Supreme Court) and the suspension of five
other Supreme Court judges who questioned the removal of their super-
tor. Although more than 1,000 lawyers protested and condemned the
action of the government, their rearguard action did not affect the
position of the executive (Lawyers Committee 1990).

Indeed, the political ferment and cultural fragmentation of the
1980s was an aberration which, in retrospect, was probably duc to the
recession of the mid-1980s. That short but severe recession brought
to light many of the financial scandals and incidences of mismanage-
ment involving politicians and public enterprises. Moreover it caused
anxicties because of retrenchment, wage and job freezes, unemploy-
ment and withd, | of subsidies, and it i d competition and
conflict among the clite, even within UMNO itself. Aberration or no,
consolidation of Barisan rule occurred in the 1990s.

The Barisan Nasional ruling coalition performed very well in the
1995 general elections: it polled 66 per cent of the votes and won 162
out of 192 (more than four-fifths) scats in parliament. This perform-
ance reversed the trend of the previous decade when its share of votes
had steadily declined in three consecutive general clections: in 1982 it
polled 60.5 per cent of the votes for parliamentary scats, in 1986 it was
reduced 10 57.6 per cent, and in 1990 to 53.4 per cent.

A year carlier in the 1994 state clections in Sabah, the Barisan
Nasional, specifically UMNO, had also performed very well in the polls.
Significantly, the BN claimed that its promisc to promote rapid develop-
ment in a “New Sabah® had been instrumental in its improved perform-
ance. Although the incumbent PBS emerged victorious duc to a slim
majority, within a month it was replaced by an UMNO-led Barisan
government, reversing another trend which had seen the PBS win four
successive state clections and holding power, admittedly amidst much
political intrigue and instability in Sabah, for nine years (Loh 1996).

In Sarawak, the Parti Bansa Dayak Sarawak (PBDS) quit the Barisan
coalition there in 1983 and mounted a challenge against its erstwhile
partners in the 1987 and then the 1991 state elections as well. By 1994,
however, the PBDS was back in the Barisan fold. This leap back into
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the Barisan was expl 4 in terms of

rural Dayaks who would otherwise be denied their duc
remained in opposition (Acria 1997).

There was more. Semangat 46, the Malay opposition party which was
created after the split right down the middle in UMNO in 1987/88,
voted to dissolve itself in October 1996 after cight years of existence.
Apparently, its attempt to highlight cthnic Malay issues had not gonc
down well, or at least was regarded as inadequate by the Malay elec-
torate. Following their leaders, the members therefore joined UMNO.
Meanwhile, just prior to the 1995 general elections, the Islamic move-
ment Darul Arqam, which had been banned in 1994, was successfully
disbanded. Its spectacular growth during the late 1980s and carly 1990s,
which had resulted in the creation of a popular movement in the rural
arcas possessing an independent source of income as a result of its devel-
opment activities (Muhd Syukri 1992), was systematically dismantled.

However, it must be stressed that this consolidation of Barisan rule
and the related successful management of ethnic relations in the 1990s
were not due to altruism on the part of the Barisan leaders (as the con-
sociationalists might suggest). The erosion of democracy!* and the
increasing involvement of ruling political parties and politicians in the
cconomy, indeed the widening practice of ‘money politics” in Malaysia
(discussed in the following sections) caution against such an interpre-
tation. A better explanation is to be found in the steady cconomic
growth that occurred from 1970 to the mid-1980s, and the rapid
growth which brought about widespread consumerism from the late
1980s to 1997.

fevelopment for the
the PBDS

14. Significantly, there has been litde poliical liberalization. Instead, several
authors have argued that the Malaysian political system became increas
ingly authoritarian since the 1980s (Crouch 1992; Gomez and Jomo
1997; Saravanamuttu et al. 1992). Although parliamentary rule had not
been disrupted, more coercive laws were nonetheless introduced. This
change has sometimes been described as a transition from the rule of
law to the rule by law. The battery of cocraive laws include the Internal
Sccurity Act (which allows for detention without trial), Sedition Act,
Official Scerets Act, Printing Presses and Publication Act, Socicties Act,
Industrial Relations Act, Trade Unions Ordinance, Employment Act,
Police Act, Broadcasting Act, Universities and University Colleges Act,
and the Standing Orders for the proper conduct of government servants,
parliamentarians when debating, etc., all of which have contributed to
curbs on civil and political libertics (Saravanamuttu e7 al. 1992).
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ECONOMIC LIBERALIZATION, RAPID GROWTH AND

DEVELOPMENTALISM IN THE 1990s
Malaysia’s average real GDP growth was 7.6 per cent during 1970-80,
slowing down to 5.1 per cent per annum during 1981-85. Hardly any
growth occurred over the next two years. However, uninterrupted
cconomic growth averaging over 8 per cent annually was registered
over the next nine years. Employment expanded steadily, rising from
3.34 million in 1970 to 4.8 million in 1980 to 5.47 million in 1985.
In particular, the manufacturing scctor has grown: from 13.4 per cent of
GDP in 1970, o 20 in 1980, 27 in 1990, 33 in 1995. Manufacturing
cmployment as a percentage of total employment has also increased
from 11.1 per cent in 1970, to 15.7 in 1980, 19.5 in 1990, and 25 in
1995. The unemployment rate declined from 7.8 per cent in 1970 to
5.7 in 1980, rosc to 8.6 in 1987, and then dropped to its lowest levels
ever in the 1990s (Jomo 1990: 3843, 70; Jomo ez al. 1996: 75, 82;
Mchmet 1986).

Due to the economic turnaround in the late 1980s, and the steady
growth over the 1970s and carly 1980s, the NEP was concluded on a
high note. Official statistics indicated that the incidence of poverty had
declined from 49 per cent in 1970 to about 17 in 1990, and to 11.1 in
1995. Increasing numbers of Malays had also moved out of low-paid
into higher-paid employment. In part, this was facilitated by greater
access to higher education through the provision of government
scholarships and a system of quotas for entrance into tertiary-level
institutions, higher rates of Malay concentration in urban areas, and an
cxpansion of the public sector especially for the first 15 years of the
NEP. Consequently there also occurred an increase in the bumiputera
share of corporate equity: according to official estimates from 1.5 per
cent in 1969 to 20.6 per cent in 1995 (Malaysia 1971: 40; Malaysia
1991; Malaysia 1996: 86).

The rapid growth and industrialization further resulted in the rise of
the multi-cthnic business and middle classes. By adding the total numbers
of people involved in professional and technical work, administration
and management, sales and clerical work, and half of the total numbers
engaged in services-related occupations, Saravanamuttu (1992: 48—49)
estimated that the ‘middle class™ comprised just under 36 per cent of
the total gainfully employed in 1988, up from 31 per cent in 1980.
Using the same measurement basis, the middle class apparently com-
prises some 45 per cent of the toral gainfully employed in 1995 (Malaysia
1996). Although one might dispute how Saravanamurtu defines his
‘middle class’ (for me, the middle and business classes) and his estimate
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of its size, there is no disputing that a multi-ethnic middle class of sub-
stantial size has emerged (Abdul Rahman 1995; Halim Sallch er al.
1991; Mohd. Nor Nawawi 1991; Muhamad Tkmal 1996).

Ironically, the NEP, which was an cthnic-based affirmative action
policy, facilitated the transition from the discourse of ethnicism to the
discourse of developmentalism. For the new bumiputera middle and
business classes developed an appreciation not only of the NEP devel
opmentalist (interventionist) state, they began to valonize the sustained
cconomic growth upon which the success of the NEP was predicated
as well. Thus there was not too much cause for alarm when the govern-
ment, in a bid to suimulate the cconomy after the short and severe reces-
sion of the mid-1980s, began to deregulate the cconomy and introduce
privatization policies. Indeed, this turn to the market led to consoli-
dation of that carlier phase of growth and to the further expansion of’
the middle and business classes, both bumiputera as well as non-bumi-
putera.

Just as the NEP facilitated the transition from ethnicism to develop-
mentalism among business and middle-class bumiputeras, this turn to
the market now facilitated a similar discursive turn among their non-
bwmiputera counterparts,

Significantly, the guidelines for foreign equity ownership in manufac-
turing were liberalized in July 1985. The Industrial Coordination Act
(ICA) was amended in December 1985 to make it casier for indus-
trialists to invest in new projects or to expand or diversify their existing
investments.!S In May 1986 the Promotion of Investments Act pro
vided additional tax incentives for manufacturing, agriculture and tour-
ism. In late 1986 even more liberal conditions for forcign cquity and
expatriate statfing were announced in an cffort to attract new foreign
dircct investments. Another amendment to the 1CA followed: this time

he introduction of the Industnal Coordination Act 1975, and the

of the Foreign 1 (& were to enable
the federal government to regulate businesses, especially local Chinese
enterprises and forcign companics, to casure compliance of NEP quotas
(30 per cent reservation for bumiputeras) in a determined way. To this
end, the Minister of Trade and Industry was given discretionary powers
over licensing, ownership structure, cthnic employment, production
distribution quotas, local content and the pricing of products (Jesudason
1989: 135-140). Predictably, local Chinese businesses found the 1CA
irksome, especially since it originally applicd to all manufacturing firms
that had RM 100,000 (after the 1978 amendment, RM250,000) or more
in sharcholder capital, or which employed more than 25 workers.,
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only firms having more than 75 (previously 25) workers or RM2.5 (pre-
viously RM1) million paid-up capital had to comply with NEP require-
ments. The local Chinese entrepreneurs were being courted to stimulate
the cconomy (Jomo et al. 1996: 92-94).

Another aspect of deregulation was privatization, which the govern-
ment hoped would further contribute towards growth.!6 Privatization
began with new projects like the construction of the north-south toll
highway s and the first commercial television
station, relatively successtul public enterprises like MAS
(Malaysian Airlines System) and MISC (Malaysian International Ship-
ping Corporation) were privatized next,

The National Development Policy (NDP, 1990-2000), which re-
placed the NEP, continued with the twin objectives of poverty cradi-
cation and restructuring within the context of cconomic growth. The
goal of achieving ar lcast 30 per cent bumiputera ownership and con-
trol of corporate equity associated with the carlier NEP remained, but
no specific timeframe for its realization was set. Greater attention was
tocused on the qualitative aspects of bumiputera participation. Indeed,
non-bumsputera corporations and entreprencurs were encouraged to
cooperate with their bumig [ parts. Continuing the strategy
adopted for economic recovery and growth since the mid-1980s, the
pavate sector was identificd as the engine of cconomic growth for the
duration of the NDP. Thus privatization was undertaken with even
greater urgency in the 1990s.

Major infrastructural projects like the construction of the new Kuala
Lumpur International Airport (KLIA), the new administrative centre
n Putrajaya, the light rail rapid transit system in Kuala Lumpur, a new
bridge link with Singapore, cte. were awarded to the private sector.
Many statutory bodies providing basic services were also priva
Telecoms Malaysia, the National Electri ity Board, the Malayan Railways,
and other bodics supplying water, treating sewage, collecting rubbish,
cte. By 1995, the number of privatization projects that had been
implemented totalled 374, The government claimed that these pro-
jects had saved it RM72.7 billion in capital expenditure and removed
- O

* 16 Morcover, by awarding pri ion projects to bumiputera indi

| and b in particular, corp cquity hip could also be
|
|
|

transferred to bumiputera interests in accordance with NEP restructur-
ing guidelines. Otherwise, duc to deregulation policics, the NEP would
have been held in complete abeyance in the late 1980s. That would not
have been politically cxpedient.
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almost 97,000 workers from the government payroll.17 Privatization
projects under the Seventh Malaysia Plan (1996-2000) included the
Bakun Hydro-clectric Power project, the money-losing Perwaja Steel
Bhd, Bank Bumiputera (the sccond largest bank in the country), and
several coastal highway projects, ports, and light rail rapid transit sys-
tems in other towns. Additionally, corporatization (a variation of the
privatization theme which allows for administrative autonomy without
sale of government asscts) of the major hospitals, the state universities
and the public works department was underway.

Fed up with the waste, incfficiency and corruption associated with
the public sector, a large section of the Malaysian public, especially the
middle classes, welcomed the policy shift. Anticipating opportunities for
themselves, businessmen — bumiputera, local Chinese as well as
forcigners — also welcomed privatization.!8 With such opportunities
being made available to the private sector, and with such rapid growth
oceurring due to this turn to the market, the business and middle
classes have become enamoured with both the market and the Barisan
government.

The carlier discussi of cultural liberalizati the withd |
from public debates of *sensitive’ issues, and the privatization of eth-
nicity, are to be located within this context of economic liberalization,

17.See the remarks by the senior director of the Economic Planning Unit
of the Prime Minister's Department ( The Star, 24 May 1996). Accord-
ing to him, a total of 204 prvatization projects costing RM51.5 billion
were conducted during the Sixth Malaysia Plan, 1991-95.

Distribution of the benefits of privatization projects appears to have
been awarded to a small group of bumiputera and non-bumiputera in

dividuals and companics possessing the night personal and political
connections. This unhealthy development occurred because the open
tender system was largely replaced by the so-called ‘negotiated tender
system’. Controversial award decisions have been explained in terms of
a “first-come, first-served” policy, i.c. in the favour of those who first
identify “viable' privatization proposals to the government (Gomez and
Jomo 1997). Consequently, privatization has led to the deepening of
the political patronage system, initially associated with the allocation of
licences, government projects and soft loans to bumsputeras under the
P guidclines. It now includes favoured non-bumipuzera business-
men as well. Since many of them are related to the ruling elite and their
political parties, it has further entrenched the involvement of Barisan
partics and politicians in business (Gomez 1990; Gomez and Jomo
1997)

=
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rapid growth and the replacement of the NEP with the NDP in the
1990s. Taken together, cultural and cconomic liberalization under-
scores the transition from the discourse of ethnicism to that of devel-
opmentalism. The following discussion of the ‘discourse of the indi-
vidual', which was given a fillip as a result of mass consumerism, at-
tempts to show how developmentalism penetrated into the everyday
lives of ing individuals, and contributed towards *privatized
freedom’.

THE DISCOURSE OF THE INDIVIDUAL, MAss

CONSUMERISM AND ‘PRIVATIZED FREEDOM’
Thus far I have shown how developmentalism emerged as the cultural
consequence of the dirvigiste developmentalist state. T now wish to
indicate how developmentalism penctrated into the popular imagin-
ings and everyday lives of ordinary Malaysians. Critical to this pene-
tration is the occurrence of mass consumerism. Tronically, the signi-
ficance of mass consumption is the risc of the consuming individual,
which in turn fosters the ‘discourse of the individual’. For analytical
purposes we need to distinguish berween three aspects of the discourse
of the individual ~ individuati , 0 i ity and i idualism. The
distinctions made between  individualism, individuation and indi-
viduality in this section are drawn from Abercrombic, et al. (1986 2).
They write:

Individualism, properly so called, was in origin mainly a pol-
itical and subsidiarily an economic doctrine refating to the
rights and obligations of persons [with property| that are as-
sociated with the English political theory of the seventeenth
century, which later heavily influenced British and American
culture. Individuality is conc with the education of
inner feclings and subjectivity. By contrast, individuation is a
burcaucratic procedure that uniquely identifies individuals
for the purpose of social administration and control, 19

—_—
1910 the volume, the authors explore the question of individualism as 2
defining fearure of capitalism. They conclude that *there is no necessary

or inevitable linkage between the two. They simply relate to each other
contingently”. For them, *capitalism and individualion are relaed only
in one historical cpoch and only in the West'. Put another way. indis
dualism was not ‘causally important for capitalism’; it simply defined ‘the
torm which capitalism took” (Abererombic, ef al. 1986: 1-3).
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From very carly days, the state had already initiated the individuasion
(or atomization) of civil society into |ndn.pcnduu subjects. The regis-
tration of births, ges and deaths, of It in schools, and of
students partaking in inations is d place. Through
the issuance of personal identity cards, income tax payments, Emplo;
ces Provident Fund contributions and savings, and of course the fran-
chise, individuation has further proceeded. In dealings with the legal
system and the courts, unavoidable at some point in one’s life in modern
socicty, the individuation process is also reinforced. The labour market
which treats employ as individual g particular skills or
qualifications (and promotes them if, .u individuals, they have per
formed well) furthers this person-centredness; likewise, with regard to
one's dealings with banks and finance companies, and with organizations
supplying essential utilities. But, above all, mass consumerism disag-
gregates the members of an ethnic group and of Malaysian socicty
generally, into individuals. One consumes as an individual, not as
roups or as commun
he occurrence of mass consumerism is especially evident among
the business and middle classes in urban arcas. But urban workers and
the rural folk have not been impervious to this aspect of develop-
mentalism either. This consumerism is influenced by so-called *Western®
tastes and lifestyles as communicated to Malaysians through advertise-
ments, the media and the entertainment industry. Globalization in the
1990s facilitated this consumerism. Evidence of this mass consumer-
ism include the following factors:

About 2 million out of some 7 million Malaysians gainfully em-
ployed possess credit cards and spent RM4.2 billion in 1995-96.
Shopping malls with high-brow and fast-food restaurants, depart
ment stores and small boutiques specializing in designer products,
amusement arcades, ctc. are sprouting in all urban areas of the
country.

Travel, leisure and holidaying - theme parks, sports and recrea-
tonal clubs, golf clubs (71 clubs with 41 others on the way as of
1992), marinas, hotels, ime-sharing vacations, overseas tours — have
wurned into a major industry.

The possession and constant upgrading of clectronic equipment
and houschold gadgets (personal computers - CD-ROMs, ‘combo
sets” and audio-systems, mobile phones, video and TV, and satellite
and cable TV) has been phenomenal for a country with such a
small population as Malaysia,
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Despite the escalating costs of cars, there has occurred high growth
in the possession of motorcars, and with that worsening traffic jams
in the cities.

The high growth rate in the purchase of life insurance policies:
from 1,342,246 in 1984 to 3,736,775 in 1994 10 5,650,654 in
1996.

The enrolment of Malaysians in state universitics as well as in private
colleges is rising rapidly. (Often the purpose of higher education is
simply to gain the skills and paper qualifications nceded for well-
paying jobs and carcer advancements. Less and less emphasis is
<n to seeking knowledge for its own sake, acquiring the values
for leading meaningful lives, cte. An indication of this bias is the
decreasing emphasis by institutions and students alike on the
humanities, social sciences and pure sciences. )

The rapid growth of the Kuala Lumpur Stock Exchange and the
mncreasing involvement of Malaysians of all ethnic groups and various
classes in it.

In this regard the revamping of the major Malaysian newspapers,
almost all controlled by the Barisan parties, in the carly 1990s was no
accident (Loh and Mustafa 1996). Segmentation of the newspapers
oceurred: in addition to the usual local, regional, international and
sports mainstay, there are nowadays business sections with stockmarket
and company reports (something altogether new for the Malay dailics),
and a *Life and Times’, “Seni dan Hiburan’ (Arts and Entertainment) or
their equivalents essentially catering to the middle classes. In the latter
may be found reviews of books, films /vidcos and performances, a page
or two on travel and cating out, and even debates on environmental
and gender issues. But above all, segmentation allows for efficient
advertising. The publication of specialized weekly pullouts focusing on
computers, on audio equipment, on higher education cte., caters to
etficient advertising and appeals to the potential advertiser.

Much of the same has happened in television as well, All the stations
report daily on the stockmarket and business developments in
Malaysia. These are ppl d by the ission of reports of
business developments outside the country via arrangements with
CNN, cte. on all weekdays. Advertisements are presented throughout
the day. M television shopping like *Smartshop®,
‘Home Shopping’, cte. also broadcast the sale of items that may be
ordered via the telephone and paid in instalments by use of credit
cards. Hence Malaysian newspapers, and the mass media generally,
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have become virtual organs of the government on the one hand, and
of advertising copy on the other.

A second aspect of this discourse of the individual is individuality,
by which is meant expression of one’s own autonomy, frecdom and
identity usually related to one’s achievement — perhaps in education
and in one's carcer. Success tosters wealth and honours and allows once
to enjoy a certain standard of living and lifestyle that one wishes to
sustain. Political involvement can enhance or threaten this lifestyle.
Equally likely, maintaining a certain lifestyle may cause the individual
to accept a notion of personal achievement, frecdom and identity
which is not just materially dcurmmcd but also one which is per-
sonalized and private - even narcissistic, no longer social and public
Driving a particular fancy car, residing in a luxury condominium,
wearing designer-brand apparel, or engaging in certain leisure activities
can become emblems of achievement, identity, and even ‘freedom’. In
fact, such expressions of identity arc often a function of marketing,
telecommunications and advertising in the late twentieth century, and,
not exclusively one’s own but shared with others similarly seduced.

This brings us to the third aspect of the discourse: the discourse of
the individual in Malaysia up until 1997 had not significantly resulted
in individualism associated with a struggle for the individual's civil and
political rights, and by extension liberal democracy. The state’s re-
cognition of the *plebiscitarian’ principle and its counterpart of ‘func-
tional representation” (the right to associate and to combine) as de-
fining characteristics of citizenship in the Western industrialized
countries was a result of political struggle by the new bourgeoisic as
well as the labouring classes in the nineteenth and carly twenticth
centuries (Bendix 1964: 74-75). Improved living standards and mass
consumption subscquently followed. In the late industrializing coun-
tries like Malaysia, cconomic growth under the developmental state
spawned the growth of the business and middle classes, which became
imbued with developmentalism. No doubt, many Malaysians fear the
coercive laws, especially the ISA. Nonethele:
compelling reason wh
the BN government, even when critical civil liberties and social rights
were being denied them by the BN's developmental state, is because
they valorize political stability nowadays. Given the lack of an
alternative to the multi-cthnic BN coalition, at least until fairly recently, a
vote for the BN was a vote for stability, for uninterrupted economic
growth, for rising incomes, for maintaining certain standards of living

, an equally if not more
the middle and business classes rallied behind
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and consumerist lifestyles. The liberal momentum could be redirected
towards expressing one’s dividuality and ‘frecdom’ from 2 private
and personalized point of view. It was only when the social issues
dircctly impinged on the individual’s economic well-being — for example,
when hikes in highway tolls, clectricity rates and telephone charges, or
{cterioration of the i i i occurred - that some
measure of concern and intervention was evident among these middle
and business classes. Otherwise, measures to combar political scandals,
corruption, human rights abuses, media controls, ctc. did not clicit
sustained popular support.

It is this twist in the discourse of the individual in late modernity in
Malaysia, principally associated with developmentalism and mass con-
sumerism, that explains political developments in the 1990s: support
for the Barisan Nasional, withdrawal from controversial and cthnically
sensitive issues, and the privatization of freedom.

CONCLUSION
This chaprer focused on politics in Malaysia prior to 1997 and traced
its evolution from a discourse of ethnicism to a discourse of develop-
mentalism. Economic and cultural liberalization occurred and political
stability was maintained throughout this period. However, contrary to
reemergent . modernization  theorists  like Fukuyama, economic
development and market reforms, and the consolidation of the busi-
ness and middle classes in Malaysia (and in Southeast Asia morc gener-
ally), did not lead to political liberalization immediately. Asian leaders
like Mahathir Mohamad and Lee Kuan Yew, and a sccond school of
scholars, in a re-hash of nco-modernization theorics, argued that
cultural factors had an important bearing on political development,
that modernity and tradition as in orthodox modernization theories
were misplaced polarities, and that the scemingly illiberal political
systems in Asia had been inaccurately classified as ‘undemocratic’.
They merited reclassification as *Asian variants® of democracy: variants
which are in line with traditional *Asian values” anchored around the
family, placing the community's interests and the common good above
that of the individual’s, sceking consensual and eschewing competitive

| politics, and displaying respect rather than disrespect of authority.

The former group of re-cmergent modernization theorists was too
cconomistic. However, 1 do not agree with the premium placed on
‘traditional Asian values’ by the second group of scholars. The last part
of this chapter highlighted the everyday realitics of becoming and
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being an individual in Malaysia. It was principally because the dis-
course of the individual had caught up with fast-growing Malaysia that
all this rhetoric of Asian cultural essentialism became necessary. In fact
“Asian values’ was a response on the part of the ruling elite to legiti-
mize their authori develop | states and downplay d d:
for liberal democracy. Theories suggesting that the strong post-colonial
state imposes severe structural limits over civil society offer an im-
portant antidote to both re-emergent modernization theorics as well
as the nco-modernization ones. Over these structural arguments 1
have added a cultural gloss, reminding us of the human agency always
involved, though not always turning out the way we want it. Malay-
sians, especially the middle and business classes, which became enamoured
with developmentalism, privatized their freedom and got the govern-
ment they desired. Ethnicism (though not cthnic identity) 1s on the
wane. But the new dominant discourse of developmentalism will con
tinue to impose limits on the emerging counter-discourse of democracy.




NATIONALISM, CAPITALISM
AND ‘ASIAN VALUES’

Khoo Boo Teik
In recent years, the ruling clites in some Asian states appeared to be
striving for a regional consensus on what ‘democracy” should mean in
Asia. In political terms the elites and their intellectual supporters spurncd
“Western liberal democracy” as a form of government worthy of emulation
outside of the *‘West”, In idcological terms, they P d a prefi ¢
for systems of government underpinned by moral values, social norms
and cultural attitudes said to be derived from Asian philosophical tradi-
uons and historical experiences. Thus, many Asian politicians, ideologues
and their intellectual supporters were wont to speak of raditional com-
monalitics and shared attitudes presumed to reside in diverse *Asian’ moral
and religious systems, ranging, for example, from Confucianism to Islam.

The search for, or the promotion of, *Asian values” in contradistinc-
ton to *Western values’ (and their implications for politics, g
and socio-cconomic development of Asian countries ), was conducted
11 vanious ways. In Southeast Asia, for example, politicians such as
Mahathir Mohamad of Malaysia and Lee Kuan Yew of Singapore took
the lead in differentiating between *Asian’ and “Western® culture and
values, criticizing the weaknesses of *Western liberal democracy’, and
arguing its basic incompatibility with Asian culture and society
I Mahathir and Ishihara 1995: 71-86, Zakaria 1994).

In parallel, certain Southeast Asian state apparatuscs, ‘think-tanks’,
universities and the mass media proferred their own formulations re-
garding Asian values and democracy. For example, the Committee for
4 New Asia, an ad hoe group sponsored principally by the Institute of

51
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Strategic and International Studics (Malaysia), cautioned that “if a
democracy that is resilient and durable is to take strong and permanent
root in Asian societies, it must be deeply embedded in Asian values and
mores and embrace institutions and processes special to specific cul-
tures’ (Committee for a New Asia 1994: 35). The former director of
the Institute of Southeast Studics, Singapore, considered it feasible to
‘extrapolate certain characteristics common to all [Asian] countries’
which made it ‘possible to speak of a new variant of democracy, namely
Asian democracy” (Chan 1993: 21).

The proponents of *Asian values’ as applied to politi
framed those values in political discourse and academic debates. But a
summary, though not exhaustive, list of their *Asian values’ would
include a supposedly and distinctively *Asian’

5 variously

* predisposition towards strong and stable leadership rather than pol-
itical pluralism;

* respect for social harmony and an inclination towards consensus as
opposed to a tendency towards dissent or confrontation;

* acceptance of broad and penctrating state and burcaucratic inter-
vention in social and economic aftairs;

* concern with socio-economic well-being instead of civil liberties
and human rights; and

* preference for the welfare and collective good of the community

over individual rights.!

It was debatable just how immanently, uniquely or immutably *Asian’
cach of these values (or their totality) was, as some opponents of *Asian
values” have countered (Ichivo 1995; Kim 1994; Lummis 1995; Ton-
nesson 1996). But if philosophical or academic disagreement over the
supposed Asian-ness of those values was all there was to the debates
over *Asian values’, it was difficult 10 comprehend the intensity of those

Iy d with cc S ranging

debates which were i ently
from trade disputes to the admittance of Myanmar into ASEAN. Many
domestic and foreign critics of repressive Asian regimes had contended
that *Asian values’, so formulated by ruling clites, were little more than
an ideological construct used to legitimate authoritarian rule, especially
by tarring domestic critics as disloyal followers who were purveyors of
*‘Western values™. Although true, this argument could not adequately

L. This *core” of Asian values has been stated difterently clsewhere, depend
ing on whether social or political dimensions are stressed. See, for ex
ample, Robison (1996: 310-311),
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grapple with the rejection of *“Western® values (. and, in particular, ‘West-
ern’ conceptions of democracy and human rights), that gained a wide
currency in many Asian socictics, as roughly indicated, for instance, by
Asian reactions to Hong Kong’s return 1o China, or Malaysia’s call for a
review of the United Nations Universal Declaration on Human Rights.
At least four concerns prompted the Asian ruling clites to propagate
*Asian values’, and perhaps an *Asian democracy” in the early 1990s,
namely,
the need to respond to the various, so-called ‘pro-democracy’ up-
risings against authoritarian or military rule in the Philippincs, South
Korea, Taiwan, Thailand, China and Myanmar;
the need to respond to Western state and non-state criticisms of the
Asian states’ human rights records — criticisms which had been
raised or been intensified since the collapse of communism in the
USSR and Eastern Europe;
the tendency to contrast the so-called *East Asian cconomic miracle’
with the so-called *cconomic decline of the West” in terms of uniquely
*Asian’ qualities and strengths; and
the concern that the economic success of East Asia, if accompanicd by
asurge of ‘Western liberalism, individualism, v clfarism, and hedon-
ism’, would force Asian socicties to yicld to the social malaise and
breakdown supposedly prevailing in several Western countrics.
That such a stark division of sclected geographical components of the
world can enjoy a widening creden: among *Asia’s intelligentsia® (and, it
might as well be said here, *Western intelligentsia’, too) may be partly
explained by global political and cconomic trends which seemingly
pitted East Asia against the West in a number of ways (whether or not
they conform closely to realitics), chicfly:
*  East Asian late industrialization versus Western de-industrialization;
ising Asian competitiveness versus nising Western protectionism;
* Asian cconomic prosperity versus the dismantling of Western social
democra
the vulnerability of Asian states vis-a-vis the pronounced Western
political and military dominance in a ‘unipolar’ post-Cold War world:
and
the relatively unintegrated character of East Asian cconomies versus
the formal economic regionalization of “urope (via the European
Union) and the Americas (via the North American Free Trade Arca).
There is by now an extensive academic literature on the ‘Asian values’
debate (Ghai 1998; Harper 1997; Jayasuriya 1997; Khoo 1999; Robison
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1996a). Instead of joining the debate from the perspective of under-
standing ‘Asian values’, cast broadly or comparatively, this chapter
secks to comprehend what *Asian values’ and ‘Asian democracy’ might
mean in the specific case of Mahathir Mohamad’s involvement in the
controversy. It outlines the trajectory of Mahathir’s ideological cvo-
lution to show that his usage of *Asian values’ and ‘Asian democracy’
s relatively recent, although he had long demonstrated a deep
concern with *values” and *value systems’, and their role in social and
cconomic change. In so doing, this chapter hopes to provide some
national flesh to the regional skeleton of *Asian values” or *Asian
democracy’, and thereby facilitate further comparisons or contrasts
with *Asian values® as they have been constructed and contested in
other East Asian settings.?

THE CENTRALITY OF VALUES IN MAHATHIR’S WORLDVIEW
In his long political carcer, which spans half a century, Datuk Seri Dr
Mahathir Mohamad, Malaysia’s prime minister since July 1981, has
consistently expressed a firm conviction that the fortunes and fates of
entire races and nations in history were centrally determined by their
*values® and *value systems®. For him, civilizations and nations which
‘grew rapidly and achieved greatness’ at different imes were able to do
so precisely because ‘they had certain set(s] of values which contributed
towards [their] achicvement’ (Ahmad 1993: 7). Conversely, when
empires and nations abandoned the values which previously ennobled
them, they declined or were swept away by others which were equip-
ped with superior value systems

Mahathir typically employed the term ‘values' in an embracing
manner, to include individual, communal, social, ethnic and cultural (not
to say national) values, norms, mores, attitudes, attributes, traits,
qualities, beliefs, ethics and even customs. It would be irrelevant here to
argue the lexical laxity of such a usage since Mahathir - in his various
personac as an idcologue, a politician, national leader and an inter-
national spokesman - has never evinced an academic interest in such
terms, Suffice it, theretore, to note that Mahathir has demonstrated an
old and sustained preoceupation with values and value systems, and,
more precisely, their replacement, transtormation, absorption, subversion

"~

An excellent treatment of the Singaporean experiment in fostering
*shared values® prior to the *rise of Asian values' is given in Chua (1995:
28-37. 146-167).
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and perversion of *values’ and *value systems’ within any community,
socicty, nation or people, with laudable or undesirable consequences.

The centrality of values and value systems in Mahathir’s worldview
is evident in all his writings. Alrcady as a University of Malaya medical
student writing occasional articles under the pscudonym of C.H.E.
Det for the Sunday Times between 1948 and 1950, Mahathir could be
tound expressing strong views on Malay values which he thought were
pertinent to the social and political issues of the day, such as the Malay
language, higher education, and the position of women in Malay
society (Khoo 1995: 81-88). Much of The Malay Dilemma (Mahathir
1970), which remains the book for which Mabhathir is best known,
may be read as a manifesto for changing Malay values, attitudes and
customs which, in his opinion, explained a large part of the economic
backwardness of the Malays vis-a-vis the Chinese community in inde-
pendent Malaysia. Even his Guide for Small Businesomen (Mahathir
1985) originally published in Malay in 1973, contained many maxims
based on certain values and attitudes which he urged upon Malays
wishing to make a modest start in the world of business, In his collection
of essays, The Challenge (Mahathir 1986; first published in Malay in
1976), Mahathir repeatedly criticized the Malays for clinging to,
imbibing, or practising all kinds of “wrong’ values, chicfly under Western
cultural influence but also under the impact of ‘deviant’ Islamic
groupings.

Likewise, when Mahathir became prime minister, he launched several
policies and campaigns - ‘Look East’, bersih, cckap dan amanah (*clean,
ctficient and trustworthy’), kepimpinan melalui teladan (‘leadership
by example’), and penyerapan nilai-nilai Islam (‘the assimilation of
Islamic values®) - which collectively constituted an attempt to reform
and reorientate the values, attitudes and outlook of not only Malaysians
in general and the Malays in particular, bur also the politicians from
the ruling coalition, bureaucrats and businessmen.

Mahathir, 100, has been known to argue at international forums
that the peoples of the developing countries could haul themselves out
of underdevelopment into progress and prosperity if they practised
“good” values. In his evaluation of the world which he had held for
over a decade (before the East Asian crisis of July 1997), the so-called
*East Asian miracle” was achieved because of superior ‘Eastern work
cthic’. Simultancously, Mahathir held that the Western cconomies had
lost their competitiveness mainly because the values of their people
had changed, for the worse. According to Mahathir’s peculiar reading
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of world history, nations were compelled to pass through a *cycle of
feebl progressivenes-feebl * (Mahathir 1986: 3). Over the
course of world history, for example, *East” and *West” confronted cach
other on the terrain of values, as it were, with the changing balance of
power between them decided ultimately by the superiority of one *value
system” over another. Tn Mahathir’s more recent anticipation of the next
millennium, socicties and peoples must fortify themselves with proper
values if they are not to collapse before the borderless spread of unlimited
and uncensored ‘information’, carrying with it all kinds of *bad’ values.

If one were to summarize the values that were important to
Mahathir, or which suited his political purposes, they would include:
an observance of orderliness and responsibility; a capacity for effort,
industry and diligence; a habit of thrift; a striving for knowledge and
achievement; a commitment to discipline and self-reliance; an ability
to persevere under hardship and to adapt in the face of challenges; and
a sense of spiritual picty. At the level of individuals, such values could
collectively be regarded as the moral cquipment that facilitated high
atainment. At the same time, such values were, for Mahathir, the social
for genuine cce ¢ advancement which comprised the
' or nation

F |
only sure sateguard of a respectable position for a community
relative to other communities and nations.

In contrast, Mahathir most abhorred any disinclination to work, an
inditference to learning, a tendency to squander, a lack of adaptability, a
proclivity towards permissiveness, and an attitude of dependence - all
failings which rendered individuals helpless and made their communitics
vulnerable to the depredations of others

THE AMBIVALENCE OF DEMOCRACY
Mahathir, however, held much more ambivalent positions on *dem-
ocracy” in the course of his political carcer. Long before it was fashion-
able for the mainstream ‘international press’ to hallow the dissent in
the “East” of the late 1980s with the term *pro-democracy”, Mahathir
had concluded that the spectre which haunted newly independent
countrics was ‘democracy”. Particularly during the 1960s, from his
vantage point as a politician of the ruling party in a newly independent
country, he viewed *democracy” as a *Western® form of government,
installed by the Western powers as they departed their colonies. In-
deed, Mahathir contended 20 years ago that *the most effective pres-
surc inflicted by the West on the East’ came in the form of *democratic
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governments’ which the West compelled their former colonies to
accept as a condition of independence® (Mahathir 1986: 52-53).

Partly for that reason Mahathir resented the imposition of the
‘complexity of a democratic government® upon formerly colonized
people who were *not skilled in or knowledgeable about democratic
administration’ (Mahathir 1986: 52-53), and who had had no ex-
perience of the forms of popular government, political institutions and
electoral practices associated with democracy. Most recently, he made
the same point, with its accompanying note of Western colonial con-
spiracy, when commenting on ‘Britain’s push for more democracy in
Hong Kong before it returns the territory to China’:

[ think it is the height of hypocrisy. For more than one hun-
dred years, the British never thought of ruling Hong Kong as
a democracy. Now, just before it has to hand Hong Kong back
to China, it suddenly decides there must be democracy, and
that it is going to defend democracy to the last drop of the
Hong Kong people’s blood ( Asiaweck, 9 May 1997).

However, Mahathir was also not enamoured with democracy partly

because it made for difficult government, since an clected government
was forced to operate as much on popularity as cfficiency.3 For him,
the experiences of many newly independent countries tragically con-
firmed that it was all too casy for an elected government to become
unpopular because it became inefficient. Mahathir maintained that in a
democracy, among other things, ‘pressure groups’ and ‘systems of
lobbies’ made heavy demands on the government, while domestic and
foreign criticisms undermined its authority. Consequently many demo-
cratically clected governments in those countrics became authori-
tarian. But even if an authoritarian government were overthrown,
there was little cause for rejoicing since it was likely to be replaced bya
government that was neither less authoritarian nor more efficient. If
anything, the overthrow of the previous authoritarian government
would mercly end in *anarchy’ (a condition as often exaggerated as
abhorred by Mahathir), as Mahathir observed of the political turmoil
—
In a restatement of this point, Mahathir wrote: *Democracy is not the
casiest way to govern a country. More often than not it fails 1o bring
about stability, much less prospenity. [tis disruptive because it tends to
encourage sudden changes in policies and directions with cach change
in government” (Mahathir 1995: 9).
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on and Eastern Europe after the collapse of

in the former Soviet U
communism:

1t's not casy suddenly to swirch from an autocratic govern-
ment to a democratic government .. Look at what's happened
in Albania. That's democracy gone crazy: We tell the people
that you can demonstrate in the streets and you can bring
down the government. So they demonstrated, brought down
the government, and now what do they have? Anarchy.
(Asaweek, 9 May 1997).4

In the interest of political stability and cfficiency of governance,
therefore, Mahathir was not opposed in principle to ‘some form of
authoritarian rule’ (Mahathir 1986: 3) even if ‘the modern world is
aganst autovracy” because he rationalized that majority rule under
democracy left the electorate vulnerable to manipulation by *oppor-
tunists, rogues and foreigners ... [and] frequently unscrupulous and
ambinous politicians who may or may not be in league with various
wdeologies or agencies” (Mahathir 1986a). In Malaysia's experience, for
cxample, Mahathir proclaimed in the aftermath of the inter-cthnic
violence of 13 May 1969, that ‘there is not going to be a democracy in
Malaysia; there never was and there never will be' (Reece 1969).
Certainly Mahathir did not balk at using authontarian means to restore
his control over mass dissension at a critical moment in October 1987,
when a narrowly defeated challenge to his position and widespread
disatfection with his admini became gled in ap ally
violent inter-cthnic quarrel. Then, in 1987, he professed to lament the
irresponsiblity of *misfits’ who had abused his *liberalism®, not unlike
how, atter 13 May 1969, he spoke of the immaturity of the people” as
an obstacle to the full practice of democracy.

Such pronouncements by Mahathir reatfirmed rather than pioneered
an ideological tradition, - an clite discourse on Malaysian demoxracy,
30 to speak - which justified constrictions of the parameters of demo-
crte practice in Malaysia on two principal grounds - of containing
cthnic chauvinism and of combating communism. Espedially during
the 1970s, when the New Economic Policy (NEP) favouring the
Malay was impl d, varous legislauve and admin-

-

When Gorbachey was toppled m 1991, Mahathir sud, “To a certain
extent, thev [the Western powers| are 1o be blamed because they were
intent 0n demoxracy rather than helping the Soviet Union get the bencfit
of a froe market svstem” ( e Near, 21 August 1991
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istrative controls over non-Malay criticisms and protests against the
NEP were justified on grounds of containing cthnic chauvinism. The
best known of those controls was the Sedition Act, passed in 1972,
which made it an offence (even for elected representatives in parliament)
1o question constitutional provisions related to the position of the
Malay rulers, the special privileges accorded to the Malay community,
the rights of non-Malay citizens, and the adoption of the Malay
language as the sole official language of the country. On the other
hand, the Internal Sccurity Act (ISA), which sanctioned detention
without trial for indefinite periods, was ini ally defended as a pro-
phylactic weapon against supporters of the insurgency led by the
Communist Party of Malaya, which began in 1948, was largely
defeated in the 1950, lingered between the 1960s and 1970s, and was
tormally ended in 1989. But the use of the ISA by every administration
throughout the first three decades of Malaysian independence soon
targeted a widening range of non-communist opponents of the state,
including peasant, labour and student leaders, academicians and
educationists, social activists, and dissident Islamic groupings, as well
as suspected criminals whom the state could not successfully prosecute
for want of sufficient evidence.

IN DEFENCE OF ‘MALAYSIAN DEMOCRACY’
Ideologically, Mahathir's heavily qualificd pronouncements on the
suitability or practicability of democracy for Malaysia, or for other
newly independent, developing, or formerly autocratically ruled coun-
tries, implicitly carried a defensive and apologetic tone. It was as if
democracy was still to be preferred but had to be deferred until the
people were mature, the clectorate was not illiterate, and the govern-
ment could function efficiently. Judging by his more recent speeches,
interviews and his latest publication, ¢ Malaysian System of Govern-
ment, Mahathir no longer retains any vestige of apology when dis-
cussing ‘our unique system of government’ (Mahathir 1995). The
curbs and dilutions which have been forced upon the constitutional
guarantees of the freedoms of speech, assembly and association have
been imposed because ‘we choose to place the rights of the people
above those of the individual’ (Mahathir 1995: 45 ¥

More than that, Mahathir now claims that. except for the peculiarity
in the treatment of racial problems’, the system of government in
Malaysia is *as democratic as can be”, albeit it is not a slavish copy of
the kind of liberal democracy that has developed in the West in recent
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vears ... [which] worships individual and personal frecdom as a fetish®
(Mahathir 1995: 43). Mahathir’s statement that the Malaysian polit-
ical system is ‘as democratic as can be’ is at odds with the record of
successive Malaysian gov which have progressively circum-
scribed the constitutional provisions, democratic forms and clectoral
practices that have characterized formal political contestation since
1957. Yet, it may be instructive not to dismiss the statement as just
one of those defiant if not outlandish claims which Mahathir is fond of
making when irked by domestic and foreign criticisms. A critical analy-
sis of the reasons behind Mahathir’s claim might shed light on the
quality of democracy which he envisages for Malaysia, and perhaps for
other Asian socictics, too.

First, Mahathir defends the Malaysian political system as a demo-
cracy because the system abides by conventional tenets of democratic
rule (Mahathir 1995: 22-25), namely,

1. direct representation of the people;

- majority rule through a government of clected representatives;
penodic elections contested by a multitude of political parties, allow-
g for the replacement of individual representatives or a change in
government;

4. scpanation between the exccutive, legislative and judicial branches
of government conferring institutional checks and balances upon
one another; and
responsivencss of the elected rep ives and the g nt
to public opinion.
Observers of Malaysian politics would accept that the Malaysian polit
ical system has by and large adhered to the above tenets. Critics of the
decline in Malaysian democracy should, however, be able to show that
the system is flawed in practice. For instance, *direct representation’
and ‘majority rule’ have been progressively subverted by an cthnic
form of gerrvmandering that ensurcs a disproportionately high repre-
sentation of the Malay clectorate which is distributed over relatively
sparscly populated rural consti and a severe underrep

of non-Malay and especially Chinese voters, who are resident in very

densely populated urban constituencies. The opposition partics have

detinitely defeated the ruling coalition candidates before, and some-
times significantly enough to capture the government in a few states.

But it is a truism in Malaysian politics that the Barisan Nasional enjoys

enormous advantages n every election while the opposition parties

labour under severe handicaps. The *separation of powers’, too, may

w1
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not mean much in practice given the executive’s historical domination
of parliament, as Mahathir himself angrily observed in 1970 while he was
out of parli (Mahathir 1970). Twenty-cight years later Prime
Minister Mahathir’s assault on the judiciary Icft the latter’s independence
in tatters when the lord president and two other Supreme Court judges
were impeached and dismissed under highly controversial circumstances
(Lee 1995; Rais 1995).

Sccond, Mahathir extols the Malaysian system not only for its cffi-
cacy in managing the multi-cthnic character of Malaysian society, but,
more pertinently, for ding rep ion in goy and a
share of political power to ethnic minorities in the country. This, he
argues, has been achieved by the power-sharing arrangements of the
Barisan Nasional, the ruling coalition. The Barisan Nasional's dominant
(Malay) party, UMNO (United Malays National Organization), has
vielded several Malay-majority constituencies to some of its coalition
partners, such as the MIC (Malaysian Indian Congress), which would
otherwise stand little chance of nning clections since no electoral
constituency shows a majority of ethnic Indian voters. In exchange,
UMNO receives the critical support of cthnic minority voters in Malay-
majority constituencies where the challenge by other Malay partics
(chiefly, PAS, or the Parti Islam SeMalaysia) may split the Malay vore.

That candidates of onc cthnic origin can win elections in constitu-
encies having a majority of voters of another ethnic origin (without the
Barisan Nasional’s trade in ethnic votes) - as the Scenivasagam brothers
(of Sri Lankan Tamil descent) showed, for example, when they led
their People’s Progressive Party to famous victorics in Chinese-majority
constituencies in the 1960s — scarcely bothers Mahathir. That ‘of course
this [Barisan Nasional] arrangement is blatantly racial® also hardly
troubles him, for ‘the reality is that the average Malaysian still cannot
overcome his race loyalties and fears not being represented in Parliament,
and, more importantly, in the Government” and ‘the coalition arrange-
ment has enabled all the major races to be [accommodated] in every
Alliance /National Front Government” (Mahathir 1995: 34-35).

Third, Mahathir defends Malaysia’s record on other issues related to
democratic practice - individual fre dom, civil liberties and human rights
= not by recourse to the subtleties of political philosophy, but by a
‘pragmatic’ splicing of two ical strands of ar a
rejection of *absolute personal freedom” and an affirmation of the obli-
gations of elected government.

Freedom, libertics and rights, in Mahathir’s view, can only be exer-
cised or enjoyed if restrained by a sense of personal responsibility, an
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dividual deference to | iderati and a respect for
stability, law and order. The curbs on individual freedom and liberties
were ‘checks and balances ... maintained as between individual rights
and public good” with ‘the government of the moment determin[ing]
what constitutes public good® (Mahathir 1995: 47). Thus, ‘while a
citizen is free ... the society must have the right to object to individuals
who offend the sensitivitics of the society’ (Mahathir 1995: 92). The
freedom of speech was protected but its exercise could not manifest in
an gulated and irresponsible press beholden only to *media tycoons
... who want to control the media worldwide® (Mahathir 1995: 95), or
‘the editor and sub-editors, or the reporters or sometimes the big ad-
vertisers, havling] their own political views and agenda’ (Mahathir
1995: 94). It was the function of the press to report, to inform, even
to criticize, but it was essential to realize that the ‘democratic principle
about the need to know’, *the need for transparency” and the *right to
information” could just as well be the ‘invention of those who want to
make money from the information industry’ (Mahathir 1993). The
freedoms of association and assembly were respected, but they could
not extend to racial provocations, incitements to violence, the use of
the industrial strike *as a political weapon, quite unconnected with the
rights and welfare of workers in order to gain power’ (Mahathir 1995:
61), or moves ‘especially by forcigners and other non-governmental
organizations’ to ‘agitate and threaten the Government with censure’
(Mahathir 1995: 93).

Almost the only legitimate form of censure Mahathir finds accept-
able for an clected government is its eventual replacement through
defeat in a subsequent election. That is ‘the most important feature of
a democracy’, almost the definition of democracy itself - that it is a
‘means to choose a Government’ (Mahathir 1995: 10) so that “if [the
people] prefer another government, they are welcome to it’ (Mahathir
1995: 47). But Mahathir, who is surcly not onc of those *dichard
democrats [who] will not be happy if an election does not bring about
a change in Government’, stresses that if the electorate chooses to
retain the government - *eight times consccutively’, in Malaysia’s c.
- ‘it is their democratic right to do so’ (Mahathir 1995: 10). Until a
majority of voters actually vote out the incumbent government, the
inority, the opposition, the critics, and even those who ‘support ...
the economic policy but not the moral values of the Government ...
have, colloquially, to lump it’ (Mahathir 1995: 47).

Mcanwhile, ‘the Government® governs! From such a perspective
there was nothing evidently undemocratic about the functioning of
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the government in manifold ways, or its intervention in many fields.
Economically, for example, there was every reason 1o be cheered by
the prospect of a ‘less-than-liberal democracy” headed by an enduring,
stable government which alone can provide the “political stability, long-
range vision, and consistency” required for successful development.5 Or,
cven if ‘it may scem old fashioned for the Government to be the
guardian of the people’s morality ... an elected Government is more
representative of the people’s viewpoint than the intellectually progres-
sive liberals [who| really represent only themselves® when they imagine
that “the people know what is good for them® (Mahathir 1995: 93).
For that matter, there was nothing necessarily anti-democratic about
the ISA since

this government has gone to numerous clections where the

ISA was an issue and the people voted for this government

with a big majority which means that the people as a whole

approve of the ISA ... [therefore] if democracy means

majority opinion, then the majority supports the ISA, simply

because the majority wants a stable and orderly society

(Ahmad 1993: 21).
Such reasoning casily extended to most situations. By virtue of its
being elected, the government held sway over all other non-repre-
sentative institutions, including the judiciary, if this institution of un-
clected judges should pretend to a co-cqual status with the executive
and the legislature. In response to a judicial decision which went against
the exccutive three months before the Malaysian judicial crisis of mid-
1988, Mahathir insisted that ‘judges must apply the laws made by
Parliament and not make their own laws’ (Suhaimi 1988b). He
rejected any attempt by the judiciary to claim a constitutional right to
an - unrestricted judicial review of exccutive conduct. Afier various
opponents of the government had resorted to a wave of court actions
with varying degrees of success between 1986 and 1987, Mahathir
warned that ‘since anyone can sue the government, the government
can no longer decide anything with certainty. Every decision can be
= aTe

Thus Mahathir obscrved that, *China and Vietnam look set to achieve
considerable growth thanks 1o the combination of a less-than-liberal
democracy and the government's role in the economs. It would be tragic
if, in their fervour to prosclytize, the advocates of Western-style demo-
cracy inflicted political and economic disaster upon these converts.
Democracy and a free market are not curc-alls’ (Mahathir and Ishihara
1995: 84).
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challenged and perhaps overruled. Thus the government is no longer
the executive. Others have taken over that function’ (Suhaimi 1988a).
Presently, and plainly, Mahathir maintains that

Judicial review cannot be unlimited. Ifitis, then again it will

not be the elected representatives who will govern, but the

Judiciary. Since the Judiciary is not chosen by the people,

then Government by the Judiciary will negate the democratic

concept of Government by the People (Mahathir 1995: 23).6
The government was cven less bound to heed the opinions of un-
clected groupings, non-governmental organizations, for example,
should they assert a democratic right to monitor the conduct of
government. In principle, such a majoritarian justification of the practi-
cally unlimited powers of elected government preempted any non-
clectoral demand for exccutive accountability, as witness: *These people
have political moves but they cannot form political parties and so they
hide behind their organizations® (The Star, 8 Feb. 1986). In practice, in
the mid-1980s, the Mahathir government adamantly refused to accede
to popular demands for public enquiries into a spate of financial
scandals involving figures close to the ruling coalition and the administra-
tion. As recently as December 1996, Mahathir went as far as to sanction
the unlawtul wrecking, by the youth wings of his ruling coalition, of
the Second Asia-Pacific Conference on East Timor, held in Kuala Lum-
pur, on grounds that the organizers had persisted in holding the inter-
national conference against the deasion of the cabinet (Khoo 1997).

Mahathir’s majoritanan defence of clected government, with its

almost reverential attitude towards ‘good” government, implicitly
suggests 3 populist approach to democracy that carries with it a pro-
toundly clitist notion of what “leadership® ought to be. Long an ad-
mirer of strong leaders, especially those who had successfully moder-
nized their societies at some point in history -~ Peter the Great of
Russia, or Japan's Meyji Emperor, for instance - Mahathir believed that
genuine leaders should be possessed of “initiatives and ideas that are
not common’; anyone could pertorm the ceremonial functions of a
prime minster, he liked to pont out, but true leadership was the “ability
to provide guidance ... something superior to what your people can do
by themselves’ (Rehman 1986).

©. For a entique of Mahathir's views on the judiciary, especially with refer-
ence to the cnss of the Malaysian judicary in 1988, sce Hickling and
Wishart 1988-89: 47-7
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This point was critical, since Mahathir thought that ‘left to them-
selves”, the people were *more likely to subvert their own future than
promorte their well-being® (Mahathir 1985: 152). Hence, the leaders
of developing countrics, for example, must be prepared and must be
able to ‘influence the selection of systems and values of the people’
(Rehman 1986). If one of the conventional assumptions of popular,
democratic rule was that ‘true leadership consists of being the
embodiment of the hopes, dreams and aspirations of your people’, as it
was once suggested to him, Mahathir did not quite share it: *Well, lots
of people think they are such an embodiment; 1 don't really know
whether my aspirations are the same’ (Rehman 1986).

In the end, Mahathi w of democratic participation in the social
and political life of a socicty offers nothing broader than the severcly
truncated interpretation thar the people must passively be confined 1o
3 periodic choice of who shall rule over them. It was more than
sufficient that elected governments and chosen leaders would always
know how the people feel, what they needed, and what was required
ot them. In short, Mahathir tacitly assumes of democratic government
that the obverse of the passivity of the people (in between elections)
would be the creative activity of their leaders. Indeed, such an attitude
towards democratic participation would find it inapposite to inquire if
“leaving governance to the government” may not tantamount to giving
licence to an clected government to behave in undemocratic ways.

THE REJECTION OF WESTERN LIBERAL DEMOCRACY

I the constraints on individual and basic freedoms that have been
discussed did not conform to the ideals of Western liberal democracy,
or meet the standards by which the *West’ evaluated non-Western
systems of government, Mahathir was not perturbed. *Malaysian
democracy”, he insists, ‘is not a liberal democracy” and “not bound to
Aceept every new interpretation of democracy in the West® (Mahathir
1995: 46), where *‘democratic fanatics’ have pushed *devotion 1o a
pedantic notion of democracy” to include ‘the protection of neo-fascists,
or the empowering of a vocal minority of political activists over the
silent majority of ordinary citizens’ (Mahathir and Ishihara 1995: 83).
Whereas Western critics often decried the tendency of non-Western
governments to be dominated by a single party over long periods of
virtuall unchallenged rule, Mahathir saw little virtue in the Western-
style “two-party system’

The “two-party” system, for him, was likely to produce a govern-
ment with a slim majority that *cannot be strong and decisive” and that
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was always threatened with the ‘defection’ of some of its representa-
tives (Mahathir 1995: 26). Besides, ‘a two-party system denies the rights
of the people whose opinions and interests ditfer from the two partics
concerned” (Mahathir 1995: 26). Nor could *proportional democratic
clections” work effectively since their result would probably be *‘weak
minority or coalition governments® (Mahathir 1995: 27) which could
only ‘exist in fear of the “liberated™ public and public institutions
(Mahathir 1995: 89). Such governments ‘become hamstrung and arc
quite unable to enforce any law’, more so as court judgments, once
*above criticism’, arc *under attack now” with ‘retrials and reversal of
judgments ... getting more frequent’ (Mahathir 1995: 89-90). And
50, ‘we come to the present state of affairs in the West which amounts
almost to anarchy” (Mahathir 1995: 89).

Hence, Mahathir finds it incredulous that ‘everyone must be demo-
cratic, but only according to the Western concept of democracy” or
that *‘no one can violate human rights, again according to [West-
crners’] self-righteous interpretation of human rights’ just because
‘Westerners cannot scem to understand diversity, or that cven in their
own civilization values differed over time” (Mahathir and Ishihara
75). Over time, and over many issues, Mahathir has repeatedly
ked the hypocrisy, double standards, self-serving or self: aggrand-
ing character, racial prejudice, and the power dimensions of the
criticisms of non-Western societies that originated from the govern-
ments, human nghts activists, trade unionists, mass media, international
agencies and non-governmental organizations located in the West.”

By now, Mahathir belicves that Western liberal democracy is not
worth emulating. One can only learn caution - and prevention - from
the symptoms of the discased political system which it has spawned:

7. In response, the mainstream international press tends to depict Mahathir
as being xenophobic without answering his charges in any principled
manner. I have argued clsewhere that Mahathir views the *West” in
monolithic terms (Khoo 1995). But, and with duc respect to many self-
less and honest *Western” ritics of Western states - who have carried out
excellent and courageous work in supporting many causes in the *East’
= it should not be presumed that Mahathir’s *Occidentalise® lens, as it
were, can see no ‘truth’ at all about the West. While Noam Chomsky’s
unparalicled work would be the single best antidote to both *Oncentalist’
and *Ocadentalist® views of *East-West® relations, here it might be
uscful 10 note that “it is wise to doubr the sincenty of the Western
propaganda machinery for human rights’ (Janhunen 1997)
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chronic instability (because of frequent changes of government), paralysis
(of administrations bereft of genuine majority support), infirmity (of
governments confronted by the power of the mass media, lobbies and
pressurc groups), virtual anarchy (arising from untrammeled individual-
ism), and helplessness (of communities faced with the collapse of law

fc ). Tt is ling of Mahathir’s ¢ pt for Western
liberal democracy that 1 half jokingly said that in their more exuberant
moments there are many Asian leaders who think they can solve the
problems of Serbian atrocities in Bosnia, the problems of the Basques,
of Northern Ircland, and the income incqualities between northern
and southern Italy’ (Mahathir 1996).

By now, it is not surprising to discover that according to Mahathir,
the crux of the matter lay in the post-war ‘transformation of values’ or
‘perversion of values® that has resulted in the collapse of the values
which had brought the West success in the past.8 In the now enfeebled
West, in place of the observance of good old values, such as ‘order-
liness, discipline and firm social i ’, the “priority, d
and adulation ... given to “basic rights™ sanctioned all kinds of objec-
tionable social behaviour. Workers had turned the right to strike into a
‘weapon used to oppress others’, students engaged in unruly demon-
strations ‘whether or not the demonstrations are allowed by the laws
of the country’, women and homosexuals broke free of social and
moral bonds, while, generally, “too great a concern for minori y rights
in a democracy encouraged ‘the deviant behaviour of a minority ...
gradually [to] grow in numbers’ until permissiveness was rife and
could not be controlled by law, government or community.

Mahathir’s chronology was inexact. And, out of sympathy with the
position of African-Americans in the USA, he always took care not to
mention the civil rights movement of the 1960s in the same breath as
the women’s liberation and student anti-Vietnam War movements of
the 1960s in the USA and Western Europe, which he deplored. But
whereas others - and surely not necessarily ‘liberals’ - might have seen
those movements as decpening the meaning of democratic participation
(or engendering empowerment, to use a currently popular term),
Mahathir could only see rebelliousness, licentiousness and anarchy.

Mahathir first publicized these observations about 20 years ago as a
specific warning to the Malays to stop imitating the attitudes and

8 This analysis of Mahathir's views of Western values has been drawn from
Khoo (1995: 42—47), which gives the full citations of the quotes, all from
Mahathir 1986, used in this paragraph.
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values of a West in decline. Since then his pronouncements on the
social decay, moral decadence, cconomic enfeeblement and political
disorder of the *West” have become harsher. One speculates that they
must have been partially fed by exactly the sensational Western media
stories linked to alleged abuses of the welfare system, the breakdown
of the “Western family’, the indiscipline of *Western workers', the
rampant crime in *Western inner cities, and so on.

Those stories would only have confirmed Mahathir’s gravest fears
about Western society.? Or, they might have been nourished on the
propaganda associated with the Reaganite, Thatcherist and other
nght-wing backlashes in USA, UK and parts of Western Europe which
n one way or another spoke of a return to traditional, social or family
values as the Western world’s path to moral regencration and
economic recovery. The propaganda could only have strengthened
Mahathir's belief that the *good values’ he needed must be sourced
trom clsewhere, not from the West.

MAHATHIRISM AND *ASIAN VALUES’

Mahathir’s insstence on the centrality of values in social change and
progress, and his pronouncements on democracy, Malaysian or other
wise, were often simplistic, justificatory or defiant of external criticisms.
By and large, however, they were not a caricature of what existed in
Malayxia 10 They were also not irrelevant to what was impartant in the
polincal and academic discourse on democracy in Southeast Asia. They
addressed such issues as mass participation under democra legiti-
macy, electoral processes, governance, leadership, cvil liberties and,
ulumarely, what political systems could or could not do for economic
success. Leaving aside Malaysia's distinctive multi-ethnic poliucs, these
isues were not fundamentally different trom those that other South
cast Asian states, politicians and intellectuals had had to contend with

The core of Mahathir's ideas on values and democracy had been
significantly shaped by Malaysia's post-colonial history and his personal
expenences as a polincian. Mahathir’s own preference for certain values

9 Yet not just sensational stories, but serious soxial analyses, too, capture
this bewildening picture of the degencration of Western soictics, as sce
the quote trom Lasch (1993 85). given under note 1. below

10 10 his exchange with Lummis (19931 and Ichivo (1993), Chandra
Muzatfar inusted, for example, thar *Malavsa - s the onty Newh Indus-
tnalising Economy (NIE) where 2 legitimate Parkamentary Opposition
hasalwavs been part of the polineal lindscape” (Chandra 1995 24)
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were tinged with a social Darwinist preoccupation with competition
between civilizations and nations. His worldview was very much con-
ditioned by his own multi-faccted identity — he being a Malay in the
plural socicty of Malaysia, a Muslim in a Western-dominated world,
and an Asian in a rising region of the globe. Idcologically, morcover,
Mahathir’s persistent concern with “values predated the comparatively
recent emergence of academic debates and non-academic controversies
over the so-called *Asian values® as an important factor in international
political and cconomic affairs,

For a long time, Mahathir did not refer to the values that he wanted
to promote as *Asian values'. Given his interpretation of history and
and his insistence on the interchangeability of value systems, he did
not consider that *good” and *worthy” values, or *bad’ and *abhorrent”
ones, were innately *Asian’ or *Western’, monopolized for all time by
any one community, nation or people. Mahathir’s views on democracy,
100, were not onginally associated with any Asian variant of democracy.
For a long time he merely measured the difficulties of sustaining
democratic government in practice against the ideals of democracy in
newly independent countries. To that extent Mahathir had not yet
offered any sense of an alternative, non-Western, form of democ Y.

But now Mahathir would no longer accept a Western-style liberal
democracy as the yardstick by which other *democracies’ should be
judged. His recent praise of the Malaysian system of government as
bemg worthy of evaluation on its own merits, as democracics 8O,
showed that he had moved in the direction of defending Asian forms
of *less-than-liberal’ democracies, and shifted towards those who believe
that *Asian democracy” constituted a democratic form of government in
1ts own right. This ideological shift occurred amidst the popularization
of various implicitly ‘pro-Asian” and “anti-Western strands in contem-
porary political and academic discourse.

First, there was an attempt (partly undertaken by the Western aq
demia and intelligentsia), starting in the mid- to late 1970s, to explain
the cconomic success of Japan in terms of a uniquely Japanesc culture
translated into superior or, ional, m ial and cory
practices. With the sut ce of the original ion of
the “East Asian tigers’, the attempt at providing cultural explanations
of economic success was expanded to incorporate a more encom-
passing notion of *Confucianist” or ‘East Asian’ cthics. Second, the
political clite in Singapore had in the 1980s sought to propagate
various paternalistic-authoritarian precepts among its cthnic Chinese
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majority socicty. Those precepts, initially of Confucianist origin, were
later replaced by *shared values’ associated with a less obviously Chinese,
and more broadly ‘East Asian’ communitarianism (Chua 1995).
Third, in the mid-1980s, Mahathir himself, upon becoming the prime
minister of Malaysia, launched a ‘Look East’ policy that wanted
Malaysians to adopt an *Eastern work ethic® that, for him, had proven
10 be the basis of an unparalleled East Asian petiti . Fourth,
the various uprisings against dic p and authori rule in the
Philippines, South Korea, Taiwan, Thailand, China and Burma,
commencing in the late 1980s, created considerable excitement, po-
litical and academic, both Eastern and Western, over the connections
berween economic transformation in East Asian and its *wave’ of ‘pro

democracy’ movements. Fifth, the collapse of Soviet communism
occasioned some tnumphalist visions of how the Cold War was won
for Western liberal democracy, but, immediately thereafter, the Gulf
War brought forth predictions of an impending clash berween Western

N

and, mostly, Islamic, avilizat Sixth, the globalization of |
production appeared to have purchased  economic progress for
capitalist Asia at the price of deind alization, the di: ing of the

weltare state, and the end of the post-war social democratic accord in
the *West”. That development in its turn raised nightmarish visions of
what liberal democracy could lead to in the *East®

This last concern, morcover, connected with the so-called “family
values” onientation which marked the right-wing resurgence in several
Western soreties, especially the USA and UK, beginning with the
Reagan and Thatcher regmes respectively. In the latter, as in Asia, the
sense of an erosion of *core” values, coupled with a frustration over the
apparent dechine of the *West’, led to a nght-wing scarch for “social
order” which apparenty could no longer be guaranteed by ‘liberal
democraay” ieself. 1

Within such a global scenario, Mahathir - who can be characrerized
as cither 3 nationalist with capitalist aspirations. or a capitalist with
mationalist aspirations ~ found in East Asia’s economic pertormance,
on the eve of the twenty-fist century, the historical culmination of
what generanoans of Asian nationalists and Asian capitalists had been
struggling for vis-a-vis the Western powers and Western capitalism
(Khoo 1995: 70-71). Whether he subsequenty spoke of an “Fast
Asan ethic” or *Asian values’, Mahathir conceived of them as pracu-
cally the value spintual-attitudinal corollary of a transter of capital and
technology - speasically for the development of Malaysia. 1 have
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suggested clsewhere that the collectivity of Mahathirist values can best
be understood as the ruling ideas of a new class of national capitalists
which the Malaysian state, under Mahathir's leadership, has closely
nurtured. Mahathirism, with its capitalist and nationalistic impulscs,
exercised a hegemonic function vis-i-vis subordinate classes in Malay-
sian socicty. In that sense, Mahathirism as ideology, rather than the
depth and subtlety of Mahathir's philosophical arguments about values
and democracy, might be said to have made a distinctive contribution
to the debate over *Asian values’ and *Asian democracy’.

It the Malaysian case, and Mahathir's own example, could be ex-
tended to other Asian situations, then one might conclude that dif-
ferent configurations of *Asian values® performed similar hegemonic
functions within Asian societics. The more articulate of the Asian
politicians, such as Mahathir, or Lec Kuan Yew, would think of *Asian
values as prerequisites for imposing work discipline, fostering social
harmony and imposing political order within their own socictics in
times of rapid industrialization. Their critics were predisposed to
suspect a whole host of objectionable tendencies — including clitism,
authoritarianism, and cultural relativism — in the construct of ‘Asian
values', That *Asian values’ could be so proftered and contested merely
stamped their collective character as ideology.

-_—

TE As the late American social historian C| ristopher Lasch observed: *The
mounting evidence of widespread incfficiency and corruption, the
decline of American productivity, the pursuit of speculative profits at
the expense of manufacturing, the deterioration of our country's material
mfrastructure, the squalid conditions in our crime-ridden  cities, the
alarming and disgraceful growth of poverty, and the widening disparity
between poverty and wealth, which is morally obscene and politically
explosive as well - these developments, the ominous import of which
<an no longer be ignored or concealed, have reopened the historic debate
about democracy. At the moment of its dazzling triumph over commun-
ism, democracy is coming under heavy firc at home, and criticism is
bound to increase if things continuc to fall apart at the present rate.
Formally democratic institutions do not guarantee a workable social
order, as we know from the example of India and Latin America. As con-
ditions in American citics begin to approach those of the Third World,
democracy will have to prove itself all over again® (Lasch 1995: 85
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CRISES AND ‘ASIAN VALUES’

“Asian values” and *Asian democracy” represented an ideological project
of the Asian clites who sought to restrict mass political participation
within their own states while sceking a stronger voice for Asia within
the community of states. They wanted less democracy at home bur
more democracy abroad.!2 For a while, this project scemed feasible.
*Asian values® appeared to share the capacity of ideologics ‘to speak to
enduring human necds and desires that [made them|] compelling, even
though their view of the world [was] necessarily blind to their own
limitations® (Lasch 1995: 191). At any ratc, they spoke to certain
*Asian nceds and desires that found no attraction in Western liberal
democracy when “still the champion of a kind of freedom, liberalism
increasingly appear{ed| as an apologia for economic privilege and the
concentration of political power in the advanced nations, and for
uperexploitation and dict hip in the Third World® (Bowles and
Gintis: 1986: 11).

During the heyday of the East Asian miracle, the commonality of
cconomic success often served to disguise Asia’s cultural and philo-
sophical heterogeneity, the differing social, political and cconomic
realities and priorities of Asian states, and countervailing opinion. But
when *miracle” turned to ‘meltdown’, Asians, and especially the elites
among them, have scrambled to distinguish themselves from other
Asians — not least in the cyes of a Western-dominated international
moncy market.

Under conditions of crisis which began in July 1997, the consensus
of the Asian state clites over critical issues - 5o to speak, a surrogate
measure of *Asian consensus’ — has been nowhere in sight. In regional
terms, for example, Japan could not or would not help East Asia to
implement an *Asian' monctary fund in the face of Western oppo-
sition. ASEAN showed an uncl ¢ lack of imity over
Myanmar and other issues. Malaysia and Singapore, two neighbouring
nations which supplicd the leaders of the ideological barttle for
international recognition of *Asian values’, been imbroiled in
their most bitter disputes since 1965. Domestic politics, between 1997
and 1998, replaced the regimes in South Korea and Thailand relatively
quickly, while the protesting Indoncsian masses who overthrew

=

12 As Mahathir complained, *whercas we are told that we must be democratic
in the administration of our own people, nobody says that countries in re-
lationship with cach ather should be democratic® (Mahathir 1989: 24).
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Suharto had scant regard for any supposed Asian  predisposition
towards social harmony, consensus, or authoritarian rule. In Malaysia
in September 1998 Mahathir, whose attachment to *Asian values' was
cconomically determined, and his deputy, Anwar Ibrahim, whose
hopes for an *Asian Renaissance” were culturally defined, parted ways
in a manner that should have been rejected as being un-Asian, to say
nothing of their being un-Malay and un-Malaysian.

In discussing the East Asian crisis, certain Western commentators
have mocked the hollowness, if not the culpability, of ‘Asian values’,
Actually it takes little to conclude that the ‘meltdown’ has shattered
the appeal of that statist and clitist discourse, mislabelled as ‘Asian
values™. But, ironically, it may be too carly to say that the contest over
“Asian” values is over. The domestic opponents of ruling Asian clites
have employed a range of dissident discourses. Some of these dis-
courses are premised upon contemporary ideas about governance,
transparency and accountability, which, though universalist in argument,
are familiarly ‘Western” in origin and promotion. Other positions may
be indigenist, but they may well demonstrate durability and strength,
cither by holding the Asian clites to the very ‘Asian values® the latter
claimed to promote (for example, of communitarian welfare and
responsive government), rejecting them outright in favour of deeper
social, political and institutional reforms, or adapting the meaning of
*Asian values® to populist purposcs.

Much of this replay of a contestation over Asian values has been
seen in Malays ce Scptember 1998, Many ordinary Malaysians
have refused to defer to the prime minister’s power or the authority of
state institutions, or to acquiesce to Anwar’s prosccution on highly
contested charges, and conviction under unconvincing circumstances
(Philip Khoo 1999). Instead they choose to support a reform move-
ment (reformasi) that arosc out of popular revulsion, partly against
Mahathir’s transgression of an old cultural code that forbade a ruler
trom shaming the ruled, and partly against the regime’s failure to up-
hold the rule of law. Reformasi itsclf led to the formation of Barisan
Alternatif (Alternative Front), an opposition coalition whose four
constituent members labour to construct a common platform - *for
Justice” — out of their divergent dedication o Islam, multi-culturalism
and social democracy (Khoo 1999b). While Barisan Alternatif sub-
sequently lost the 1999 general clection, its political success or failure
1s not yet assured. But there is nothing unAsian about its new dis-
course on democr:
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MUSLIM POLITICS AND THE
DISCOURSE ON DEMOCRACY!

Syed Ahmad Hussein

In 1982 Malaysia's leading Islamist Anwar Ibrahim was coopted into the
government by Pime Minister Dr Mahathir Mohamad on the promise
of Islimizanon. When he was dismissed from Mahathir’s cabinet in
Seprember 1998, his supporters took to the streets calling for democratic
retorms and clean government rather than the Islamic state and syariab
laws. In post-Suharto Indonesia, the two Islamist groups leading the
reformasi movement tor democratization — Abdurrachman Wahid's
Nahdatul Ulima and Amien Rass’s Muhammadiah - formed the National
Awakening Party and the National Mandate Party respectively in late
1998 whose platforms made no mention of the Islamic state. In Iran,
Khomeini’s farwa [legal opinion] in 1988 which empowered the Islamic
government to suspend provisions of the sariak in the name of masaba
[public interest] *has [since] been wnitten into the Constitution and
ustitutionalized, opening the gates wide for pragmatic legislation and
policy” (Zubaida 1998: 1). In Egype, the Ikhwan Muslimin under the
leadership of Mustata Masshur decided in 1998 to impose a term limit
of five years to its Murshid Am [ Advisor Genenal] and to establish a
pobitical party tellingly named Al-Wasat (Centrist Party) (Urusan
Malaysia, 15 Nov. 1998: 23).
e
1 Thisisa revised and expanded version of a paper originally presented at a
workshop on “Towards a Theony of Governance and Democracy in Asia:
Indicatons and Cntena for Rescarch” organized by the European Institute
for Asian Studies, Brussels, 11-13 November 1999,
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By the late 1980, following two decades of *Islamic fundamentalism’,
analysts had begun to detect changes in Muslim politics. Some have
declared political Islam a failure (Roy 1996). Others talk about the
‘normalization” of the literalist-fundamentalist style of Islam, it ng
moved from the periphery of twenticth-century Muslim discourse into
the mainstream (Voll 1994: 323-325). Richard Khuri (1998) suggests
how freedom, modernity and Islam can fuse towards a creative syn-
thesis in a post-fundamentalist era. As analysts continue to speculate
on future directions, Eickelman and Piscatori (1996: 5) remind us that
Muslim politics — the *contest over both the interpretation of symbols
and control of the institutions that produce and sustain them® and best
repres 1 by dissenting Islamists chall ging the legitimacy of the
Muslim clite in power ~ did not begin with the revivalism of the 1970
and 1980s; and neither will it cease, no matter what ‘re-direction” it
takes in the future.

With the exception of Shiite Iran, the responscs of the ruling Muslim
clite in the 1980s, which oscillated between accommodation, cooptation
and repression (Ghadbian 1997), have generally been effective in con-
taining the Islamic defiance of its authority. The ruling elite also em-
barked on a scries of state-sp i Islami progra in an
aempt to upgrade its Islamic credentials, while ar the same time
retaining the largely authoritarian and paternalistic character of its rule.

With the collapse of the Soviet Union, the declining influence of
leftist ideas and the so-called ‘crisis of authoritarianism’ in Muslim
Middle East, North Africa and Southeast Asia, democracy seems poised
to offer itself as a viable alternarive, By the carly 1990s, terms such as
al-tn’addwdiya [pluralism ], mujtama’ al-madani [civil socicty], hugug
alinsan [human rights], hurrivaly [freedom] and shafufiyya [transpar-
ency] have become buzzwords in the discourse among scholars and
activists alike (Haddad: 1995). Islamic activism too had shown signs of
moving away from the radical ‘fundamentalist® phase of the 1970s and
1980s 1o a *participatory phase” characterized by a preference to work
within the system and by a neo-reformism that questioned *the tradi-
tional role of faith, its leadership, organization, priorities and inter-
pretation” (Wright 1992: 33).

A parallel development was seen in the experiments with political
liberalization made by the ruling clite, for example in Algeria, Yemen,
Egypt, Mauritania, Morocco, Tunisia, Jordan, Kuwait and Oman
(Tbrahim 1995). These two trends did not, as Ghadbian suggests,
“develop side by side on separate tracks and are coincidentally simul-
tancous’ (1997: 43). The democratic experiments of the regime were
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indicative of, and a responsc to, the shift in the orientation of Islamic
actvism. But the experiments were limited in nature and scope, and
mainstream dissenting Islamists in the 1990s had increasingly taken on
the role of championing democracy and checks on authoritarian
tendencies (Kepel 1998: 25).

The gencral scenario then has been a series of shifts by both the
dissident Islamists and the regimes they were challenging: the former
in the direction of championing democracy and participation, the latter
in the direction of Islamization. This chapter cxplores contemporary
Muslim politics in Malaysia in the light of these developments. It
focuses on the relationship between the two major competitors in
Malay-Muslim  politics, the United Malays National Organization
(UMNO), the dominant component in the National Front coalition
government, and the opposition Islamic Party (PAS), both operating,
in the socio-political reality of multi-cthnic Malaysia as well as in the
‘unique Islamic experience’ of its history (Esposito and Voll 1996:
124-149). It analyses these shifting trends and their implications for
the future of Muslim politics and democracy in Malaysia.

DEMOCRACY AND MUSLIM PoLiTiCS

Muslim politics involves the competition between dissenting Islamists
and the Muslim clite in government in shaping the imagination of
Muslims as well as to gain political power. Dissenting Islamists arc
activists demanding a state and socicty whose values and principles for
social conduct and proper governance are based on the fundamentals
of Islam. They can be divided between the minority ‘militant-ex-
tremists’ and the moderate mainstream majority who reject violent
means. Ideologically, a key distinction revolves around the question of
the syariah legal system: between those who insist that the mark of an
Islamic state is the enforcement of the particulars of the svariah (hence
the term fi lists) and those, sc i referred to as liberal
Islamists, who believe that Muslims, in different times and places, have
the duty to determine the particularitics on the basis of a st of con
structed generalities. And there are those, in varying degrees, who
could be placed in between these positions. A related distinction con
cemns the role of the ulama in government which divides the pro-
ponents of a direct exceutive role and the advocates of the ulama’s
advisory function.

With its shift more towards Islam, the description of the ruling
Muslim clite as *secular, modernizing nationalists’ has become mis-
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leading. In Malaysia the ideological orientation of the current UMNO
leaders can be loosely described as a pragmatic syncretism of develop-

i Malay nationalism, ¢ i liberalism and what they
term ‘progressive Islam’. Generally, they do not adhere to a deter-
minant role for the classical syariah - and the slama - in public affairs;
they sce the syariah largely as spiritual legislation with limited connection
to governance. They can be labelled Muslim liberals.

Democracy in the Schumpeterian sense is characterized by free and
fair periodic clections, public participation and institutionalized com-
petition between a plurality of political groups. Such a procedural
perspective limits democracy 1o processes of sclecting governments,
particularly to what Dixon (1994: 15-16) calls ‘bounded competition’
(a formalized procedure of regular contests between groups) and
‘contingent consent” (where losers accept the result of the competition as
legal and winners do not prevent losers from competing again). Al-
though confined to minimal institutional standards, procedural demo-
cracy does require some assurance of political and civil rights, some
protection for freedom of speech, assembly and choice and some
limitations on governmental power.

ISLAMISTS AND DEMOCRACT

Those who sce Islam as inherently hostile to democratic ideals assert
that “there is nothing in the political traditions of the Arab world —
which are the traditions of Islam - which might make familiar, or in-
deed intelligible, the organizing ideas of constitutional and repre-
senative government” (Kedourie 1992: 15). Some analysts suggest
that Islamists opt for democracy as a tactical move to gain power and
1o deny others thereafter (Esposito 1996: 123-125; Nasr 1995).
Orthers cite the alleged *Muslim exceptionalism’ to the post-Cold War
global trend towards democratization as proof of incompatibility (Tibi
1999; Waterbury 1994).

Islamists who reject democracy basically argue that democracy is a
Western imperialist legacy and an extension of secularism (Moussali
1995: 88-99). Others reject democracy not so much for its structures
and processcs of governance as for its apparent inconsistency with the
‘literalist’ character of late twenticth century revivalism which insists
on its own distinctive language of Islam (Haddad 1995: 18; Khalid
1977). Still others reject not the ideals of democratic procedures but
the practice of a ‘risk-free democracy” on the part of regimes that
believe in having elections only if the opposition does not win (Esposito
1996: 123-124),
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The pmpnncnls of Islamic democracy stress Islamic concepts such as
shura | }, #a'va [affirmation of i y
|, ipribad [interp | and masaha [publu interest] to
argue that Islam is not lacking in fundamental tenets compatible with
democracy. They cite the legitimacy of skhtilaf [divergence of opinion]
and the ideals of rawazun [equilibrium] in Islam. They maintain that
the idea of limited government is central to classical Islamic teachings;
the ruler occupies a non-hereditary elective office cqually subjected to
the law. While Islamic governments can take differing forms, arbitrary
rule cannot be Islamic. That most contemporary Muslim lands are not
democratic, they would argue, is not a function of doctrine but of op-
pressive Muslim regimes. These regimes had cither deprived Islamists of
meaningtul political participation or, as in the case of Algeria and
Turkey, had denied tnumphant Islamists the opportunity to govern
(Ghadbian 1997: 70-82; Kramer 1993; Moussali 19"
The consensus among Islamists has preponderantly hccn towards
the companbiliey thesis:

Islamists of the 19905 who belong to the third generation of
actve Islamic retorm see themselves as rayvar al-wasat (the
moderate wave) .. [O]nce they got past the Western termi-
nology and the Western models to the basic concepts, values
and procedures of democracy, they find it entirely compatible
with Islam, descniptive of beliets they already hold and indeed
capable of best expressing Islamic values in political life
(Ghadbuan 1997: 71-72)

Leaders of Islanust parties - Algeria’s post-coup Movement of
Sovtety tor Peace, Turkey's Refah, Tunisia’s Al-Nahdah, Morocco’s Al-
Adl wal Thsan, Malaysia’s PAS and the diverse Islamic groups in Indo
nesia positioning themselves tor the June 1999 clections tollowing the
demise of Suharto’s 32-vear rule - have consistently expressed their
beliet in democratic procedures and expectations, and their commit-
ment to human nghts, the independence of the judiciary, universal
particaipanion and the rotation of authonty through honest clections
(Davis 1997: §1-1006; Wright 1996). They cach described their party's
chowe of the democratic way as detinitive, and not tactical and con
junctural ( Kramer 1995: 123).

But compatbility does not mean idennty (Filali-Ansary  1996;
Kubba 1990; Salwa 1995). Islanusts reject the noton of a hegemonic
model of democracy. They reject seculansm and the linking of democracy
to seculansm. They inwst on cultural authenneity and religious guidance
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as core values in Islamic governance. They see Islam’s heritage of plur-
ality and its historical capacity to fuse heterogencous clements as an
authentic source of democracy and pluralism.

Many of the cases of radicalism and militancy in the Islamic
movement were clearly a product of oppressive regimes. The radica
ization of Algeria’s Islamic Salvation Front (FIS) has been the conse-
quence of the military coup following the FIS victory in the December
1991 clections, and continued rule by an unclected, unrepresentative
and oppressive regime (Entelis 1996: 71-72). In Egypt, the repressive
character of Gamal Abd al-Nasir’s regime partly explained the trans-
tormation of Ikhwan Muslimin lcader Sayyid Qutb ‘from one of the
most liberal writers of Egypt to its most radical thinker® (Moussalli
1995: 117). Indeed, there is merit in the generalization that Muslim
countrics whose governments allow Islamist participation in the electoral
process are closer to democratization, and countries whose governments
retused to do so saw the rise of Islamists who are correspondingly more
radical (Ghadbian 1997: xiii).

In most Muslim countries, the only cffective opposition to authori-
tarian regimes has been expressed by Islamists (Monshopouri 1997:
65). The shift towards a more ‘participatory phase’ has been more
than participating in the clectoral system; it has also been a shift where
the central theme of Islamist discourse has increasingly been directed
to issucs of democracy and pluralism. Studies have shown that popular
support for Islamists in Muslim countrics has been as much a function
of the political and economic circumstances of these countries as it is
of the religious and cultural traditions of the populace (Tessler 1997).
The move towards democratic openness in Iranian politics after the
carlier cra of war and *Khomeini emotionalism® has partly been a result
of internal demands based upon the promise of anti-authoritarianism
of the 1978-79 Islamic revolution (Bayart 1994: 293-298). The
democratic theme articulated by Islamists against oppressive rule could
iselfact as a deterrent against excessive authoritarian tendencies if they
take over the reins of power.

In Muslim countries that allow political participation, Islamist
nvolvement has not only helped consolidate democratic practice but
seems also to have had quite the opposite effect from what the pro-
ponents of Islam’s hostility to democracy suggest. The realitics of
political life produce pragmatists; being part of the democratic game
has in fact *democratized’ Islamists (Nasr 1995). Far from endangering
democracy, participation encourages tolerance and compromises and
the accumulation of habits of democratic civility. In order to accom-
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modate the diversity of opinions among Muslims, Islamists will have to
Ium to accept a system based on pluralism and the separation of public
from theological instituti a lesson, says Laith Kubba
(1996: 89), that Islamic partics in Turkey and Malaysia scem to have
learned. A fairly long apprenticeship of PAS as a participant in Malaysian
democracy has given the party a period of habituation and experience
increasingly to accept the realities of pluralistic politics. Participation
has not only forced Islamists to play by the democratic rules, it has also
encouraged them to look more deeply into Islam to discover the authen-
tically democratic spirit and tenets within it and to thus focus on them.
Such focusing, in turn, could encourage points of convergence and the
search for a creative resolution of both the Islam-democracy and the
Islamist-liberal divide in Muslim polit

MALAY-MUSLIM POLITICS: THE BACKGROUND

ENTER ISLAM

Islam came 1o the Malay world rather late; mass conversion began
around the late fourteenth century. Its entry via the royal courts of the
Malay feudal states saw the emergence of an official Islam emanating
from, and controlled by, the royal palaces. Also, Islam came into a
Hindu-animist state and society already possessing dynamic institutions
regulating an orderly existence and governance. The absorption of an
external tradition inevitably involved the processes of localization; a
distinguishing character of carly Malay Islam was the syncretic parallelism
of the new modernizing force and the pre-Islamic indigenous belicf
systems (S. Ahmad 1998).

With time, orthodoxy gained the upper hand. But the *practical reli
gion of the converted® - the interaction of a religion with the cultural
milicu of the community of converts (Laitin 1978) - continued to have
its effects on Malay socie .md polmns This pml\ explains the ‘creative
flexibility” and the ionism’ of the dominant style of
Islamic experience nl the Malays rHorn\\nl 1994b: 579; Voll 1994:
240, 348),

MUSLIM RESPONSE TO BRITISH RULE

British indircct rule in the Malay Peninsula kept intact the privileges of
the nine traditional sultans and the aristocratic classes but stripped
them of real power. As compensation, the sultans were given control
over ‘Malay culture and religion”. Official Islam under the patronage
of the royal houses, with some powers over religious education, devo-
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tional matters and a limited corpus of personal and family laws affect-
ing Muslims, was thus institutionalized (Gullick 1987).
The British built schools in the urban centres to train children of
the aristocracy. For the Malay peasants, some vernacular schools were

blished to provide rudi; y literacy. The religious councils of
official Islam opened some religious schools but religious education
was provided mainly by private individuals outside of the dominant
state. Soon two classes of educated Malays — the English-educated,
trained to become a part of the colonial bureaucracy, and the religious
(and vernacular) educated, largely inalized from colonial Y
- emerged to provide the leadership of competing groups in Malay-
Muslim politics (Rosnani 1997).

Colonial domination of the cconomy saw not only a distinction
between the depressed Malay-dominated peasant scctor and the
vibrant modern economy centred around rubber plantations and tin
extraction, bur also the ¢ i presence of Muslim Chinese
and Indian migrant workers and entreprencurs. On the eve of
independence in 1957, the Chinese made up about one-third of the
population and had a substantial control over the modern economy.

An carly Malay response to colonial change took the form of the
modernist-reformist movement that emerged in the 1920s and 1930s,
It was led by Muslim scholar-journalists who advocated ideas of reason
and modernity against the conservatism and the docility of the
traditionalists who dominated the official Islam of the colonial state
(Roftf 1967 ch. 3), This kaum muda [young faction] movement failed
to dislodge the kasum tua [old faction ] in the state Islamic burcaucracy.
The movement was rendered incffective by the actions of the authorities
that ranged from physical force to official farwas that proscribed the
kaum muda’s ideas as ‘deviationist’. The kaum muda’s pan-Islamism
failed to attract mass Malay support and its rejection of the Malay royalty,
which symbolized Malay political claim on the now multi-ethnic country,
exacerbated the fecling of insccurity among the Malays.

For all its failings, the modernist movement marked the beginning
of organized Muslim politics among the Malays. It helped place Islam
at the centre-stage of Malay politics. It brought substantive socio-
political themes into public Islamic discourse beyond the traditional
concern with personal picty. Its rise and decline also saw the emergence
of el of synthesis and symbiosis in Malay-Muslim politics. By
the 1950s, the traditional palace Islam had become distinctly *modern-
ist". Some of the key terms of Islamic modernism ~ reason, modern
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i cconomic develog itutional gove ent, Muslim
unity ~ had become part and parcel of the official Islamic lexicon.

UMNO INHERITS POWER

On re-occupying Malaya after the Japancse surrender in 1945, the
British introduced the Malayan Union, an arrangement that would
further diminish the powers of the Malay sultans and provide casy
citizenship to the Chinese and Indians (Stockwell 1979). A nationwide
protest led by the Malay administrative-aristocratic elite forced the
British 1o retract its Malayan Union project and placed the former as
the leading contender to succeed British rule.

The mass movement transformed itself in 1946 into the United
Malays National Organization (UMNO) with Datuk Onn Jaafar, a
member of the Johore royal family and a district officer in the colonial

| ive service, as its president. Di s over non-Malay
participation in national politics led to Datuk Onn’s resignation in
51. He was succeeded by Tunku Abdul Rahman Putra, brother of
the then sultan of Kedah and also a member of the colonial ad-
ministrative clite.

UMNO described itself as a liberal nationalist party dedicated to
Malay political dominance but committed to democracy, the free market,
inter-cthnic harmony and *Western traditions of a secular state’ (Funston
1980: 146). It forged an alliance with a Chinese businessman-domi
nated organization called the Malayan Chinese Association (MCA)
and the Malayan Indian Congress (MIC), led mainly by Indian profes-
sionals to contest elections to the Federal Legislative Council in June
1955. This mult-cthnic Alliance won 51 of the 52 scats contested. It
continued to stand for clections on a common platform of moderation,
ethnic T isc and economic devel , but with cach com-
ponent expected to mobilize support from its own ethnic constituency.
In the first post-independence clections in 1959 (when the non-Malay
clectorate had increased from 16 per cent in 1955 1o 43 per cent by
virtue of their new citizenship) the Alliance won 74 of the 104 seats in
the national parliament.

UMNO dominated this coalition. It held key ministries in the
government; the prime minister, the deputy prime minister and senior
ministers had been top UMNO leaders. UMNO would cite this
dominance, alongside the Malay sultans and the Malay-dominated civil
and military services, to dismiss PAS allegations that it had sold the
country to the non-Malays.
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It has been hypothesized that the presence of rival ethnic com-
munities in Malaysia, cach organized to advance its own interest, cn-

COUrages gOve I responsi and p i
bargaining (Crouch 1996: 150). It also favours the ruling coalition. In
an cnvi nt of institutionalized ¢ lism, where the oppo-

sition parties offered themselves as protectors of their respective com-
munities, the Alliance formula of a collection of ethnic partics which
agreed to moderate their ¢ I d ds was most appealing to
the cross-section of the multi-cthnic clectorate. The Alliance, which
changed its name in 1973 to the National Front, had won all the
national clec held since independ

The 1957 independent Constitution of Malaya (now referred to as
Peninsular Malaysia following the entry of the British colonies of Sabah
and Sarawak in 1963 into the larger Federation of Malaysia) called for
a federation of the cleven states, a constitutional monarchy and a
parliamentary democracy modelled after Britain. Although the Consti-
tution contained all the expected ingredients of democratic governance
- periodic clections, rule of law, equal citizenship, basic freedoms — it
retained the restrictive Emergency Regulations originally passed to
combat communist insurgency which empowered the government to
detain indefinitely anyone suspected of threatening national security
under what is now called the Internal Security Act (ISA).

The Constitution also safeguarded the position of the nine Malay
sultans who would take turns to become the country’s king for five-
year periods. It provided for Malay as the national language, affirma-
tive action privileges for Malays in education, employment and business
opportunitics, and prescribed Islam as the official religion. UMNO
had insisted on these provisions as a ‘compensation’ for the “Malay loss
of exclusive nationhood”. Both UMNO and PAS, in varying degrees,
had demanded that it must be the indigenous Malays who would
determine the nature and future of the land (Lim 1997 Ch. I1). The
provision for Islam allowed state funds to be utilized for religious
activities and for the syariakh courts to enforce the limited body of
personal and family laws applicable to Muslims. The UMNO leader-
ship made it clear that the constitutional article on Islam as the
religion of the federation did not in any way imply an Islamic state
(Ahmad Ibrahim 1997: 3-18).

The evolution of UMNO as the leading component of the ruling
party can be divided into three main eras. The first was between inde-
pendence in 1957 and the racial riots following the May 1969 clections
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under the leadership of Tunku Abdul Rahman and ‘an alliance between
Malay aristocrats-burcaucrats and Chinese business in the context of
an economy dominated by foreign capital’ (Crouch 1996: 191). It can
be described as a period of liberal democracy and continuity of the
colonial structures. The sccond, between 1969 and 1981 and under
Tun Razak and Hussein Onn, was an cra of increasing authoritarianism,
Malay ic nationali and the by ings of what could be
described as the *retreat from the secular path’. The third period under
Dr Mahathir Mohamad from 1981 onwards can be divided into an
carlier period of liberalism and, beginning from the late 1980s, a
period of *modified authoritarianism’ (Crouch 1992: 21-43). Currently
entering its third decade, ‘the era of Mahathirism® has also been
characterized by impressive economic growth and by a purposetul
identification with Islam.

PAS AND MUSLIM OPPOSITION

The Islamic Party (PAS) was launched in August 1951; its application for
registration was approved one day before nominations closed for the
June 1955 clections in which the party won the single opposition seat.

British support for the Malay administrative-aristocratic class went
hand in hand with its repression of Malay leftist groups (Firdaus 1985).
“The British banned the radical Malay Nationalist Party (MNP) in 1948
and detained its key leaders. Also atfected was the Hizbul Muslimin,
whose formation in March 1948 was sponsored by the MNP but
which operated independently under the leadership of Islamic scholars
and religious teachers. Hizbul stood for national independence, eco-
nomic progress of the Malays, and a democratic state based on the
teachings of Islam. The party lasted for less than five months; the
detention of seven of its leaders under the Emergency Regulations in
August 1948 cffectively ended its existence.

Former leaders of the Hizbul Muslimin were among the founders of
PAS. Tracing its ancestry to the reformists of the 1930s, PAS endorsed
democratic ideals as compatible with Islam and aimed ‘to mobilize
Muslims towards implementing the demands of Islam [to achieve]
democracy, social justice and humanitarianism’ (Ibnu Hasyim 1993:
30). The party wanted to provide a common platform for the Islam-
oriented to challenge the *sccular nationalistt UMNO. In this effort,
the party needed the support of the traditional village functionaries,
who were largely conservative and many of whom materially dependent
on the religious apparatus of the state. It was partly to accommodate
this important group in the rural Malay community that the first two
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leaders of the party — Haji Ahmad Fuad Hasan (1951-53) and Dr
Abbas Alias (1954-56) — were traditional slamas. PAS took on a clear
reformist (and Malay nationalist) line in the era of its third and argu-
ably most dynamic leader Dr Burhanuddin Al-Helmi, a graduate of the
Aligarh University in India and former deputy president of the radical
MNP, who was clected party president in December 1956.

In the formative years between 1951 and 1956, PAS was *a political
party in name only’ (Funston 1980: 94). In the 1959 clections, the party
won 13 parliamentary and 42 state seats and formed the government
in the cast-coast states of Terengganu and Kelantan. In the 1969
clections, the party won 12 parliamentary scats and 40 state seats but it
secured nearly half of all the Malay votes at the expense of UMNO
grassroots support (Ratnam and Milne 1970). PAS had become a serious
rival to UMNO for the leadership of the Malays.

Dr Burhanuddin’s idea of a synthesis of reformist Islam, dcmocmc).
n; lism and socialism domi i the ideological of
PAS for more than two decades (Kamarudin 1980). But in the reality
of communal politics, the ethnic theme was overwhelming. Burhanuddin
msisted that his *Malay n.mon.:lmn \\nh Islamic ambitions™ was a
progressive and b ible with Islam and
for which the non-Malays should have no fear. Still, his was a nationalism
that called for the recognition of Malay as defining the national
identity and the Malay race as the ‘legiimate owners of the land’,
where the non-Malays were welcomed to citizenry if they renounced
their cultural and linguistic identity (W. Mohd. Azam 1997: 83-114).
Such a platform could not attract non-Malay support and PAS con-
centrated its clectoral efforts in the predominantly Malay-populated
states of Kelantan, Terengganu and Kedah

Although PAS emphasized its Islamic roots and Islamic terminologies,
and despite the fact that moral imperatives were always invoked in all
its articulations, Islam as a system of governance was not placed at the
forefront of the party’s agenda in the first three decades of its existence.
In fact, the party congress in 1954 rejected a motion secking the imme-
fiate establishment of an Islamic state. The party’s objective of Islamic
governance was to be achieved incrementally through educating the
public and nurturing an Islamic socicty, and through democratic means.

But PAS portrayed UMNO and the government it led as neither
Islamic nor democratic; nor did it represent the interest of the Malay
masses. It accused U.\N() |c.‘ld:l’§ and their non-Muslim coalition
partners of p Islamic policies and encouraging decadent
Western cultural influences. It condemned the foreign and Chinese
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domination of the that b d the privileged Malay classes
at the expense of the Malay peasantry.

THE ISLAMIZATION OF UMNO

Even the ‘secular’ first generation leaders of UMNO were attentive to
the symbols of Islam. The UMNO Constitution has as one of its
objectives the defence and expansion of Islam. UMNO insisted on
Islam as the official religion of the federation against the reservations
of the Malay sultans fearful of losing lhnr last bastion of power. To
address this fear, Islam was i isted as the p Tis of
the states and under the headship of the sultans. Still, the federal
government’s expenditure to support Islam-related activities - Quran-
reading competitions, Islamic cducation, the construction of prayer
houses, enforcement of the Muslim family laws and personal laws,
subsidies for civil servants performing the haj— doubled in the first five
vears of independence (Means 1978; Mohd. Suftian 1963). Although
UMNO leaders insisted that its interest in Islam was not based on
political expediency, external pressures had clearly been a catalyst.
Prime Minister Hussein Onn conceded, ‘You may wonder why we
spend so much on Islam ... [If we don’t] Parti Islam will get at us
(FEER, 9 Fcb. 1979: 23).
ions, PAS won 12 parliamentary seats and 40
state scats but it secured nearly half of the Malay votes at the expense
of UMNO grassroots support (Ratmam and Milne 1970). The 1969
ul“nons were immediately followed by communal riots in the capital
city of Kuala Lumpur, and post-1969 Malaysia saw significant political
and policy changes. Tun Abdul Razak, who replaced Tunku Abdul
Rahman as prime minister and UMNO president, launched the New
Economic Policy (NEP), which aimed to create a Malay commercial
community, to oblige non-Malay and foreign-controlled companies to
seck Malay partners and to employ Malay exccutives, and to increase
state participation on behalf of the Malays (Faaland er al. 1990;
Gomez and Jomo 1997). The Razak cra also saw an unmistakable
trend towards a tightening of the political arena and *a more autocratic
and centralized government’ (Nagata 1980: 407). Tun Razak also
convinced opposition parties, with the distinct exception of the Chinese
based Democratic Action Party (DAP), of the need for a larger *national
conscnsus”. By 1973, the three-party Alliance had become a National
Front of nine communal parties. PAS was one of them.

In the mid-1970s, the Islamic revivalist movement began to surface,
spearheaded by the moderate Malaysian Muslim Youth Movement
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(ABIM) led by former student leader Anwar Ibrahim (Jomo and
Ahmad Shabery 1992). The presence of PAS in the coalition govern-
ment and the external pressure emanating from the ecmerging revivalist
movement helped increase the involvement of the central government
in Islamic affairs. In 1971, the Islamic Rescarch Centre was established,
followed in 1974 by the Institute of Islamic Mission and Training. The
sccretariat for the National Council of Islamic Affairs was clevated in
1974 to a full division of the Prime Minister’s Department. Although
these were mainly an exercise in upgrading existing arrangements, they
nevertheless contributed significantly to the expansion of the Islamic
sphere. It also marked the beginning of what would soon be a huge
nctwork of *federal Islam” in Malaysia.

The annual UMNO general assembly debates too were dominated
by the question of Islam throughout the 1970s and 1980s. Much of
these were directed at attacking revivalist groups and urging action
against them. But there were also unmistakable demands for more
Islam that ranged from the call to implement the syariah and to
increase public-funded Islamic activitics to the proposal for UMNO to
change the word *Malay” in its name to ‘Muslim® to better reflect an
Islamic identfication (UMNO 1980a, 1980b). These voices for more
Islam from within UMNO increased accordingly when PAS left the
coalition in 1979 to reassume, more radically than before, the role of
Islamic opposition.

MAHATHIR AND ISLAMIZATION

The question of how to deal with the Islamists was uppermost in Dr
Mahathir’s political agenda when he took oftice in 1981. The previous
use of threats and censorship and invoking the Internal Security Act to
detain Islamic dissidents — including ABIM leader Anwar Ibrahim from
1974 to 1976 - had scemed only to intensify their defiance. Unlike his
predecessors, Mahathir was more prepared to accommodate the
dissenting Islamists. Even before assuming office, he had expressed a
willingness to increase the role of Islam in society and governance.
This helped persuade the ABIM leader to accept Mahathir’s invitation
to join UMNO just prior to the 1982 clections.

Mahathir’s move was indeed a coup. It was no sceret that PAS, too,
had been cyeing the charismatic ABIM leader. Anwar brought with
him a substantial number of *‘Abimists’ into UMNO, and ABIM itself
was soon transformed to become generally supportive of UMNO’s
policies and programmes. Anwar stayed in UMNO for the next 16
years and, under Mahathir’s patronage, rose to become the deputy



88 DEMOCRACY IN MALATSIA

president of UMNO and the desi; d pri 2
before he was expelled from the cabinet and the party in September
1998, allegedly for sexual misconduct. His presence in UMNO during
that period symbolized the party’s new i to Islam. Anwar’s
entry, not unlike the earlier PAS admission into the ruling coalition in
the 1970s, obliged the government to do more for Islam.

Among Mahathir’s carliest policy statements as prime minister was
onc on the *assimilation of Islamic values in the administration’. The
policy was described as ‘an cffort to strike a balance between the
spiritual and the material’ which would proceed with ‘incremental,
moderate implementation ... taking into account the sensitivities of
the non-Muslim population” ( New Straits Times, 26 Feb. 1983: 2;
Utusan Malaysia, 31 March 1983: cditorial; Utusan Malaysia, 8 April
1983: cditorial). It was not a radical policy redirection; it was not
about creating an Islamic state or implementing the syariah. Never-
theless, the policy was the most purposeful expression of an Islam-
ization process that UMNO had cver made.

The programmes were many and varied. Aware of the value of the
“politics of symbolic action”, the emphasis on the symbolic - the usc of
Islamic terminologics and salutations, the building of Islamic complexes,
international conferences, rescarch institutes, Islamic programmes on
radio and television, Islamic courses for the public - continued with
increased vigour. But more substantive programmes were added to the
list: the establishment of an international Islamic university; the intro
duction of Islamic sccuritics, banking and insurance systems; amend-
ments to the Constitution to give increased powers to Islamic legal
authorities, reforms of Islamic administration, laws and courts; and
serious efforts to promote uniformity and coordination between states.
In the realm of law, the most contested terrain in Islamic politics,
‘nowhere in Asia has the Islamization of law proceeded more methodi-
cally than in Malaysia ... dozens of new statutes and judicial decisions
have clarified, expanded, and reformulated the law applicable to
Muslims’ (Horowitz 1994a: 236; Ahmad Ibrahim 1997).

By the carly 19905, short of hudud (laws and punishments pertaining
to stealing and robbery, adultery, accusing others of adultery, consump-
tion of alcoholic beverages and apostasy) and a formal declaration of
an Islamic state, UMNO's claim that Malaysia had become Islamic as a
result of its initiatives had increasingly gained credibility. Even its
reluctance to enforce budud laws by citing the multiplicity of inter-
pretations and the Islimic concepts of tawasus [moderation] and
awlawiyvas [prioritizing| was not without endorsement by respected
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Islamic scholars worldwide. The accolades, both from scholars of Islam
(for example, Hossein Nasr, Ismail Farouki, Fazlur Rahman and John
Esposito) and men of religion (Sheikh Muhamad Al-Ghazali, Yusuf Al-
Qaradhawi and the Sheikh Al-Azbar Mohamad Sayed Tantawi), were
testimony to the international approval of Malaysia’s approach to
Islamization ( New Straits Times, 24 March 1997: 1, 2; Tarmizi 1995:
131-33; Utusan Malaysia, 24-26 Aug. 1998: 6). Malaysia’s ability ‘to
become Islamic without becoming an Islamic state’ (Nagata 1994) had
made it a rare example of a Muslim country with *an adequate simul-
tancous grasp of Islam and modernity, and initiatives taken in that
light” (Khuri 1998: 6).

ISLAMIZATION AMIDST AUTHORITARIANISM

But while the achievements of the Mahathir government in Islamization
(and economic growth) have been much acknowledged cven by his
detractors, the same cannot be said about democratization. By 1988,
Mahathir had abandoned his carlier experiment with liberalization
(Khoo 1995: 271-289) and the country had reverted to the post-
1969 trend of replacing a *modified democracy’ with a ‘modified autho-
ritarianism’ (Crouch 1992: 21-43). Throughout the 1990s, Mahathir
had consistently expressed his preference for a strong government
dedicated to cconomic growth, and for ‘democracy and authori-
tarianism to live side by side’ (Zainuddin 1994: 184). UMNO had
moved further towards ‘a significant closure of the party’s democratic
procedures’ (Case 1997: 397-409); the National Front arrangement
that it dominated had become a ‘coercive consociationalism in an
authoritarian state” (Mauzy 1993: 113). The UMNO-led ruling coalition
continued to enjoy electoral support which peaked in the 1995 gencral
clections when it reccived 65 per cent of the popular vote and
captured four-fifths of the parliamentary scats, its best performance
ever (Gomez 1996). Indeed, as Kaplan (1997: 69) has argued, ‘hybrid
regimes, no marter how illiberal, will still be treated as legitimate if they
can provide security for their subjects and spark cconomic growth’. In
the short term also, Mahathir’s Islamization policy had been effective
inits ‘task ... to domesticate [the] assorted Islamic loyalties to its own
purpose without losing its own moral or religious control’ (Nagata
1997: 130). But the parallel tightening of the political arena had
helped steer Islamists into new areas of dissent — that of social justice,
clean government, democratic space, honest clections, rights and
treedoms. To them, these were as central to the teachings of Islam as
the Islamic programmes and institutions that UMNO had initiated.
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PAS: FROM RADICAL ISLAM TO ISLAMIC DEMOCRACY
Reservations about participating in the clectoral process had emerged
periodically in PAS. Some wanted the party to confine itsclf to prosely-
tizing; others doubted the validity from Islam’s point of view of West-
ern-style clections or its viability for achicving the party’s political
objective in multi-cthnic Malaysia. The most frequent rescrvation
revolves around the Malaysian clectoral system, where the opposition has
to compete with an all-powerful National Front which allegedly makes
all the rules, controls the resources and abuses the instruments of the
state. But the party’s position on clectoral participation has held swa
cven at the height of the influence of the radical faction in the mid-
1980s

THE COALITION EXPERIENCE

Haji Mohammad Asri took over the leadership of the party following
the death of Dr Burhanuddin in 1969. A central issue in PAS in the
carly 19705 was one of participating in the coalition government.

The party leadership presented its case by citing the political reality
of post-May 1969 Malaysia, the Malay-Islamic inclination of the Razak
government and the opportunities for the party to expand its influence.
A 22-point statement issucd a day before the special party congress in
December 1972 made references to the Quran, the traditions of the
Prophet, authoritative classical Islamic sources and principles of Islamic
junisprudence to conclude that coalition ‘is permissible according to
Islamic law” (Ibnu Hasyim 1993: 248-254)

The UMNO-PAS partnership lasted five years. After the 1974
general elections, National Front leader Tun Razak named PAS politi-
cian Mohamad Nasir as chief minister of Kelantan, sidelining a can-
didate recommended by PAS president Asri (Alias 1991: 31-40).
Nasir's attempt to dismantle the patronage network of Asri loyalists led
10 a vote of no confidence against him in the state legislature which
touched off a series of mass rallies in support of the beleaguered chiet
minister. Backed by UMNO and popular sentiment, Nasir refused to
step down. The federal government cited *public security’ to bring
Kelantan under federal rule through an emergency legislation passed
in December 1977 pending a new state election. PAS’s refusal to sup-
port the emergency bill effectively ended its membership of the
National Front.

PAS - and Asri - paid dearly for the failure of the coalition experi-
ment. The internal acrimony was followed by the disastrous perform
ance i the March 1978 state elections when the party lost to UMNO
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its stronghold state of Kelantan. ln the national clections held ﬁ\c
months later, PAS suftered *a th g in its twenty

year history’ (Ismail 1978: 65). Asri was unceremoniously forced out
of office during the party congress in October 1982.

But the coalition experi ided a useful experi for PAS.
The merger gave PAS first- hand exposure to the reality of national
governance, the pragmatics of cthnic bargaining and the accommo-
dation of diverse interests in multi-cthnic Malaysian politics. The
arguments permitting the coalition based on authentic Islamic sources
provided an important reference for similar experimentations in the
future. Although, in retrospect, PAS would generally judge Asri’s
befriending UMNO in the 1970s a mistake dictated by naivety and
greed, it would nevertheless cite the coalition to rebut UMNO’s accu-
sation that the party has been fanatic and extremist or that it lacked
experience in national government (Tarmizi 1995).

THE RADICAL ERA

The failure of the coalition vindicated the faction in PAS which had
argued against the partnership. The electoral losses, the sense of be-
trayal and the need to distinguish itself from an increasingly Islamizing
UMNO, combined with the global Islamic resurgence and the
victorious Khomeini revolution in Iran, provided a fertile soil for a
radical brand of Islam to emerge in the deeply divided PAS. The defeat
of Asri’s top aides in the 1981 party clections signalled the risc in in-
fluence of the *puritan radicals’ who were ‘prepared to adopt a more
confrontational stance towards UMNO” (Case 1995: 75; Muhammad
Ikmal 1996: 60-63). The new party president Haji Yusuf Rawa was
widely scen *as a middleman to avoid differences of opinion and tactics’
(Ibnu Hasyim 1993: 286). But for much of the following decade —
appropriately described by a party analyst as “an offensive era’ (Ibnu
Hasyim 1993: 314-335) — PAS was dominated by the radicals.

An carly indication of the rise of the radical faction was the party’s
wentification with the Khomeini revolution. Haji Hadi Awang,
Terengganu PAS chicf and reputedly the leader of the radical faction
who later became deputy president of the party, was among the carliest
Malaysians to visit post-revolution Iran. The five years between 1982
and 1986 saw a wide distribution of recorded speeches by PAS leaders
extolling Iran and espousing its Islamic state concept. They also
denounced UMNO leaders in the harshest of terms, describing them
variously as infidels, anti-Islam, corrupt and brutal, and judged
support for UMNO as tantamount to apostasy. Also widely distributed
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was the controversial poster entitled *Message of Tuan Haji Guru
Abdul Hadi Awang’ which called for a jibad [holy war] and martyr-
dom against UMNO and the National Front (Ibnu Hasyim 199
327-328; Mingguan Malaysia, 13 Junc 1999: 21,27).

Throughout the 19805 a varicty of *extremist’ groups emerged. They
ranged from doctrinally deviationist groups to militants advocating the
violent overthrow of the government. These groups were politically
wsignificant but UMNO leaders linked them to PAS and urged the
government, often citing Hadi's ‘message’, to act against the party for
instigating militancy. PAS denied any official linkage with them; in the
case of the cult-oriented Al-Arqam, the party supported the govern-
ment’s harsh crackdown of the group in 1994 (Zabidi 1998).

But PAS did not deny its linkage with the group led by its own
member Ibrahim Libya, whose oratorical skills and zealous advocation
of yihad and martyrdom made him a popular young PAS leader in
Kedah where he had opened a religious school in the rural district of
Memali. In 1984, the government had issucd a warrant to arrest him
and several other radical young PAS leaders under the Internal Security
Act for “threatening Muslim unity and preaching extremism’ (Malaysia
1986). Ibrahim refused to surrender, citing detention without trial as
un-Islamic and unjust. In the police operations in November 1985,
Ibrahim Libya and 13 of his followers were killed and 159 others arrested.
The government justified its actions as defensive and described the ep
sode as an example of radicalism dangerously transforming into militancy.
PAS described Ibrahim and his followers as ashabid [martyrs] who
were victims of a despicable act of a brutal, anti-Islam government
(Afghani 1992),

In a move towards an ‘wlama leadership®, an amendment to the
party’s Comstitution was passed in 1983 1o form the 15-member Majlis
Svura Ulama (Ulama Consultative Council, whose chairman, titled
mursyid “am, 18 elected amongst its members for a three-yvear term)
(PAS 1994a: 5-6). In theory the Council is the most powerful body in
the party. It has powers to interpret party policies, appoint members of
the party’s disciplinary committee and has the final say in all appeals to
the committee’s decisions.

A recurning theme of the new leadership — presented in contrast to
both UMNO and the PAS of the past - revolved around a “total, pris-
tne and unadulterated” Islam as the guiding basis for society and
govermance. In the August 1986 clection campaigns, which represented
best the party in action under the influence of the radical faction, PAS
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did emphasize the themes of social injustice and corruption that it
accused the UMNO government of promoting. But apropos of its
clection slogan ‘PAS the party of Allah’, it focused attention on its
version of the Islamic state and laws, including a pledge to introduce
mdud, as an alternative to UMNO's “secular nationalism’ (Ibnu Hasyim
1993: 289-303, 342-367; Yusof and Fadzil 1995: 43 78).

The radicalized PAS introduced several strategi atives. One was
the expansion of its clectoral contest to arcas outside the Kelantan-
Terengganu-Kedah circuit. PAS fielded the largest number of candi-
dates in its history — 98 for the federal parliament and 265 for the state
legislatures — in constituencics all over the country. C “onceding that it
could not possibly succeed nationally without non-Muslim support,
PAS initiated the formation of a Chinese Consultative Committec
through swhich the party hoped to mobilize non-Muslim votes (Ibnu
Hasyim 1993: 345-356).

The 1986 clections, held in the midst of an cconomic recession, high
unemployment and the government rocked by financial scandals, saw
the Chinese-supported opposition DAP scoring its then best electoral
performance ever with 24 parliamentary seats and 21 per cent of the
popular vote. In contrast, it was PAS's worst. It won one parliamentary
and 15 state seats, compared to the 5 and 18 respectively in the 1982
clections. The 15.5 per cent of its popular vote represented a one per-
ventage point gain compared to 1982, but was far from commensurate
with the 20 per cent increase in the number of candidates it ficlded.

PAS cfforts to outbid UMNO’s Islamizing tendencics by its abstract
and legalistic Islamic state concept did not attract the enthusiastic
Malay support that the radicals had hoped for. This was made worse
when, partly to attract non-Muslim votes, the party took to denouncing
Malay nationalism as anti-Islamic and suggesting that the New Economic
Policy was a form of assabiah [parochialism] that discriminated against
the other races (Alias 1991: 83-84; Ibnu Hasyim 1993: 357). Such a
position alicnated the Malay voter, and it did not attract non-Muslim
votes cither.

The 1986 clections represented the radical influence at its peak; the
disastrous performance of the party marked the beginning of its
decline. In March 1989 Ustaz Fadhil Noor, leader of the moderate
faction and a former deputy president of ABIM, took over the leader-
ship of the party following the resignation of the ailing Yusuf Rawa.
Haji Nik Aziz Nik Mat, a soft-spoken and immensely respected moderate
ulama, who incidentally was one of the key authors of the 22-point
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December 1972 document legitimizing the UMNO-PAS partnership
in the 1970s, was clected mursyid ‘am of the party’s Ulama Con-
sultative Council.

PAS AND ISLAMIC DEMOCRACY IN THE 1990s

PAS would define the government's Islamization as ‘cosmetics, long

on symbolism but short on substance’ (Esposito and Voll 1996: 149;

Nagata 1994). But it could not ignore the Malay support for UMNO

as reflected in the 1995 clections, where the party scored one of its

best electoral victories on a platform of economic growth and Islam-
1zation. PAS also had to contend with the *‘Anwar factor’. Even PAS
leaders? conceded that the presence of the affable and popular Anwar
in UMNO and his message of ‘progressive Islam’ had been crucial to
the party’s clectoral victories and had helped enhance UMNO's
legitimacy in the cyes of the Malays. In the ‘politics of outbidding®
berween the two parties for the leadership of the Malay community,

UMNO?s Islamizing trend of the 1980s, not unlike the pro-Malay

policies of the 1970s, had quite effectively pulled the rug from under

PAS’s feet.

PAS also could not fail to notice the government’s readiness, as
exemplified by Memali, to use force to stamp out radical Tslam. Neither
could it ignore the country’s booming cconomy, the expanding Malay
middle-class and Malaysia’s success in fostering ‘long-term inter-com-
munal harmony” under UMNO’s moderate leadership (Khuri 1998:
360). These, in addition to the global post-Cold War *democratic wave’
and the pro-democracy shift observable among Islamists throughout the
Muslim world, contributed to the subsequent rise in influcnce of a more
moderate approach in PAS. Also, the advent of ‘Mahathirist authori-
tarianism’ (Khoo 1997b) in the late 1980s provided the party with an
opportunity to re-invent its Islimic opposition in the dircction of
championing reforms and good governance.

With the radicals discredited, party meetings beginning from the
carly 1990s were dominated by leaders advocating moderation and the
need to portray to the electorate a tolerant and triendly face of PAS
—_—

2. References to the opinion of *PAS leaders” in this section are derived
from the survey of panty iterature, field observations and interviews with
cight national leaders of the party, including its president, secretary gene-
ral and a vice-president, conducted between May 1997 and June 1998,
gratcfully acknowledge the asistance of graduate student Mariam Haji
Hassan
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focusing on issues of democracy and social justice. This did not mean
that the question of Islamic state and laws was discarded. Indeed, after
winning Kelantan in the 1990 clections, the party did fulfil its carlier
pledge to introduce hudud legislation in the state legisl Ithough
- some would say, because ~ it knew such laws were unenforccable
without d to the federal Consti (Jesud, 1996: 137).
But Islamic governance was increasingly p d not in the dog;
legalistic-institutional form of the mid-1980s but onc highlighting the
centrality in Islam of social justice, rights of the citizen, honest clections
and clean government.

PAS campaigned in the 1990 and more so the 1995 general clections
with much of its attention dirccted at the authoritarian tendencies and
cconomic inequitics of the Mahathir government. Its manifesto (entitled
‘Progress with Islam’ in both the clections) emphasized questions of
greater cgalitarianism, governmental transparency, the preservation of
the environment, the repeal of unjust laws, and the establishment of an
independent hisbah [ombudsman] to check the excesses of government
(Ahmad Lutfi 1995; PAS 1994b). The radical advocacy of an immediate
setting up of an Islamic state of the 1980s had been refined 1o a general
and long-term goal of creating a just community and an cfficient admin-
istration based on Islamic values and guided by the syariak through
democratic and popular mandate.

The party pursued the idea of electoral pacts with groups opposing
the National Front. Immediately before the October 1990 general
clections, PAS and Tengku Razalcigh's Semangat 46 formed a coalition
called the Angkatan Perpaduan Ummah (Ummah Solidarity Movement),
Semangat, in turn, formed the Gagasan Rakyat (People’s Front) with the
DAP and the Sabah-based Parti Bersatu Sabah (United Sabah Party,
PBS). PAS performed reasonably well in the 1990 elections compared
10 its 1986 performance: it stood in 30 parliamentary and 114 state
constituencies and won 7 and 33 scats respectively with 6.7 per cent of
the popular vote. Angkatan won all the 39 scats (24 to PAS and 15 to
Semangat 46) in Kelantan to form the state government. The historic
coming together of these opposition parties failed to defear the
National Front government. But the Gagasan had brought PAS into
an indirect electoral pact with the Chinese-based DAP and the Christian-
led PBS, which in cffect helped de-communalize their public articu-
lations and obliged them to be more accommodative of one another.
It had, for the first time, presented the potential of an alternative mult-
racial coalition.
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Prior to the 1995 clections there was a fallout between PAS and the
DAP when the latter demanded that PAS dissociate itself from the
I l.mm state Lull\.tp! The Anbjumn coalition ended in October 1996

ing the di of gat 46 and its t returning
en masse m UMNO. But the idea of an alternative coalition had taken
root in PAS. So did the awareness that the party’s national ambitions
could not be realized without non-Malay support. There were renewed
calls for negotiations with the Islamizing UMNO, indeed for rejoining
the ruling Front (Tarmizi 1995: 121-137). More significantly, the lead-
ership was urged to ‘adjust to current realities” and consider leading a
new multi-cthnic coalition. An article published by a PAS-associated
magazine in support of the idea urged the party to emulate lnnv
Blair's Labour Party in Britain in sep g the party’s fund
ideals from the pragmatism of democratic governance in a mult-
religious Malaysia, a proposal tantamount to asking PAS to abandon
its Islamic state objective (Zin 1997). That there was no overt negative
reaction to the article was indicative that PAS in the 1990s scemed to
have at least reconciled itself to the popular dictum that the only viable
- and clectable - alternative to the ruling Front would be another
multi-ethnic alliance

Following the 1995 clections, where PAS performance remained at
the 1990 levels, the party leadership conducted intensive discussions
to consider its options. PAS leaders were cautiously optimistic about the
portential of forging a coalition with Chinese political parties, expressed
within the framework of Malay-Muslim political dominance in Malaysia.
They believed that a PAS-led, multi-cthnic coalition might prove to be
politically attractive to both Malays and non-Malays alike. Accordingly
they pushed for the realization of the BA in 1999,

PAS leaders also have been uncquivocal about Islam’s (and PAS’s)
democratic essence. They quoted Quranic verses, the traditions of the
Prophet, the practices of the carly Muslim community and the pro-
nouncements of respected wlamas to underscore the congruity between
democracy and Islam. Party president Fadzil Noor has declared that
*PAS stands within the political system and only wants to replace the
government ... not to destroy the country’s institutions’ (Vatikiotis
1996: 162). The party’s history of uninterrupted participation in
clections and the party’s *boom-bust” clectoral experience in the last
four decades in Kelantan and Terengganu have been cited as evidence
of their commitment to the democratic system. Party leaders have also
pointed out that intra-party clections have been democratic and not
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lacking in intensity, yet without the corruption and *money politics” of
UMNO party ¢l . They dismissed as ‘ridiculous’ the suggestion
that PAS is merely using the clectoral process to gain power and that
they would *hijack’ the democratic system thereafter. They stressed
that the party itsclf has been in the forefront in the demand for demo-
cratic reforms and checks on authority. They visualize Malaysia under
PAS rule as qualitatively and qumumm:l\ more democratic and
envision cvil society and opposition political parties, including UMNO,
being welcomed to play their legitimate roles. They also visualize a
tolerant, moderate and pragmatic PAS-led multi-cthnic coalition govern-
ment with Muslim cabinet mini serving in a inely Islamic
democratic governance (Harakah, 9 Nov. 1998: 40; 30 Nov. 1998:
17; 14 Dec. 1998: 40).

PAS leaders were acutely aware of the misgivings, especially among
non-Muslims, about the party’s concept of Islamic governance. They
attributed this to *non-Muslim misconceptions about Islam® and to
Muslim “secularists’ and ‘dogmatists’. More than anything clse, they
blamed UMNO propaganda which had never ceased to portray PAS as
zealots out to chop off hands and to stone adulterers. PAS denounced
this *fear-mongering” as most unfair to it and to Islam (Tarmizi 1995).
It went to great lengths to argue that the hudud laws are a minute
aspect of the syariah and that the rules of evidence are so stringent that
it would be almost impossible to convict. It would insist that this line
of defence of the hudud was not an exercise in apologia but a
statement of its spirit in delincating both the boundaries of a moral
society and that of governmental authority. When PAS tabled the hudud
legislation in Kelantan in 1992 — which was dismissed by UMNO as
PAS laws rather than Islamic ones (Bahacis 1994; Rose 1995) - it
stressed that the laws would take effect only after society has fully
understood them and when the underlying moral and ethical imperatives
have taken root in a true Islamic social order. PAS would also reject the
notion that an Islamic Malaysia would be a replica of Tran or of Taleban’s
Afghanistan. Citing Islam’s general guidelines for governance that
allow for differences between diverse cultures, the tolerant and com-
passionate predisposition of the Malay personality and more so the
‘very moderate’ approach of the party itself, PAS leaders were con-
vinced that the Islamic democracy that they stood for would be accep-
table to all Malaysians and exemplary for the Muslim world ( Harakah,
3 Oct. 1997: 1; 28 Nov. 1998: 40).
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PAS leaders were quite infc d about the d: izing trend
among Islamists clsewhere in the Muslim world. They supported
Islamist groups participaung in the democratic reform movement in
neighbouring post-Suharto Indonesia. They were not unaware of the
democratic themes of Mahtoud Nahnah's Movement of Society for
Peace in Algeria, Tunisian Rashid al-Ghannusi’s Nahdah or Mustafa
Masshur's Ikhwan Muslimin in Egypt. They agreed that it was within
the bounds of Islam Khomeini's ruling in 1988 to ecmpower an Islamic
government to suspend provisions of the syariah in the name of public
interest. PAS hterature gave wide and approving publicity to the
democrane clectons in Iran, the landslide victory in 1997 of the presi-
dental candidate standing on the plattorm of liberalization, and the
appomntment of 2 woman vice-president of the Islamic Republic
(Harakah, 15 Sept. 1997: 17, 19). PAS cchoed the position taken by
Indonesian reformists and Egypt’s Ikhwan Muslimin to demand a
term bt for the premiership in Malaysia as a way to check tyranny
and abuse of power ( Harakab, 29 May 1998: 39; PAS 1998: 3).

The party’s democrane demands on the government not only would
oblige 1t to fulfil them it it should come to power, but they also have a
more immedate impheanon tor the party’s own structure and re
Linonships. Party leaders nterviewed reported that voices favouring
women candidates (there were none in the 1990 and 1995 clecnions,
although the appointed PAS representative from Kelantan to the
tederal Senate s 3 woman) have pressured the leadership to consider
ficlding women candidates i the future. Even the ulama leadership
has been subjected to ucreased scrunny; questions had begun to
surface on the respective powers of, and the relationship between, the
indirectdy elecred Ulama Consultanve Council and the clected Central
Exevunve Commuttee. The idea of a fully elected Ulama Counal and
even term hmits toe the party leadership had begun to emerge. During
the May 1998 annual assembly, for example, a proposal requiring
selecnon of clecnon candidates based on ‘piety” and ‘knowledge of
Islam” evoked debates that barely concealed the concern of many that
such conditions would give unfar, and undemocratic, advantage to the
religrous-educated in the party.

There were other developments supportive of a demovratizing and
moderating trend i PAS. The era of casserte tapes of the 1980s had
been replaced i the 1990s by a commercially run, twice-weekly rab-
loid - Harakad - and 2 professionally maintaned website. Party
leaders, paruculardy the Muryid ‘am and Kelantan chiet munister Nik
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Aziz Nik Mat, repeatedly called upon party speakers to avoid the
demagoguery and loud and harsh language characteristic of PAS public
meetings in the recent past (Harakab, 26 Junc 1998: 13). The party,
which in principle endorses a free market economy, had begun in the
late 1980s to build its own network of enterprises that ranged from
schools and convenience stores to supplying sand extracted from an
Indonesian island to the construction industry in bmgaporc

There has also been a qualitative change in the party’s membership
that stood at half a million in carly 1999. The New Economic Policy
and the consequent expansion of the Malay middle class saw a parallel
increase in the number of urban professionals and businessmen in PAS.
The alliance with — and the dissolution of - the nationalist S ga
46 has helped PAS to recruit new supporters from social groups
outside the traditional religious-educated sector. It also helped add
members with state-bestowed honorific titles, for example the title
Dato’, which further normalized the party’s image. The annual party
assembly in the late 1990s saw the parking bays of the new party head-
quarters in the outskirts of Kuala Lumpur lined with Mercedes and
BMWs —a far cry from the aged Toyotas and the bus-and-taxi mode of
the old days. PAS had increasingly moved away from the image of a
rural and religious school- based parochial grouping of men in white
skull caps to become a diverse, commercially and technologically so-
phisticated mainstream political organization with substantial support
from the urban Malay middle class.

The PAS response to the political upheaval following the d:smuul
of depury premier Anwar Ibrahim in Seprember 1998 was d
ot its new orientation. The debates surrounding the *‘Anwargate’ (Asia-
week, 9 Oct. 1998: 18-26; Time, 14 Sept. 1998: 16-24; 5 Oct. 1998:
16-23; 16 Nov. 1998: 21-27) revolved almost exclusively around issucs
of corruption and oppressive laws and d ds for d ic reforms.
Anwar’s subsequent trial - and conviction - for corruption, and the
beatings he received while in police custody, prompted anti-government
protests and similar demands for political reforms by NGO groups and
opposition parties. PAS was among the most vocifcrous of them. But
gone was the simplistic fighi [legal-jurisprudential | approach of instantdy
issuing farwas and invoking *Islamic state’ as the solution to anything
and cverything. Describing the political scene along the lines of a
*democracy under sicge’, the party went on a proactive campaign to
mobilize support for democratic reforms. It initiated the Council of
the National Justice Movement (GERAK) together with the DAP, the
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socialist Malaysian People’s Party (Parti Rakyat Malaysia, PRM) and
cight NGO groups on a common platform calling for justice, the rule
of law and the repeal of the Internal Sccurity Act. PAS was also a co-
sponsor of the NGO-initiated Coalition for People’s Democracy. It
expressed support for the Movement for Social Justice launched in
November 1998 by Anwar's wife Wan Azizah Ismail and a group of
pro-democracy activists. In April 1999, the movement registered itself
as a political party called the National Justice Party (KeADILan) with
Wan Azizah as president. KeADILan identified itself as a multi-cthnic
party dedicated to social justice, democratic reforms and governmental
accountability. PAS immediately welcomed the new party and pledged
willingness to forge an clectoral pact with it to challenge the National
Front government.

There has been a surge in PAS popularity following *Anwargate™
fresh membership applications increased ten-fold between July and
November 1998; the sales of Harakah jumped from 75,000 in July to
300,000 in December 1998 despite the restriction on its circulation to
party members only (FEER, 10 Dec. 1998: 13; Harakah, 30 Nov. 1998:
19, 14 Dec. 1998: 27). This rejuvenation of support for PAS should not
be scen as simply a reaction to the economic ¢risis or a registration of
protest against injustice towards Anwar. It is indicative also of approval
of a PAS championing democratic reforms.

In a polincal atmosphere scen by the party and its supporters as
most opportunc for it to lead Malaysia into a new era, PAS became
more recepuive to the revitalized calls for a pragmatic alliance with
opposition Chinese parties (Harakab, 5 Oct. 1998: 21-22). By carly
1999, PAS leaders had openly proposed an clectoral alliance with the
DAP, KeADILan and PRM. The party general assembly in late May
1999 duly endorsed the proposal; the dissenting voices expressed by a
section of the delegates revolved mainly around sccking assurances
that PAS would lead the alhance ( New Sunday Times, 30 May 1999: 2;
Harakal, 31 May 1999; Urusan Malaysia, 31 May 1999: 1-2). The
leadership also announced the party’s readiness to consider opening its
membership to non-Muslims and having them stand for clections on
its ticket. PAS president Fadzil Noor had earlier launched the party’s
Permancnt Secretaniat tor Chinese Attairs ( Eksklusf, 31 May 1999: 1),

PAS leaders are acutely aware of the hurdles the party has to face in
selling its Islamic democracy platform. There are sull pockets of
*purists’ in the party who would resist digressions from the puntanical
line and allying with Chinese parties. Issues on human and women
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rights, limits of state authority and individual liberties need 1o be
clarified and important scctors of the clectorate need to be convinced.
Most non-Muslims and liberal Muslims still look upon PAS as
‘extremist’ and arc sceptical of the party’s commitment to personal
liberties and democratic principles and of its capability to administer
the country. UMNO and the National Front would take every oppor-
tunity to discredit the party. Still, PAS leaders are convinced that most
members of the party support the leadership’s new Islamic-democratic
orientation. They are equally optimistic that the party’s reputation of a
clean administration in Kelantan which PAS has ruled since 1990 and
turther dialogues and clarifications would help increase acceptance,
among Muslims and non-Muslims alike, of the Islamic-democratic
platform that PAS stands for.

CONCLUSION

The Islamic Party of Malaysia, in contrast to most other Islamic parties
in the Muslim world, has since its inception participated in the Malay-
sian clectoral process competing in a semi-democratic political system
that heavily favours the UMNO-led coalition government. In the first
decade following independence, PAS presented itself almost exclusively
as a party defending Malay communal interests in contrast to an UMNO
that it portrayed as having betrayed the Malay race. The pro-Malay
policics of the Razak government, however, cffectively negated PAS'’s com-
munal demands and even pressured the party to abandon its opposition-
ist role and become a component party of the ruling establishment. It was
an establishment, we may note, that initiated a discernible shift from the
‘modified democracy” of the carly mdcp:ndcncc years m\\nrds wl h:u hns
in the 1990s become an i d ‘modified auth

The Malay-Islamic oppositional space vacated by PAS was filled by
an Islamic revivalism led b\' ‘\:w\ar Ihmlum s ABIM, spcarhcadmg a
nascent movement d i and democ: The
dissolution of the PAS-UMNO partnership, followed by the co-
aption of Anwar Ibrahim (and ABIM) into the government, saw PAS
reoccupying that space. It was a radicalized PAS influenced by the
legalistic, fundamentalist-literalist brand of Islam which had dominated
the global Islamic revivalism of the time and that contested UMNO
largely on the platform of the Islamic statc and the syariah.

PAS’s puritan radicalism of the 1980s failed to inspirc the imagination
of the Malays. UMNO's pragmatic response, particularly its *progressive’
Islamization policy and the popular support for it, pressured PAS to
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scek alternative strategics. Ag.um( the hackgmund of the global shift

in lslmns( i in the di of pluralism and d cracy, the
< ‘modificd itarianism’ ot the ruling party and an
cnnronmcm of ‘crony capnahs: growth that exacerbated economic

lities, an increasi d. PAS leadership began to steer

mcnuun in the 1990s to muu of social justice and democratic reforms,
expressed within an Islamic paradigm and argued as a genuine heritage
of the Islamic tradition. The party’s public articulations — aimed at a
national audience of both Malays and non-Malays — were heavily directed
at the erosion of democratic rights and at presenting PAS and its Islamic
democratic platform as a better alternative to UMNO to lead a multi-
racial Malaysia into a new era.

Muslim politics in Malaysia in the 1990s saw a scenario of an
Islamizing UMNO and a democratizing PAS. PAS leaders would dis-
agree with Vatikiotis’s observation (1996: 162) that ‘it is not incon-
ceivable that if PAS ever came to power in Malaysia they would behave
much like the current ruling Malay clite, deploying a moderate Islamic
agenda to shore up their legitimacy ... UMNO might in turn adopt
the Islamic struggle to attack PAS.” They would reject any equation
with UMNO. They would argue that PAS rule, unlike UMNO's,
would be characterized not only by the conventional expectations of
an honest democracy and a clean government but also one anchored
in the moral, cthical and universal values of Islam. Nevertheless,
Vatikiotis’s observation reflects the emerging convergence in Muslim
politics in Malaysia. Its implications on the future of Malay-Muslim
politics, however, may be more far-reaching than simply an instrumental-
ist exploitation of Islam for purposes of legitimation.

The new democratic inclination of PAS emerged forcefully with the
passionate demands for reforms that the party was deeply involved in
alongside other democratic activists in the wake of Anwar’s dismissal in
September 1998. The party’s shift to championing democracy-related
issues, however, was not conceived during the moment of passion

llowing A Its ion dated back a decade with the
dculmmg influence of lhc radical faction in the party. But the Anwar
episode, the resulting political dislocations within UMNO, the popular
protests demanding democratic reforms and clean government, and an
upcoming general election, provided PAS with an opportunc setting
to propagate its Islamic democracy platform. They also provided the
catalyst to the party leadership to pursue vigorously its moderate
pragmatist line that included building bridges with non-Muslim groups
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and parties in an attempt to build an electable alternative to the
National Front.

PAS did not succeed in dislodging the Front government in the 1999
general clection, neither on its own nor in collaboration with other non-
Malay opposition parties. But the outcome was uncertain beforehand;
even UMNO leaders conceded that the National Front might not be
able 1o repeat its 1995 achievement. Nor would it have been un-
expected for PAS to improve on its performance or even capture another
state or two. Problems with the economy and unemployment, issues of
corruption and autocratic rule and PAS's own democratizing tendencies
could all have helped the party to perform better. If this happened on
a party platform that emphasized a moderate and democratic agenda,
it would extend the app iceship of, and add experience to, PAS as a
participant in a democratic process and expose it further to the practices
and procedures of democratic politics. It also would help reinforce the
emerging democratic tendencies and deepen the idea within both the
party’s leadership and the rank and file that moderation and democrat-
ization do pay in Malaysia’s pluralistic setting. In an environment
accustomed to overwhelming victorics for the ruling coalition whose
winning formula was to a considerable extent based on its claim to
centrist tendencies, such an ¢lectoral improvement would further en-
courage PAS’s accommodationist approach to Muslim and Malaysian
politics in its ambition to lead Malaysia’s future.

But the Front’s 1999 victory was not unexpected. In Malaysia’s multi-
racial socio-cultural and political context, UMNO leaders do not lack
mastery of survival strategics that range from fallback finesse and damage
¢ontrol to nationalistic jingoism and symbolic manipulation to retain
us relevance and effectively to weather internal and external attacks. As a
political party, UMNO itself has demonstrated an impressive capacity for
pragmatic and responsive adjustment to changing times and pressures.
The pro-Malay policics of Tun Razak in the 1970s and Mahathir’s
Islamization in the 1980s are examples of UMNO responding to the
demands of changing times. In both these cases, we may note, PAS played
4 central role in providing the external push. The dominant external
pressure in the 1990s — and PAS has again been a prominent actor —
revolves around issues of democracy and good governance, an issue
area that has emerged since the carly 1990s and reached its climax with
the 1997 cconomic crisis and the Anwar episode in late 1998.

UMNO’s Islamization initiatives would certainly proceed irrespective,
ifnot because, of Anwar’s dismissal from the party in September 1998.
T'he appointment in January 1999 of forcign minister Abdullah Ahmad
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Badawi as the new deputy prime minister to replace Anwar was
indicative of this continuity. Ahmad Badawi has a reputation as *Mr
Clean® and hails from a well-known slama family and is himself a
graduate of the University of Malaya in Islamic studies. But UM\J()
can also be expected to pay more ion to issues of democrati;

Ir will probably continuc to employ the time-tested ‘communal bogey”
and *foreign interference’ to deal with this new challenge. The themes
of indigenous democracy, inter-communal harmony and ‘economics
over political development’ would probably remain in the party’s
political arsenal, and remain quite persuasive to justify limitations on
‘excessive’ freedoms. Aided by its extensive command over resources
and patronage networks, these would continue to help sustain its
power and control over political debate. It would be naive to expect
substantial political liberalization in the immediate future. Nevertheless,
UMNO may have little choice; prudence and political pragmatism
should persuade UMNO to take notice of and accommodate the
growing domestic demand for democratic reforms. The relative success
of the democratic experiments in Thailand and the I’h:hppm:s, the
reformation movement in Indonesia and the ‘loosening up' of even
the tightly controlled city-state of Singapore (FEER, 24 Dec. 1998:

10-15) would only add to the pressure for UMNO to enhance its
democratic credentials and regain public confidence. Although its nature
and scope would be difficult to predict, a movement in the direction of
political reforms could be expected even during the tenureship of the
current Prime Minister Mahathir and, more so, in a post-Mahathir cra
that is expected to commence in the not too distant future.

A trend is not a finished product, and political trends are notorious
for sudden reversals. That notwithstanding, the shifting tendencies in
Muslim politics in Malaysia in the final years of the twenticth century
promise a new and potentially democratizing political setting within
which the contest between competing Muslim groups would take
place. The potential convergence between the two main contestants in
the direction of Islamization and democratization could open up a
fresh Muslim discourse to explore a creative and functional synthesis
between modernity and Islam in the context of a multi-cthnic Malay
sia. Equally significant, such a convergence could help develop a novel
arena for the practice of Muslim politics that is not only authenucally
Islamic and legitimately democratic but also, as both PAS and UMNO
would want it, widely acceptable to the diverse and pluralisuc Malaysian
populace in particular, and exemplary for the Muslim world in general.
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POSTSCRIPT
By the time Mahathir called for elections to be held on 29 November
1999, the major opposition parties — PAS, KeADILan, DAP and PRM
- had already agreed to come together in an Alternative Front (Barisan
Alternatif) to take on the National Front. Its joint manifesto called for
ajust and d ic Malaysia; conspi ly absent from the manifesto
was PAS’s concept of the Islamic state.

Throughout the campaign period, the National Front played on the
themes of stability, growth and ethnic harmony and on the post-crisis
cconomic recovery that would need a strong government in order to
sustain it. It portrayed the Alternative Front as a fragile alliance of
political opportunists. PAS was attacked for exploiting Islam and for its
willingness to sacrifice its Islamic state objective in exchange for non-
Muslim support. To the non-Muslim audience, PAS was pictured as an
extremist party whose new moderate and democratic posture was a
political charade to gain power, and to turn Malaysia into a theocratic
state

In the face of the cconomic erisis, the Alternative Front did campaign
on cconomic-related issues, emphasizing wastage and corruption, the
illusion of economic recovery, crony capitalism and the lack of trans-
parency that had made Malaysia a pariah in the eyes of international
investors. But PAS and KeADILan, in particular, placed an overwhelm-
ing emphasis on issues surrounding the Anwar affair and Mahathir’s
authoritarianism, and on demands for social justice, good governance
and democratic reforms.

Although the Alternative Front failed to dislodge the National Govern-
ment or even deny it its customary two-thirds majority, the clectoral
damage it caused to the ruling party was significant. Overall, the 14-
party National Front won 148 parliamentary scats and 56.5 per cent of
the popular vote compared to 162 and 65 per cent respectively in
1995. Tts share of the 11 state assembly scats in Peninsular Malaysia
declined from 338 to 281. More significant were the losses suffered by
UMNO. The 94 parliamentary seats it held prior to the dissolution of
the parliament was reduced to 72; the 231 scats in the state assemblics
10 175, For the first time in history, UMNO scats in parliament num-
bered less than its coalition allies. UMNO also failed to regain Kelantan
from PAS, and it lost the state of Terengganu to it. When measured by
popular votes, UMNO seemed to have even lost the majority mandate
of its core Malay constituency, the crucial source of its claim to leader-
ship of the multi-cthnic ruling coalition. In the *Malay heartland” states
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of Kelantan, Terengganu, Perlis and Kedah, UMNO’s popular vote
declined from an average of 57 per cent in 1995 to 45.5 per cent.

As a group, the parties of the Alternative Front more than doubled
its parliamentary presence from 22 to 45. But PAS was the biggest
winner. It won 27 parliamentary and 98 state assembly scats, compared
to seven and 33 respectively in 1995, It retained Kelantan and wrested
the oil-rich state of Terengganu from UMNO, winning 28 of the 32
state assembly scats and all the seven parliamentary seats. For the first
time, PAS now has scats in all the state assemblics in Peninsular Malaysia
except in the three traditional UMNO stronghold southern states of
Negeri Sembilan, Malacca and Johor. Among the Malay voters, PAS’s
popular vote probably surpassed that of UMNO. And befitting its
position as the leading opposition party, PAS president Fadzil Noor
took over trom DAP’s Lim Kit Siang as opposition leader in parliament.

The coming together of the ethnic-based opposition parties in the
Alternative Front did not seem to have contributed significantly to its
clectoral performance. There was little indication of the grassroots and
mutually supportive ethnic exchanges between the Malay-based PAS
and the Chinese-based DAP that the coalition had hoped to secure.
The PAS-led Alternative Front would have to strive hard even to
maintain its existence as a political group after the clections. The ideo-
logical differences berween PAS and the DAP are huge still, with the
latter remaining uncquivocal in its rejection of the Islamic state.
Indeed, the underlying ideological difterences between it and PAS
crupted into a public quarrel immediately after the clections over a
proposal by the new PAS chief minister of Terengganu - which was
subsequently retracted - to impose a special community welfare tax on
non-Muslims in the state to complement the zakar that the Mushims
had to pay. For decades since the 1960s, PAS and the DAP had been
bitter political enemies, and both were widely perceived as the
extremist representatives of their respective ethnic constituencies. But
that the two could agree to form an alliance and to begin negotiating
and settling their differences was itself an outstanding achievement.
Contesting the elections as partners had also obliged them to mini
mize divisive ethnic and religious issues = which both were notorious
for exploiting in the past — in their public campaigns. The coalition has
certainly had a moderating and centrist effect on both these cthnic
based part

Leaders of these partics had vowed to maintain the coalition and
strive to narrow their differences through ongoing consultations, and
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to provide Malaysians with a viable and democratic alternative to the
National Front. Sustaining the coalition necessarily means continued
compromises and accommodation, and a mutual movement towards
the political centre. Boosted by its best-ever performance, PAS, in
particular, scemed most keen to preserve the coalition. PAS can now
claim that it has the majority support of the Malays, and thus, in the
Malaysian political tradition that the non-Malays had long accepred,
should legitimately lead the government. TIts moderating tendencies
and its emphasis on issues of social justice and good governance had
been partly responsible for its increasing appeal to liberal Muslims and
the urban Malay middle classes that had traditionally identified
themselves with UMNO. The party scemed keen to extend such gains
to include the non-Malay electorate to achieve its national ambition in
the reality of Malaysia's pluralistic politics.

Expectedly, UMNO’s initial reaction was to put the blame on
others, particularly on PAS’s exploitation of Islam. But before long,
there were loud calls for reforms and the reinventing of the party. With
Mahathir announcing this to be his last term - although he did not set
a date for his exit ~ the focus centred on the question of succession and
the contest for leadership posts in the party elections held in May 2000,
Bur more than leadership changes and resolving the internal turmoil,
UMNO cannot ignore the fact that Malay and Malaysian politics had
changed dramatically and that it would risk a bigger defeat in the next
clections if it did not adapt accordingly. The key to this adapration
would be issues of democracy and good governance that are central to
contemporary political discourse. UMNOs capacity for pragmatic and
responsive adjustments to changing times and pressures is being tested
again. If history is any guide, one can expect UMNO - most probably
1 a post-Mahathir era — to initiate political reforms in that direction.
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THE STRUCTURE OF THE MEDIA
INDUSTRY

IMPLICATIONS FOR DEMOCRACY

Zaharom Nain

It could be argued that at the core of a democratic socicty is
the presence of a public debate about the distribution and
execunion of power. It is crucial for democratic arrangements
that choices made by the power holders are publicly scrutinised
and contested. In the public debate, the informational and
cultural products play a significant role. If the interests of the
information and culture producers and the powers that be are
Intertwined, 2 society’s capacity for democratic government
is scriously undermined (Hamelink 1994: 92),

This chapter attempts to locate the development of the mainstream
media of television broadcasting and the press within the wider context
of post-colonial Malaysian development policies. It begins with an over-
view of the contemporary picture of the mainstream media and wider
sodial policies and structures which have affected - and continue to affect
- the media. Starting with the *communist threat”, through to the cvents
of May 1969, the New Economic Policy and the substantial legislation,
vz the Printing Presses and Publications Act, the Broadcasting Act,
the Internal Security Act and the Official Secrets Act, this chapter
traces the effects these historical developments have had on the media.

Itis argucd that the Mahathir cra (1981 onwards) has scen significant
qualitative and quantitative shifts taking place as regards media ownenship,

1
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control, content and direction. Crucial to this discussion is an analysis of
policies and official exhortations, together with a review of newer legis-
lations such as the Broadcasting Act (1988), and the recent amendments
made to this Act.

THE MAINSTREAM PRINT AND BROADCAST INDUSTRIES:
AN OVERVIEW!

THE PRESS
The mainstream press in Malaysia can be characterized as having gone
through a major period of change, beginning in the carly 1980s,
coinciding with the period in which Mahathir Mohamad became
prime minister. And this is apparently a trend that has extended into
the 1990s. The carly 1980s saw the emergence of new titles, signitying
to many a liberalization of media policies, a relaxation of control.
According to one source ( Information Malaysia, 1980-81 and 1985),
between 1981 and 1985 alone, the number of titles of local newspapers,
magazines and journals in circulation increased from 56 to 102 - a
remarkable increase of about 80 percent, made even more remarkable
given the introduction of the Printing Presses and Publications Act in
1984 and the amendments made to it in 1987

Going by crude quantitative indicators, it would appear that in the
carly 1990s Malaysians were spailt for choice, being well-served by the
media. As indicated in Table 1, in 1993, there were 39 dailies arculating
in Malaysia, certainly more than those serving Singapore (8), Thailand
(8) and the Philippines (25) (scc Goonasckera and Holaday, 1993), and
in the same period, as the figures in Table 5.2 indicate, Peninsular Malay
sians also appeared to be well-served by weekly news publications, part
cularly by those in the national language.

Unfortunately, crude quantitative indicators, while seemingly im
pressive, have this nasty habit of cloaking some hard, cold facts; in this
case, facts regarding concentration of ownership, elements of legal.

Radio in Malaysia has also expanded at a rapid rate, particularly in the
1990s. Introduced in 1946, there are currently more than 20 radio
stations in the country, with more than 12 being regional stations. RTM
dominates with six radio stations which have a peninsula-wide reach. In
1996, with the lunch of Astro, cight more radio stations were provided
by Astro through subscription. Radio is not included in this analysis for
reasons of logistics
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Table 5.1: Malaysian newspapers (1993): dailics

National
Language English Chinese  Tamil  Total

Peninsular

Malaysia 4 6 6 3 19
Sabah 1t 1 7 0 9
Sarawak 0 3 7 0 10
Total 5 10" 20 3 38

Source: Adapted from Information Malaysia (1992-93)

Includes the Sun, which does not publish on Saturday and Sunday.
Excludes Leader which is a free paper for the Klang Valley region.
The Sun isnow published on Saturday and Sunday. The Leader has
since stopped production.

Includes the Daily Expresswhich is a trilingual (Malay,/English/
Kadazanduson) daily:

political and cconomic control, and their implications for newspaper
content and genuine varicty of choices.

Indeed, for quite some time now, all of the four national language
dailies published in Peninsular Malaysia, Berita Harian, Harian Metro,
Ususan Malaysia and Utusan Melayn have been produced by just two
local media giants, the New Straits Times Press (NSTP), which publishes
Beriea Harian and Harian Metro, and Utusan Mclayu (Malaysia)

Table 5.2: Malaysian newspapers (1993): weeklies and bi-weeklics

National
Language  English  Chinese Tamil Total
Peninsular 13" 4 3t 1 21
Malavsia
Sabah 0 o 0 0 0
0 0 1 0 1
13° 4 41 1 22

Source: Adapted from Information Malaysia (1992-93)

Includes Wazan which is a bi-weekly.
Includes New Life Post which is a bi-weekly.
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Table 5.3a: New Straits Times Press (NSTP)(1995) involvement in the media industry

bsid Associated C i papers Published  Magazines Published
NSTP 26 4
Includes Includes Dailics
Berita Hanan Sdn Bhd Asia Magazine Ltd (26.9%) ® New Serauts Times (E) *Malaysian Business
(100%) Kloffe Capital Sdn Bhd «Bersta Harian (M) « Investors Digest
Berita Book Centre (100 %) (22.2%) «Malay Mail (E) «Her World
Benita Publishing (100%)  Commerce- Asset Holdings Business Times (E) «Jelita
Marican (92.5%) Bhd (20 2 %) o Shin Min Dasly News(C) s Information Malaysa
Amenican Malaysian Life «Harian Metro (M) «Perodica Islamica
Assurance (100%) o New Seraiss Times
Wecklies: Annual
* New Sunday Times (E) o Her World Annual
o Bierita Mingau (M) « Her World Cookbook
oSunday Mail (E) *Her World Home Scene
Annual
o Sajian Jelita
*Khidmar

Nores.

F = English language newspapers

M = Malay or national language newspapers
€ = Chinese language newspapers
Percentages refer to degree of ownership
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Table 5.3b: Utusan Mclayu (1996) involvement in the media industry

Subsidiary Compani iated Comy Newspapers Published Published
Utisan 14 9
Melayu  Includes Includes: Dailies Wanita
(1996)  Utusan Publications & Swan Malaysia Sdi Bhd (40%)  » Usssan Malavia (M) «URTV
Distributors Sdn Bhd Electronic Data Interchange  » Ususan Melayu (M) SAJI
(100%) (25%) oLeader (E)F Al-lsdam
Utusan Melayu City Televiston Sdn Bhd «Mastika
(Singaparc) Pre Ltd (30%) Weeklics: *MASSA
(100%) «Mingguan Malayia (M) *Mangga
Utusan Pearl & Dean * Ussan Zaman (M) «Pemikir
(72.8%) «Komik Kawan
*Cerdas Pintar
*Young Gencration
Notes
E « English language newspapers

M = Malay or national language newspapers
C = Chinese language newspapers
Percentages refer to degree of ownership

a. Incarly 1994 the Utusan Group became part of a consortium of four companies which was awarded the tender by
the government to operate the new commercial television station, Metro Vision.
b. Publication of the Leader, a free newspaper for the Klang Valley region, has since ceased

Source: The KLSE Annual Handbook, 1995 and 1996.
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Khalid Ahmad, Mohd. Noor Mutalib, Kadir
Jasin & Ahmad Nazri Abdullah

Realmild Sdn Bhd

48.01% I ] 43.22%
NSTP V3

Figurc 5.1: The MRCB group structure as it relats to NSTP and TV3 (31
August 1993)
Source: Gomez 1994: 136

Berhad, which publishes Urusan Malaysia and Utusan Melayu. The
concentration becomes more evident when we consider the national
language weeklies, since the two leading weeklies (in terms of dirculation
and readership), Berita Minqgu and Mingguan Malaysia, arc also pub-
lished by the same two companies (see Tables 5.3a and 5.3b).

This, of course, 1s merely the tip of the iceberg since, as has been
illustrated more comprehensively clsewhere (sce Cheong 1993; Gomez
1990, 1994), these companies have interests not only in other media-
related activities such as distribution and other media such as broad
casting, but are also controlled by groups closcly aligned to the political
partics in the ruling coalition. For example, in January 1993 the local
media empire comprising Bersta Harwan, Berita Minggu, Harian Metro,
the English dailies New Strases Times and Malay Mail, the Chinese
daily, Shin Min Dasly News and TV3, Malaysia’s finst private television
station, came under the control of Realmild Sdn Bhd, a privare limited
company which, in turn, was fully owned by a publicly listed company,
Malaysian Resources Corporation Bhd (MRCB), eftectively controlled
by tour individuals widely recognized as being close to UMNO
(United Malays National Organisation), the dominant party in the

ruling Barisan Nasional coalition (see Figure 5.1).
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The intricacies of this deal ~ described as ‘the biggest management
buyout (MBO) in the local corporate scctor’ (Corporate World, Feb.
1993) - arc too extensive to go into in any great detail here. And it is,
indeed, not our intention to replicate but rather merely to illustrate
the fact that the major local press organizations, while scemingly
increasing in number, nonetheless are controlled by the same few
actors (instituti and individuals) i iably aligned to political partics
and leaders. By looking at the majority share ownership of the two media
giants, NSTP and Utusan Melayu, as examples (sce Figures 5.2 and 5.3),
we can see this pattern of concentration more clearly.

Ascam Syarikat Cartaban
Malasia o| | Nomince| | (Malaya)| | HSBC
Nominces MRCB Bumi Nomit
Sdn Bhd Sdn Bhd | | SdnBhd | | SdnBhd
19.29% 15.36% 10.49% 8.51% 8.08%
New Straits Times Press (Malaysia) Berhad

Figure 5.2: The five largest sharcholders of NSTP (1995)
Source: Kuala Lumpur Stock Exchange (1995). KLSE Annual Companics
Hanibook (p. 482)

Note: *The figures indicating that MRCB only owns 15.36% of the shares are
actually misleading because the KLSE report (1995) also states that MRCB
docs own 48.01% of the NST sharcs, implying that this latter percentage is
made up of shares owned dircctly by MRCR and also indirectly through its
subsidiaries and associates
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Tengku Datuk Senator Syarikat

RHB | | Razalcigh bin | | Husecin | | Dato’$ri || Nominces
Nominces| | Tengku Mohd| | bin Dato’ | | Husscin Bumiputra
Sdn Bhd Hamzah Onn Nordin Sdn Bhd

54.8% 3.58% 259% 1.12% L%

L Utusan Melayu (Malaysia) Berhad 7

Figure 5.3: The five largest sharcholders of Utusan Melayu { Malaysia) Berhad
(1996)

Source: Kuala Lumpur Stock Exchange (1996). KLSE Annual Companies
Handbook (p. 242)

Note: RHB Nominces Sdn Bhd, the substanual sharcholder, is part of the
giant RHB group, a substantial stake in which (32%) is owned by powerful
Malaysian & banker and stocl . Rashid Hussain and his family.

TELEVISION
Asitis with the local press, so, evidently, is it with local television. Indecd,
like the press, television has seen apparently remarkable changes taking
place over the past decade. Television was first introduced in December
1963 with the help of technical consultants from Canada. The initial
set-up comprised a single channel national network, under the control of
the Radio Televisyen Malaysia (RTM) or the Department of Broadcast-
ing which, in turn, was one of three departments under the control of
the Ministry of Information. In October 1969 a second channel was
launched, also under the direct control of the Ministry of Information,
and guided by the same directives as those which governed the opera-
nons of the first channel (Karthigesu 1991). These directives, which have
remained virtually unchanged and which have informed broadcasting
policy, arc:

L. to explain in depth and with the widest possible coverage the policics
and the programmes of the government in order to ensure maximum
understanding by the public;

- to stimulate public interest and opinion in order to achieve changes
in line with the requirement of the government;

o
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. to assist in promoting civic consciousness and fostering the develop-
ment of Malaysian arts and culture;

1o provide suitable elements of popular cducation, general information
and entertainment;

to aid national i ion cfforts in a multi-cthnic socicty through
the use of the national language. (Ministry of Information 1983).
What is certainly apparent is that television - and, more gencrally,
broadcasting — in Malaysia was from its inception closcly aligned to the
government. Both the RTM channels, now called TV1 and TV2, were
established not through an Act of Parliament or by a Royal Charter,
but via decisions made by the then Alliance coalition government
which, in turn, formulated the policies that would determine the role
television would play. The latter practice continues, certainly with the
RTM channels, to the present day.

After almost two decades of virtual state monopoly of the television
airwaves, a commercial television station, TV3, was allowed by the
government to begin operating in 1984. It was initially hailed as a
station that would ‘provide newer, better quality and better choice of
programmes’ (Malaysian Business, 1 June 1984), although subsequent
developments, like the drastic increase in broadeast time beginning
trom 1 March 1994 and the emergence of MetroVision, also in 1994,
indicate that the hunger for something that is ever new has remained
unsatiated. These developments, of course, are related to the govern-
ment’s policy of *privatization’, particularly the privatization of what
were once regarded as “public services, broadcasting being onc of them.
And it is a development that is certainly not peculiar to Malaysia. Indeed,
as far as television is concerned, many public broadcast systems, especially
n Western Europe (see Blumler 1993; Venturelli 1993) have for some
time now been designing and impl ing policies to form them-
sclves into commercial entities. The option is often simplistically
assumed to be between state-controlled media and the market, the
latter seen as being more preferable based on the naive notion that the
logic of the market incvitably will lead to plurality of choice, freedom
and independence. This, as has been argued clsewhere (Loh and
Mustafa 1996; Zaharom 1994, 1996), has unfortunately turned out to
be untruc.

In quantitative terms, television in Malaysia currently appears to be
undergoing profound changes. As indicated in Tables 5.4 and 5.5, the
latter part of this decade sces television expanding quite rapidly, with
more channel offerings and broadcast hours.

#

@
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Table 5.4: The growth of television in Malaysia (1990s)

1993 1994 1995 1996°
4

No. of broadcast channels 3 3 4
No. of cable channcls - + 5
No. of satellite channcls 15

* csumate

Source: Malaysian Busines, | January 1995: 99

Despite this expansion, however, the credibility of television as a source
of information and its role as a ‘purported tool for nation building’
(Karthigesu 1991) are still very much open to question and debate.
Often the criticisms and suggestions put across to those controlling
television to democratize the industry in this fast-developing economy,
allowing greater rep ation in terms of p ing, opinions
and ownenship, unfortunately have fallen on deaf cars.

Instead, more recent developments illustrate the further concentration
of media ownership. In carly 1994, another local media giant closcly
aligned to UMNO, the Utusan Group, became part of a consortium
of four companies that was awarded a tender by the government to
operate Malaysia’s second commercial television station, MetroVision
(sce Zaharom 1994). Yet another company in the same consortium s
Meclewar Corporation, controlled by Tunku Abdullah of the Negen
Sembilan royal house and a longume close associate of Pnime Minister
Mahathir.

As for satellite broadcasung, on 13 January 1996, the Malaysia East
Asia satellite, Measat-1, was launched from Kourou, French Guiana.
Described by one newspaper as *marking the country’s histonic entry
into space technology” (The New Strasss Tomes, 14 Jan. 1996), Measat-1
is owned by Binanang Sdn Bhd which, in turn, 1s owned by trusts
associated with three Malaysians, the most prominent of whom is
manufacturing and horse-raaing tycoon, T. Ananda Knshnan. Ananda
has been politely referred to by one Malaysian daily as *a businessman
who enjoys the confidence of Pnme Minister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir
Mohamad® ( The Szar, 9 Jan. 1996). And the chairman of Binanang’s
board of directors 1s the former nspector-general of the Malavsian
police torce, Hamt Mohamad Omar.

Some have naively entertained the nogon that wath the introducnon
of satellite broadcasting, the government was going to adopt an *open
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Table 5.5: Malaysian Terrestrial, Cable and Satellite Television

Stations (April 1999)

Owner- Year Avail- _ Fre.  Hours

Station ship  Established ability ~ Language" quency (daily)

TERRESTRIAL:

VI Gowt 1963 Nation- Malay/  Daly 1925
wide English

V2 Gowt 1969 Nation- Daily  11.00
wide

TV3  Private 1984 Nation-  Malay/  Daily 1850
wide English

Metro- Private 1995 Khang  Malay/  Daily 1650

Vision? Valley  English

NTV7  Private 1998 Nation-  Malay/  Daily 15285
wide English

CABLE TV:

Mega  Prvatc 1995 Subscip- Englsh  Dally  24.00
tion

SATELLITE TV:

Ao Prvate 1996 Subscrip- English  Dailly  24.00
uon

Language refers to the main medium of presentation. The national
language (Malay) and English are the main languages used. How-
ever, programmes in other languages, such as Tamil, Hindi and the
main Chinese dialects, are common features. Daily news pro-
grammes are broadeast in Mandarin Chinese over TV2 and NTV7,
and in Tamil 1o over TV2.

-

nation given is that the station is undergoing a major technical
overhaul, but other accounts indicate that it the reasons have more
to do with a sharp fall in revenue

MetraVision stopped broadeasting in mid-1999. The official expla-

sky” policy. However, the announcement by the minister of information

in 1996 must have put paid to such a notion. Amendments

to the

1988 Broadcasting Act to enable Mcasat 1o start its operations was

tabled in Pariament on 14 October 1996. However, the amen

dments

in no way have led to an open-sky policy; rather they have paved the
way for tighter government control on signals reception, since under
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Malaysian Resources
Comporation Berhad (MRCB)

30.00%

CABLEVIEW SERVICES (Mega TV) ‘

5000 4000\‘

Figure S.4: Ownership of Mega TV (1997
Source: New Svass Times (24 OXtober 1994, 19 July 19971 and Gomez (1994)

the amendments only 0.6 metre parabolic dishes can be used by
vomsumers o receive signals trom only the Measat satellite Indecd,
under the amendments to the Act, 1t is an otfence for anyone to use
bigger parabolic dishes. And the penalty tor such an otfence is certainly
2 hetty one - a tine of RM100,000 and/or a three-month jail sentence
his, according to the then numister - who is not really renowned tor
beng deliberately wonic or for his intellect - s w here Malavaa has 2
seni-open sky policy” ( 1be Srar, 12 Sept 1990)

NTV7, the latest commervial television station o jom the tray (in
carly 1998), is ver another company which has strong state links. lis
CEQ s the tormer director of State Economic Development Corpora-
tion of Sarawak - the nmber nich state n East Malavsia which is also
controlled by the ruling coalition. (Atter the 1999 weneral clection, the
CEO was appointed federal mimster of agnculture. )

Malavsia's fist pav- TV or subsenpion service, Mega TV, which
began operating i the third quarter of 1995, is abo run by a consortium
wing the company name Cableview Services Sdn Bhd. The largest share
halder in the consortum, with a 40 percent stake, is Sistem Television
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Malaysia Berhad, or TV3. The Ministry of Finance has a 30 per cent
stake, while Sri Utara Sdn Bhd, a wholly-owned subsidiary of Maika
Holdings Bhd (the investment arm of the Malaysian Indian Congress
|MIC], another component of the BN coalition) has a 5 per cent stake.
(See Figure 5.4). This cable company has been quite active in extending
uts reach to the numerous ‘well-oft> areas or states in the peninsula,
Having started oft by providing cable facilities in the lucrative Klang
Valley, Mega TV has since expanded to the rest of the peninsula.

Hence, as far as television - including cable and satellite - is con-
cerned, what we have is a situation where the selective privatization
exercise continues to extend the tentacles of the ruling coalition and
its allics even more widely across the Malaysian cconomy, adding
cconomic and cultural domination to what is already virtual political
domination. To understand why the situation as regards the mainstream
media in contemporary Malaysia is such, we need initially to locate the
media's development within the wider contextual canvas of Malaysian
development.

SOCIAL DEVELOPMEN AND THEIR EFFECTS
ON THE MAINSTREAM MEDIA

Tt COMMUNIST “THREAT’
In 1948, with the outbreak of the Emergency (the cuphemism used 1o
describe the communist uprising), greater control had 1o be excreised
by the British to ensure that their position and interests were not
challenged and usurped by the communists and  other political
clements; this included a tight grip on the media at that time.

Such were the circumstances that gave birth o the Printing Presses
Ordinance i 1948, a picce of legislation whose main aim was 10
exercise control - over the ownersship of printing presses  and
publications in the face of an increasing threat from the communists in
Malaya (Mohd. Safar 1996 222-224). Henee, in the name of national
secunity, certain laws were subsequently promulgated 1o ensure the
colonial government's greater control of the media, thus paving the
direction for the future mainstream mass media.

he commumst threat faced by the government over the years also
helped brng into existence the Internal Security Act (ISA) of 1960
Ihe ISA was introduced at the end of the Emergency as a catch-all, just
m case other coercive laws should prove inadequate after Emergency
rule was hfted. The Act empowers the home affairs minister 10 impose
preventive detention wathout rial on anyone ‘acung i a manner pre-
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judicial to the security of Malaysia® (Means 1991: 142). Police are
granted wide powers to arrest without warrant and detain almost anyone
for a maximum of 60 days.

Over the years, the ISA has scen many people detained not necessarily
because of communist connections or subversive activitics. Those de-
tained have indeed included people whose activities, although legitimate
and democratic, could rock the boat, so to speak. In short, the Malaysian
experience has shown that the ISA has been abused by certain people
in power for their own ends (Sce, for cxample, Aliran 1988; CARPA
1988).

Following indep ce in 1957, the go leaders emphasized
the need to channel all resources and energies towards improving the
livelihood of the people, 10 promote nation-building, and to create a
natonal idenuty. Such a perspective informed many of the mainstream
mass media in the country. In the case of the press, journalists even
now concentrate on what they call development journalism, largely
highlighting the successes of some of the development projects which
have taken place to the point of concealing certain weaknesses, if not
wrongdoings, of the government,

THE MAY 1969 RIOTS

Another event that aided further control of the mainstream media was
the ethnic rots of 13 May 1969. In the 1969 general clection, the ruling
Alliance coalition almost failed for the first time to gain a two-thirds
majority in the Dewan Rakvat (House of Representatives). The oppo
sition parties, on the other hand, managed to encroach into many Alli-
ance strongholds (Lee 1995: 13). Indeed, the ruling party’s popularity
suffered a major setback, particularly that of its Chinese component
party, the Malaysian Chinese Association (MCA). This development
caused severe strains within the ruling Alliance coalition (Means 1991:
6-7), more so when two opposition partics, the Chinese-based Demo
cratic Action Party (DAP) as well as the multi-ethnic GERAKAN party,
were able to gain more votes trom the non-Malays.

What sparked oft the ethnic riots, according to the government, was
‘the inflammatory speeches made by political candidates from various
partics during the clection campaigns, and the victory processions
staged by some opposition parties’ (Lee 1995: 13). These events alarmed
the government. To contain the situation, the king, on the advice of
the government, declared a state of emergeney for the whole of Malavsia
At the same time, the government decided 1o suspend the publication
of all newspapers for two days starting from 16 May 1969 (Mohd.
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Satar 1996: 272) supposedly to curb further spread of cthnic hatred,
Subsequently, all the major papers were permitted to publish but on
the proviso that the government had the right to censor items that
were deemed *dangerous to national security'.

The state of emergency that descended upon the country meant
that the federal Constitution and the parli were suspended,
while clections in Sabah and Sarawak were postponed for a period of
ume. Technically, more than 30 years on, the country is still under a
state of ¥, because the gency order was never lified. A
new government was eventually formed and parliament was reconvened
m 1971. But for a period, the real powers to administer the country
lay in a newly established body, the National Operations Council
(NOC), which was headed by Deputy Prime Minister Tun Abdul
Razak Husscin. In the interim, the role of Prime Minister Tunku Abdul
Rahman was cclipsed.

The NOC was ostensibly entrusted to find ways and means to
resuscitate parliamentary democracy, rebuild public confidence and
engender cthnic harmony. One of the steps taken by the government
which it saw as contributing towards political stabili y and harmonious
relations between the ethnic groups in the country was the issuing of
an emergency decree to amend the Sedition Ordinance (1948). This
amendment, made in 1971, when parliament was reconvened, curbs
frcedom of speech and of the press, particularly as regards the
(sensitive) issues of rights of citizenship, Malay special rights, the status
and powers of the Malay rulers, the status of Islam, and the status of
Malay as the sole national language. It also prohibits any act, specch or
publication that has a tendency to bring about feelings of ill-will and
enmity between the various ethnic groups.

It is often asserted that under certain trying circumstances the
government had 1o issue emergency decrees to amend certain laws in
order to attain political stability in the country. But what is evident is
that the emergency period has also provided the opportunity for the
ruling party, whose political support was eroded in the 1969 general
clection, to strengthen its position and, more importantly, enhance the
powers of the exccutive (Means 1991: 16). The ruling Alliance, in the
professed pursuit of national harmony and socio-cconomic develop-
ment, managed to attract a number of oppositional political parties
nto its fold, thereby cnabling it to form a larger political coalition
called the Barisan Nasional or National Front.

The 1969 tragedy also ushered in an amendment made by the
government to the Control of Imported Publications Act (1958) in
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1972. This empowered the minister of home affairs ‘to ban or censor
any imported publication deemed prejudicial to public order, national
interest, morality, or security” (Means 1991: 138). Critics have argued
that this was a move to deny Malaysian citizens the right to access
information about matters of public interest and importance from
forcign publications. Be that as it may, the point is that existing
legislations, such as the above Act, not only provide state control over
locally produced material, but also allow for stringent controls over
imported material. (Hence, foreign publications, such as Assaweek and
the Far Eastern Economic Review are constantly monitored, with the
occasional edition being banned or castigated. It is interesting to
observe, though, that some forcign magazines and newspapers do get
away with criticizing the government, policies and Malaysian politicians
without being banned. However, this should not be scen as the Malay-
sian government being more tolerant of external critcism but reflects
more on the government’s awarencss that their arculation and reader-
ship in Malaysia are extremcly restricted. )

The political uncertainty and instability that prevailed after the
cthnic riots of 1969 also provided some justification for the govern-
ment to introduce the Official Scerets Act (OSA) in 1972, This law
prohibits a person from getting information that is deemed an *otficial
secret” by the government and which, so goes the official argument,
might be used by enemics of the country. In effect, the law has dis-
couraged concerned and conscientious citizens from demanding their
right to information, and it also casts doubts about the transparency of
the government. (This is especially so when this same picce of
legislation was further amended, and strengthened, in 1987 ar a time
when the government of the day was confronted with a crisis of
confidence particularly before and after the big political clampdown of
October 1987 called Operasi Lalang [sce, for example, Singh K.S. 1987;
CARPA 1988].) An cqually scrious repercussion of the OSA is the
legal control imposed on investigative journalism in particular and
press freedom in general.

In the case of radio and television in Malaysia, since 1969, both
media have been expected to transmit programmes that reflect the
aspirations of the government, i.¢. to promote national harmony and
integration, and also to encourage the people to appreciate the
government’s policies. This borders on providing programmes which
chant the government’s mantras.
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THE NEW ECONOMIC POLICY

Another outcome of the 13 May tragedy was the introduction of the
New Economic Policy (NEP) in 1971. This came about because the
NOC felt that one of the reasons for the surge of ethnic suspicion and
cnmity in 1969 was the socio-cconomic imbalances between ethnic
groups, in particular the gap between Malays and non-Malays. In other
words, the NEP was to address the socio-economic problems faced by the
cthnic groups in the country so that national development and harmony
might ventually be achieved — and ethnic violence thwarted.

Under the NEP (1971-90), the government designed a series of
five-year plans that coupled the pursuit of economic growth with the
redistribution of economic opportunities to the Malays. The NEP had
3 two-pronged strategy: (a) to reduce and eventually cradicate poverty;
and (b) to restructure socicty so that the identification of cconomic
functions with cthnicity could be reduced and climinated.

Through the rationale of the NEP, and the related desire to increase
Malaysian participation in the national economy, the dominant political
partners in the ruling coalition began to invest in the country’s major
newspapers, and take control or influence over the newspapers (Loh
and Mustafa 1996: 101-104). For instance, the government-owned
trading company Pernas acquired an 80 per cent stake in the Strasts
Times (Means 1991: 136), which was originally held by investors from
Singapore. Later a majority of the shares were transferred to Fleet
Holdings, an investment arm of the dominant partner in the Barisan
Nasional coalition, United Malays ional Organization (UMNO). The
transfer of ownership was then followed by a change of name to the
New Straits Times Press (NSTP). Fleet Holdings subsequently set up an
nvestment company called Fleet Group that oversaw its subsidiaries such
as the NSTP. Such a corporate move was of great political significance
because the takeover involved major mainstream newspapers in the
P stable: New Straits Times, New Sunday Times, Malay Mail,
Sunday Mail, Berita Harian, Berita Minggu, Business Times, Shin Min
Daily News, Her World, Malaysian Business, Jelita, Information
Malaysia, ctc.

Prompted by the same rationale, UMNO assumed direct or indirect
ownership of the Utusan Melayu newspaper group. The array of major
newspapers under the Utusan Melayu stable has a wide appeal among
the Malay-speaking readership, in” particular UMNO constituencics.
I'he involvement of another partner in the ruling coalition, the Malay-
sian Chinese Association (MCA), in the newspaper industry soon fol-




128 DEMOCRACT IN MALATSIA

lowed. It now has a major stake in the popular tabloid, The Star (Lent
1982: 262), a business rival of the established New Straits Times.

THE PRINTING PRESSES AND PUBLICATIONS ACT

The Printing Presses and Publications Act, a law that governs the press
in Malaysia, was introduced and passed in 1984. Apart from providing
powers to the home minister to grant or withdraw a printing licence or
a publishing permit (which was also stipulated in its predecessor, the
Printing Presses Ordinance of 1958), the new law also extended con-
trols over foreign press in that it required forcign papers and journals
to pay large deposits which would be forfeited if the publishers did not
appear in court to face charges of publishing materials ‘prejudicial to
the national interest’. The Ministry officials were given powers to censor
or ban the offending publications.

The Act was considered draconian by critics and human rights activists
(sce, for instance, Chandra 1986: 1-4). In contrast to the Printing
Presses Act of 1971, the amended Act of 1984 prohibited an applicant
of a printing licence or publishing permit, whose application had
carlier been rejected by the home minister, from making an appeal to
the king. In short, the Act disallowed judicial review and the home
minister’s decision was final. The amended law also differed from the
old one in the sense that the previous law empowered the minister
concerned to grant a permit of 12-month duration while the 1984 act
gave the minister the power to grant a permit of much shorter duration
if he so wished. All told, the 1984 Act further enhanced the power of
the government to control the press in the country.

As if this was not enough, amendments were made to the
1987. These amendments clearly illustrate the tightening hold the
government has on the media. Under the amended Act, all mass
circulation newspapers in Malaysia need to have a printing permit,
granted by the Ministry of Home Affairs, before they can be published.
A new permit needs to be applied for every year. Section 13A of the
amended Act totally empowers the home minister to reject applications
for a printing licence (popularly known as the *KDN’) and to revoke or
suspend a permit. The minister’s decision is final and cannot be chal-
lenged in a court of law. As stated under Section 13, sub-section (1) of
the Act (emphasts added):

Ctin

Without prejudice to the powers of the Minister to revoke
or suspend a licence or permit under any other provisions of
this Act, #f the Munsster s satisfied that any pninting press in
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respect of which the licence has been issued is used for print-

ing of any publication which is prejudicial to public order or

national sccurity or that any newspaper in respect of which a

permit has been issued contains anything which is prejudicial

to public order or national sccurity, he may revoke such

licence or permit.
On top of this, Scction 7 of the amended Act empowers the minister
1o prohibit the printing, sale, import, distribution or possession of a
publication. The minister may do this if he believes that the contents
of a publication threaten morality, public order, security, public or
national interests, or if it conflicts with the law or contains provocative
matters. Thus, the situation exists where the decis f
are binding and, strictly speaking, the minister is under no obligation
to explain these decisions.

THE BROADCASTING ACT (1988)

The Broadeasting Act 1988 continues to play a crucial role in the
underdevelopment of Malaysian broadcasting. The Act as it stands is
both stringent and inflexible, and bestows enormous powers on the
government to determine the type of television made available to the
Malaysian public. The introduction of the Act in 1988 was clearly in
anticipation of the further commercialization of broadcasting, especially
television. Indeed, in the midst of the supposed ‘deregulation’ of broad-
casting, the Broadcasting Act now gives the minister of information
virtually total powers to determine who will and who will not broadcast
and the nature of the broadcast material. Under the Act, any potential
broadeaster would need to apply for a licence from the minister before-
hand. On paper, this means that one individual has the power to decide.
Further, Part 111, Section 10, Subscction (1) of the Act (emphasis
added), states that *It shall be the duty of the licensee to ensure that
the broadcasting matter by him complics with the direction given, from
time to time, by the minister,” The October 1996 amendments made to
this alrcady stringent picce of legislation were aimed at taking into
account the introduction of new services, such as cable and satellite
television, satellite radio, pay-TV and video-on-demand.

THE FINAS AcT

The National Film Development Corporation Act (FINAS) (1981)
was amended in 1984 in response to technological changes that had
taken place in the film industry. The amended Act, among other things,
widens the definition of film to incorporate video tapes, video discs,




130 DEMOCRACY IN MALAYSIA

laser discs, and video compact discs. By so doing, officials of FINAS
can exercise control over and act on people who are found contravening
certain provisions of the Act. Under the Act, anyone who possesses
three or more copics of the same film is deemed to be involved in film
distribution, and therefore is required to apply for a distribution permit.

THE STATE, COMMERCIAL lNTmusts

AND THE MAINSTREAM
The trends in the Malaysian media indicate two th‘lf developments.
, there is little doubt that the government’s privatization policy
has rcsulll:d in greater commercialization of the media which, in trn,
has resulted in more being offered. This has happened not by accident,
but as part of the government's strategy. As Mahathir (1983: 277)
himself announced in the carly days of his administration, ‘the govern
ment may be able to obtain substantial revenue from telecommuni-
cations, ports, radio and television, railways, cte ... In view of this pos
sibility, there is a need to transfer several public services and govern-
ment-owned businesses to the private sector.”

Sccond, this economic liberalization has not really resulted in a
loosening of government control over the media, contrary to the
initial beliefs of many. The reverse has in fact happened. The main forms
of control over the media - legal, political and economic - have certainly
been tightened since the 1980s.

Hence, the current situation vis-a-vis the media is one of ‘regulated
deregulation”. Within this type of environment, it is not surprising that
what we really are getting is more of the same. And since the ownership
and control of the media arc in the hands of a few who are closely aligned
to the government and who also wish to profit from the situation, there
has been increasing emphasis on the production and importation of
‘safe’, often trivial, media artefacts. From the endless talk quiz shows
on television to the once-popular crossword competitions in the press,
the emphasis continues to be on content that is non-contentious and
casily marketable — material that does not question, examine or challenge
the official discourse (see Zaharom 1996). As Golding and Murdock
(1991: 20) succinetly put it, when writing about commercial broad-
casting:

The economics of commercial broadcasting revolves around
the exchange of audiences for advertising revenue. The price
that corporations pay for advertising spots on particular pro-
grammes 1s determined by the size and social composition
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of the audience it attracts. And in prime-time, the premium
prices are commanded by shows that can attract and hold
the greatest number of viewers and provide a symbolic en-
vironment in tune with consumption. These needs incvitably
tlt programming towards familiar and well-tested formulac
and formats and away from nisk and innovation, and anchor
itinc s rather than ive vi i

P

BETWEEN INSTITUTIONS OF CONTROL
AND ‘SEMIOTIC DEMOCRACY’

It is, of course, one thing to suggest 1 have done - that the media
institutions in Malaysia are tightly controlled by the government or
even commercial entitics. And that these partics, thinking only of their
self-interest and conforming to the dictates of the market, will produce
media artefacts that will maintain and reinforce their political and
cconomic hegemony. It is quite another matter, however, to suggest,
as does the *dominant ideology thesis” that in this situation media-
audience members will indubitably - and passively — accept the messages,
the meanings, produced by the media.

Indeed, the dominant ideology thesis would prove extremely un-
helpful in explaining why, despite winning the 1990 general clection
with an increased majority of scats, the BN coalition nonetheless
suffered humiliating defeats in the states of Kelantan and Sabah, losing
both states to opposition parties. This happencd in spite of the total
and unrelenting support provided to the BN by the press and broad-
cast media throughout the campaign and clection period (see Mustafa
1990). The situation in 1990 was one where the media were certainly
offering preferred readings regarding the political choices available to
the people during the gencral clection. It scemed a clear-cut situation
where, according to a study conducted by Mustafa (1990), a dominant
ideology (that of the BN) was put across by the media, clearly and
i It was a situation where it could be casily argued that the
¢ discourse was sccure and complete. Yet the unthinkable for
the BN happened - it was outvoted in Kelantan and Sabah. Of course
the reasons why this happened in these two states differ. The above
case alerts us to the very real complexities involved in analysing media—
audience relationships, requiring us to move beyond the dominant
ideology thesis to a perspective that acknowledges and interrogates
this complexity

In other words, stringent though the political and cconomic controls
on the Malaysian media may be, rising vital questions about democratic
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practices, nonetheless it would be rather premature to assert that media
audiences are simply duped into accepting at face value what is produced
by the controlled media. With this very much in mind, I feel thar a brief
discussion of the possible media-audience relationship in the context
of Malaysia is in urdcr in (hxs final section. This is undertaken in the
light of p P in media-audience rescarch and
in anncipation of mmrc work in the arca.

Media research in Malaysia generally - and rescarch into the media-
audience relationship specifically — is very much in its infancy. The bulk
of media rescarch that h:.s been conducted thus far in Malaysian aca-
demia may be ¢ ized as being: (a) positivist and in
nature, (b) policy oriented - insofar as r.h: aim is to examine the effect
iveness of policy implementation, primarily by the state, (c) least con-
cerned about the development of theory and largely concerned abour
the refinement of methods, and (d) blissfully unaware of the ideological
nature of media artefacts. (See Bukhory Hj. Ismail 1992; Md. Salleh Hj.
Hassan 1992; Mustafa Kamal Anuar 1992; Samsudin A. Rahim 1992.)

As for academic rescarch into the media-audience relationship, the
very little that has been done in Malaysia appears to have been caughrt
up in a tme-warp, circa 1940s and 1950s United States of America.
The primary concern has been with looking at the “effects” of the
media (prncipally film and television) in its beh sense
on the audience (principally the gencralized categories of *children’ and
*youth” - the supposed ‘impressionable” groups). The research methods
cmployed tor analysing media texts have been predominantly quant-
tatve content analysis, while the analvses of audiences have been con
ducted pancipally through social surveys. In the rare instances when
the complexity of what “audiences’ is acknowledged, these
audiences are assumed to belong to partcular socal ctegodes, myvanably
defined by what Ang (1991: 153-155) terms ‘the institutional point of
view'. Subsequently, there is little understanding that, as Hall |
Morley 1986: 10) put it when talking about television audiences:

We are all i our heads, several ditferent audiences at once,
and can be consututed as such by different programmes. We
have the capaaty to deploy different levels and modes of
attennion, to mobibise different competences in our viewing,
At different times of the day, for different family members,
different patterns of viewwng have different “aliences”

Undertving this local rescarch and these concerns is the belief that
the media 18 (or should be) refiective or expressve of an already
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achieved consensus. The status quo orientation of this research is all
too obvious. However, more recent, critical developments in media-
audience rescarch have raised new questions which I believe need to be
addressed in the final section of this paper.

Coming initially out of the radical tradition in media research,
particularly through the work conducted in the 1970s and 1980s by
Stuart Hall and his associates at the Centre for Contemporary Cultural
Studies (CCCS) in Birmingham, England, what is now popularly called
‘reception studies” have extended their influence further afield, especially
to many communications departments in American universitics.

Instead of dealing with questions of whether the media have
“effects” in a narrow, behaviourist sense, reception studies begin with a
couple of fundamental assumptions. First, that there is no homogencous
*media-audience’, but that there are, instead, ‘media audiences’ belong-
ing to different social groupings - including gender and class. Their
ation within this social structure, in turn, tends to determine the
discourses available to them in their interaction with the media. That is
to say, the range of ‘readings’ that audiences may derive from media
texts depends, to a large extent, on where they are situated within the
social structure.

Second, it is argued that media texts are seldom wholly open to an
infinite variety of interpretations but, as Morley (1980) puts it, take
the form of *structured polysemy’. Media texts, in other words, are
constructed in ways that will guide audience interpretations or ‘readings’
in certain preferred ways, although in some cases these may be rejected
or negotiated.

With the development of reception studics, it is apparent that media-
audience research moved away quite considerably from the simple

‘ctfects” model made popular by behaviourist media researchers, mainly
after the Sccond World War. Ho“c\cr. |mpomm( (hough rcucpuon
studies may be for a more tk b of ce
relationships, what is equally i nmpnrum — certainly within the context of
this discussion — is that such studies, and the underlying assumptions,
are not all the same. As Curran (1990: 153-154), points out, there arc
at least two main variants of reception studies: *onc ... continues to
situate cultural consumption in the broader context of social struggle

[and another] is grounded in a less radical conception of society ...
engaged in analysing cultural consumption and identity formation
almost as an end in itself.” It i second variant, with its optimistic,
virtually celebratory, embracing of the *power” of the ‘acti i

le
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and the seemingly infinite variety of meanings the audience can ‘read off”
from the text, that poses a number of problems for an understanding of
the media-audience relationship in the context of Malaysia.

Within this variant, as practised by those who would align themselves
with what Morley (1992: 11) calls the *“don’t worry, be happy™ school
of (principally American) cultural studics’, there are three principal
tendencics. First, there is the tendency for the rescarchers to ‘read’
media texts, often very cleverly, with the implicit assumption that all
media audiences are cqually capable of doing so. This tendency is
inextricably linked to the second tendency, that of assuming thar all
audiences have virtually unrestricted access to a vocabulary of meanings,
alternative forms of knowledge outside that provided by the dominant
discourse of the media, thus enabling all to interpret media texts equally.
Third is the tendency to assume this supposedly *active’ audience mem-
bers to then be ‘powerful’ in a very real sense.

As Morley (1992: 31) comments on these rescarchers:

[They] often make overblown claims that their perspective,
in itsclf, involves an empowering of the audicnce, a pri-
vileging of the reader which is in fact quitc illusory .. [T]he
rescarcher is often presented as no longer a critical outsider
but, rather, a fellow participant, a conscious fan, giving voice
to and celebrating consumer cultural democracy.

There are certainly fundamental flaws in this view, not least of which
being the fact, as Ang (1990: 274) puts it, that while ‘audiences may
be active, in myriad ways, in using and interpreting media ... it would be
utterly out of perspective to cheerfully equate “active™ with “powerful™.
Here, following Morley (1992: 31), what must indeed be recognized
is ‘the difference between having power over a text and having power
over the agenda within which the text is constructed and presented’.
It is cvident that this complexity of the process of audience-text
interaction is often conveniently side-stepped by those espousing
*semiotic democracy® (Fiske 1987), namely those who believe - and
assert — that because audiences can ‘interpret’ media messages in a
variety of ways (and that the meanings of media messages are free-
llmunb) it follows that much like the ‘sovercign consumer’, the audi-
ence is king. These are the same people who assume that *people drawn
from a vast shifting range of subcultures and groups construct their
own meanings within an axtonomous cultural economy” (Morley 1992:
26, emphasis added). By assuming thus, works of this nature not only
overrate the decoding power of all audicnces but, more dangerously,
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tend to und; h i of (media) institutional k
and control. For Morl:) (1992 26), these studies arc ‘readily subsum:\blc
within a conservative ideology of sovereign consumer pluralism’.

By the same token, these studies also run the risk of validating the
domination and control of domestic media industrics by the state
and/or economic interests. And it is precisely this point that this
chapter has tried to highlight within the context of Malaysia. There arc
certainly at least two related problems with this variant of reception
studies, if utilized to study the media-audicnce relationship in
Malaysia. First, it will ignore the very real question of differential access
to alternative forms of explanation and knowledge needed to
audience members, to make them ‘active’. In an environment where
the education system, for example, preaches conformity,2 where alter-
native explanations are constantly being curbed, and where zhc domi-
nant religious/value system is profoundly conservative, p of
a generalized ‘active’ media-audience would be rather premature, it not
downright naive.

The second problem, of course, is that of shifting attention away
from what scems to be more crucial issues of institutional power,
control and exploitation, at best lu\mg these issues outside the framc
of reference and analysis and at worst dismissing them as inc
The preceding discussion on the central role played by the state and
those closely associated with the ruling coalition in terms of control
over media institutions has attempted to illustrate that ignoring these
issues pertaining to power risks missing out altogether more fundamental
ing the availability of choices and how the range of
d\uu s pmduLcd is pre-determined.

What is certainly nceded as regards a more comprehensive under-
standing of media text-audience—context relationships and the role
these play for developing democracy in Malaysia, is for rescarchers ‘to
conceptualize the relationship between [the] two sides of the com-
munications process - the material and the discursive, the economic
and the cultural - without collapsing cither one into the other® (Murdock
1989: 436). In cffect, what this chapter deems crucial in Malaysia,

2. The problem of conformity in the Mal system, at least

at the tertiary level is one that has recently been debated, primarily in
view of the corporatization of Malaysian universitics. For a discussion of
this problem, with specific reference to media education, sce Zaharom
Nain ez al (1995).
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despite the ongoing I between ¢ ion scholars
adopting a cultural studics perspective and those informed by a critical
political economy perspective,? is the incorporation of the necessary
insights of political cconomy into cultural analyses of audiences and
texts. As Murdock (quoted in Morley 1992: 32) aptly puts it:

People playing adventure games on a home computer, order-
ing goods from a television shopping show, or responding to
an lectronic opinion poll certainly have choices, but they are
carcfully managed. Once again the crucial question to ask is
not simply *What kinds of pleasure do these technologies
ofter?” but *Who has the power to control the terms on which
interaction takes place?’

CONCLUSION

As far as the media are concerned, then, it needs to be stressed that
democratic practices entail at least three related factors. First is the
development of mechanisms that will break down the oligopolistic
nature of media ownership and release the stranglehold on the media
that the government and ruling political partics have. Second, there is
a need to make available and genuinely develop a variety of choices in
terms of media artefacts. The ever-tightening control by the state and
market on the mainstrcam Malaysian media continues to marginalize
alternative accounts and critical explanations and tnvialize the roles of
the media. Third, there is clearly a need to make available and develop
a vaniety of avenues through which all citizens are able to voice their
opinions about cultural, political and economic developments in socicty.

Admittedly, an alternative media system currently does exist side by
side with the mainstream media in Malaysia and takes the forms of
alternative print media (see Loh and Mustafa 1996: 107-111) and,
more recently, web-based or Internet newspapers. But the existence of
such alternatives must not be simply interpreted as the state being
more accommodative and taking a more liberal stance. On the contrary,
it would be more accurate to regard these alternatives as necessary irm-
tants by the regime whose existence allows the regime contunuously to
assert that freedom of expression — hence democratic practices — does
exist in Malaysia. And when the irfitation proves to be a hindrance, the
law has indeed been used to subdue and silence these alternatives.

3. Forasampling of the views from both sides, see the special Colloquy in
Crirical Studies s Mass Communication, 12 (March, 1995).
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Such was the case after the November 1999 general clection. One
of the main outcomes of the clection was that the opposition Islamic
Party, PAS (Parti Islam ScMalaysia), made major inroads into what
were previously UMNO strongholds. At the same time, the party’s
twice weekly newspaper, Harakah, was enjoying unparalleled expansion

it was boasting a circulation of more than 300,000 per issuc, way
ahead of the circulation rates of mainstream Malay newspapers Utusan
Malaysia and Berita Harian. Other, reform-minded newspapers, such
as Detik and Eksklusif also emerged in this period. Soon after the general
clection, however, apart from secing its editor and publisher arrested
under the Sedition Act, Harakalh had its printing permit initially
delayed and later amended by the Ministry of Home Affairs which in
cffect reduced its frequency from twice a week to twice a month. Derik
and Eksklusif suffered a worse fate - they had their permits revoked.

Thus far, the Net-based alternatives have not been censored by the
povernment. But, again, this should not be seen simply as benevolence
on the part of the regime. Instead, the freedom these alternatives cur-
rently enjoy owes more than a litde to their relatively small audience,
given the limited, and largely middle-class based, access to computers
in Malaysia. The freedom enjoyed also needs to be seen within the
context of the regime not wishing to discourage forcign investors from

ing in the muck { Malaysian Multimedia Super Corridor
(MSC) (see Zaharom and Mustata 1998).

Henee, in a media environment where political expediency and
commercial logic appear to be the main determinants of what is
produced by the media and what is not, existing alternatives, limited
though they may be, should be seen as necessary counters to the domi-
nant discourse. But this should not blind us to the fact that reform of
the mainstream media must remain a top priority if ongoing public
debate surrounding policies is to be encouraged and expanded and if,
well-informed and empowered public plus a more transparent
countable government are what we seck.
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DEFINING DEMOCRA TIC DISCOURSES
THE MAINSTREAM PRESS

Mustafa K. Anuar
Democracy, in its ideal form, necessarily involves the active participation
of citizens in a country’s decision-making provess. Such an involvement
of the atizenry is made possible if citizens can exercise their inalienable
nght t information, consultation, intellectual exchange, and to making
mtormed choices of government and policies.

Equally important in a democracy is the people’s night to dissent and
to cnuicize. It s only when the people are accorded sufficient oppor-
ity or demovratic space to assess crvicallv the performance of a
government that the latter will be compelled to be transparent and
accountable in its day-to-day atfurs. Bendes, the idea of democracy is
underpinned by the assumption that the existence and survival of a
sovernment denve from the legiimacy and support it secures from the
people and on whose behalf it aces.

In this broud context of democrady, the mass media PlY an mportant
role by supphang the people a plattorm where they can obean infoc
manon, exchange views, and at the same ume wve their feadback wo the
ruling elite. However, in Malaysia, a5 in many other places w the South,
the medias role of channelling the people’s feadback to the government
s often overwhelmed by the state’s othaal view that the media should
fancton s an- esental ol foe promotng “natonal devedopment”,
“natonal harmoay” and natonal secunn” This view was partculariy
prevadent soon atter independence when, avonhing to the offoal arge
ment, 2 newly independent maton neadad some ume devedop and

138
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the mass media must provide this time by not touching upon sensitive
issues” (Lent 1982: 264). It followed that the mass media needed to
be ‘guided’ by the state to ensure that the objectives of national devel-
opment and prosperity were not easily thwarted by what was considered
to be unnecessary political bickering. In reality, this argument essentially
calls for state-controlled media. Such a contradiction between demo-
cratically and officially defined media prioritics, particularly in the de-
veloping world, has almost invariably led to the shrinking of democratic
space for the people and the crosion of their freedom of expression.

This chapter examines the development of the mainstream press in
Malaysia within the larger context of social, cconomic and political
developments that occurred during British rule and after the country’s
independence. It aims to reveal how such development helped shape
democratic discourses particularly since the 1990s, The first section
bricfly traces the history of the country’s press before Malaysia (carlier
Malaya) achieved independence from the British in 1957, Political
expediency compelled the British in Malaysia to institute certain laws
that in essence restricted the parameters within which the local press at
that time operated, a situation that indeed had scrious implications
upon the country’s latter-day mainstream journalism.

The second section looks at how the control of Malaysia’s press was
turther consolidated after the country’s independence through new
patterns of media ownership and also via cocrcive legislation. Under
the pretext of responding to calls for Malaysian ownership of the
media industry, the dominant partners of the ruling coalition party,
particularly the UMNO, made incursions into the local media industry
through various means, resulting in their possessing major stakes in
tertain mainstream newspapers and other media organizations. Thus,
control of the press via ownership was sct in place. As if to strengthen
1ts grip on the local mainstream press still further, the Malaysian govern-
ment introduced new laws or tightened the old ones that impinged
upon the development and freedom of the Malaysian press.

The third section assesses the performance of the mainstream press
m the first half of the 1990s, particularly during the major elections
-_

I+ This contention is still being promoted by Prime Minister Dr Mahathir
Mohamad, who insisted that there was a need to police press freedom
espeaially in less developed countries like Malaysia because *Freedom is a
heady brew and for those newly introduced to it: freedom tends 1o Boto
the head” ( New Straits Times, 23 June 1999),
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between 1990 and 1995. The manner in which the press covered these
important political developments only reinforces the contention that
media ownership and certain cocrcive laws have become a vital arsenal
for the ruling party, especially at a time when its political hegemony
was perceived, rightly or wrongly, as being jeopardized.

Finally, by way of conclusion, the chapter evaluates the status of the
country’s press especially after the ousting of the then Deputy Prime
Minister Datuk Seri Anwar Ibrahim on 2 Scptember 1998. The social
standing of the mainstrcam press was contrasted with the emerging
pro-reformasi and independent websites.

BRIEF HISTORY OF THE PRESS

It has been widely acknowledged (sce, for instance
Khoo 1988; Lent 1982; Mohd. Safar, 1996) that the first newspaper
to be published in what is now called Malaysia was the English lan-
guage Government Gazette, later called the Prince of Wales Island Gazctte
(PWIG). The PWIG started publication on 1 March 1806 on the
island of Penang, then a presidency called Prince of Wales Island under
the control of the British East India Company.2 Owned by A.B. Bone,
an entreprencur from Madras, India, who had come to the island —
complete with his printing press — to improve his lot, the PWIG was,
perhaps not surprisingly, a commercial newspaper targeted not at the
locals but at the colonialists. As Lent (1982: 253) puts it, the PWIG
sserved as a house organ for the forcigners [the colonialists ], advertising
their wares, printing government notices and keeping them abreast ot
happenings in England’.

At that point in the carly 1800s, there was no existing law in the
Straits Settlements governing the issuance of newspaper licences. For
reasons that have not been explained, the governor of Penang issucd
Bone with a licence. However, Bone himsclf requested that cach issuc

2

2. Later in this period (1826), Penang, together with the two other states
of Malacca and Singapore, all three being key ports in the Straits of
Malacca, became known as the Straits Scttlements which came under the
direct control of the British Government. Each state was headed by a
Govenor, with Singapore being the admi centre. ly
cnough, up until today, a Governor still represents the head of state in
both Penang and Malacca, Of course, this is now a symbolic position since
a Chief Minister or Menteri Besar presently leads the government in cach
of these - and the other 11 - states of Malaysia.
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of the PWIG be censored by the government prior to publication, fol-
lowing of practice of the press during the period.3 Thus, it could be
argued, began the links between the state and the press in Malaysia.
Indeed, as Lent (1982: 253) observes, *All the carly newspapers had
one thing in common - they were subsidized. The PWIG received
monthly subsidies in exchange for printing government announcements,
and on a few occasions, was granted government loans which were to
be paid in job printing.”

When Bone died in 1815, B.C. Henderson took over the PWIG, after
secking permission to do so from the Penang governor. Interestingly,
the governor’s permission, conveved in a letter sent by the acting state
secretary, James Cousens, made clear the government’s approach to
newspapers in its desire to control their contents. In his letter, Cousens
stated that,

The Hon'ble Governor in Council having sanctioned your
cstablishing a printing press at this Presidency and the publi-
cation of a newspaper entited the Prince of Wales Isdand
Gazerse subject however to the following restriction - viz,
That you will agree not to insert in your paper or otherwise
to printand publish anything in the smallest degree obnoxious
to the government and that previous to the publication of
the paper you submit the copy sheet to the Secretary to
Government any part which they might conceive to be im-
proper for publication. 4

The PWIG lasted 21 years, its last edition being printed on 21 July
1827, During that period, only a few other newspapers, including non-
English language ones, had emerged, but these newspapers often dis-
appeared as suddenly as they appeared. Available historical accounts of
the growth of the press during this period (see Khoo 1988; Lent 1982;
Mohd. Safar 1996; and Tang 1988) indicate that virtually all of the early
newspapers, English language or otherwise, were produced in the three
Straits Settlement states of Singapore, Penang and Malacca. They were
published not for the local population but for the members of the
colonial government, foreign merchants trading in the region, or even

Mohd. Satar (1996: 40-41) asserts that Bon, in requesting prior censor-
ship of the PWIG by the government, had done so presumably because
Bone had experienced — and had been comfortable with — the practice
when he published in India.

Quoted in Mohd. Safar (1996: 61-62).
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for overseas readers. For example, the first Chinese language newspaper,
The Chinese Monthly Magazine, which started operations in August
1815 and lasted until March 1822, was the only vernacular (that is,
non-English) newspaper available during this period, but it was not
produced for the local population but for audiences in China. In fact,
The Chinese Monthly Magazine was started up by an English missionary,
William Milne, principally as a religious paper (Tang 1988) to help
spread Christianity to audiences in China. According to Lent (1982:
255-256), *Designed to prosclytize for Protestantism in China, the
Chinese Monthly would have appeared in China had there not been a
ban on missionarics there.’ Indeed, the bulk of the Monthly was ship-
ped to China, with a few cditions being distributed in Macau, Java, Singa-
pore and Penang (Tang 1988:

The lack of newspapers published for the local populace and in the
Malay language during this period can be readily explained. First, the
poor economic standing of the local (particularly Malay) community
during this period made it uneconomical for any commercially motivated
publisher to begin a paper in the Malay language. Second, formal edu-
cation was still non-existent for much of the local population so that the
number of those who could read was very small, thereby further restrict-
ing the market.S

Indeed, it was not until 1876 that the first Malay weekly, Jaws
Peranakan, was published in Singapore (sce Ahmat 1992; Lent 1982;
Mohd. Safar 1996; Roft 1967). The Jawi Peranakan and a tew other
Malay publications such as Al-Imam (1906-08), Utusan Melayu (1907~
21, and Lembaga Melayu (1914-31) significandy helped to provide
intellectual, political and religious leadership in the Malay community
by focusing on issues pertaining to the development of the Malay
community.

In a parallel development, Singai Warthamani, the first Tamil news-
paper published in British Malaya in 1875, joined subsequent publi
cations in focusing on social issues that directly concerned the Indian

o

As Roff (1967: 23) puts its: “The crux of the matter was, of course,
appropriate cducation ... Sporadic attempts had been made from an
carly stage in the British connection with the peninsula to provide
special elementary schooling for the sons of chiets and rajas ... [However|
a combination of lack of funds and malfcasance on the part of the
administrators, and lack of interest on the part of the Malays, brought
them to nought.”
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community, particularly those working and living in rubber estates
(Maniam 1988).

The controls on the press which had started with those imposed on
the PWIG were not formalized for all of the Malay states until after
1874, when Britain extended ns polmcal and administrative control
beyond the Straits Settl ly, a varicty of p 1
Ordinances and Enactments were introduced and formalized by the
colonial government from 1886 to 1924, initially for the Straits
Settlements but later for the Federated Malay States (FMS) as well. In
his comprehensive survey of these colonial laws, Mohd. Safar (1996:
123-167) shows that they ranged from the Registration of Books
Ordinance (or Ordinance XV 1886, which defined the terms *books’
and *printed” and enjoined publishers to register their publications) to
the Printing and Books Enactment of 1915 (which established similar
controls over publications in the FMS), the Printers and Publishers
Ordinance of 1921, and the Printing Presses Enactment of 1924,
which required any owner of a printing press in the FMS to make a
prior application for its use to the Resident who had the power to accept
or reject the application.

These increasing controls over the press coincided with a variety of
factors. First, this period saw an increase in the number of Chinese and
Tamil newspapers in the Straits Settlements and the FMS coinciding
with the increase in the numbers of the Chinese and Indians residing
in British Malaya during this period, many of whom were brought in
by the colonial government to work in the tin mining and plantation
sectors. As outlined by Jomo:

Early Chinese pioncers to Southeast Asia, who had generally
financed their own emigration, went mainly into commerce or
artisan production. However, the demand for labour, caused
by the rapid expansion of tin mining and related develop-
ments, required a large labour force, which was met by the
inflow of indentured labour ... British subjects, including
Straits Chinese businessmen, could recruit as many workers
as they wanted, who could subscquently be repatriated if and
when Britain wished.

6. The terms *Ordinance” and ‘Enactment’ merely reflected where the laws
were passed. Laws for the Straits Settlements were called ordinances and
those which were for the FMS were called enactments (Mohd. Safar
1996: 21).
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“The main source of labour for British interests in Malaya had
been their colony, India ... Ininally, employment for Indians
in Malaya was primarily in the colonial government machinery
where they occupied low, poorly paid positions as labourers,
domestic servants, soldicrs, policemen and clerks. Subse-
quently, as Brish agricultural enterprise became more im-
portant, Indian labour became identified with sugar-cane
cultivation and then coffee growing .... With the rubber boom,
it became imperative to have a considerably enlarged labour
supply ... [therefore] in 1887, the government of the Straits
Sertlements and of several Malay States agreed to provide a
steamship subsidy for transporting, Indian labour immigrants
The colonial government in India was persuaded to encourage
emigration to Malaya (Jomo 1988, 162-163, 187).

Sccond, the period also saw the emergence of Malay newspapers
linked to an Islamic reformist movement among the Malays. In Singa-
pore in 1906, for instance, four Arab-cducated Malay scholars founded
the journal Al-Imam (The Leader), the first Malay newspaper that
contained ideas of social change and politics. The aim of Al-Imam was
to awaken Malay socicty to its own backwardness in order to return to
what its founders regarded as the true teachings of Islam (Muhd.
Yusof 1988).

Thirdly, while this reformist movement was gaining support among
young Malays, cvents in China, principally the growth of the anti-
Manchu republican movement in the late nineteenth and carly twen-
ticth centuries, had a similar impact on the Chinese population in the
region. Anti-Manchu newspapers such as the Chong Shing Yir Pao
(1907-10), to which the most famous Chinese nationalist of the day,
Dr Sun Yat-Sen, contributed, emerged alongside pro-Manchu news-
papers, such as the Tien Nan Shin Pao (1898-1905) in Singapore and
the Penang Sin Poc (1896-1936) in Penang (see Tang 1988). The com:
bination of these events which heralded a growing press influence led
to greater state awareness and control of the press during the colonial
period right up to the eve of the Japanese Occupation (1942-45).

Indeed, turther developments pertaining to the growth of verna
cular press, as well as the Brtish monitoring and control over the
publications concerned, ground to a halt with the interlude of the
Japanese Occupation in Malaysia. Right from the beginning of the
three-and-a-halt-year period of Japanese rule, the press was designated
the main tool of Propaganda Department of the Japanese Military
(Mohd. Safar 1996: 204). For instance, the Synan Times (*Syonan®
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being the Japanese name given to Malaya) was published under the
directive of the Propaganda Department. In addition, local newspapers
were expropriated and transformed into propaganda sheets with Japa-
nesc titles: The Straits Times became Syonan Shimbun; the Malay Mail
i Kuala Lumpur became Malai Shimbun; and the Malayan Tribunc in
Perak became Perak Shimbun (Lent 1982: 254),

When the British regained control over Malaya in 1945, many of
the newspapers outlawed by the Japanese, such as the Urnsan Melayu,
The Straits Times and the Malay Mail, made a comeback, while new
ones, such as the Suara Rakyat, emerged. This took place at a time
when Malay nationalism was advancing, especially triggered by the
British proposal of the Malayan Union which was opposed vehemently
by many Malays. The basic principles of the Malayan Union plan were:
(3) astrong federal government would be established; and (b) Malayan
citizenship would be opened to all ethnic groups who recognized
Malaya as their homeland. Malay newspapers such as the Utusan
Melayu, Majlisand Warta Negara played a major role in raising Malay
consciousness pertaining to the hotly debated issue of Malayan Union
(Mohd. Safar 1996: 213).

At about the same time, the colonial government had also to face an
mnsurrection led by the Communist Party of Malaya. Under ‘Emergency’
rule, the colonial government enacted laws such as the Sedition Ordi-
nance of 1948 and the Printing Presses Ordinance of 1948, which
imposed strict controls over the press as one of the government’s
counter-insurgency measures.

The control of the local press by the British colonial government
thus far constituted legal measures that by and large restricted press
frrecdom and freedom of expression for the c zenry. As we have seen,
these were steps taken by the British, mindful of their vested interests
and in response to the demographic, social and political changes that
occurred at the time.

POST-INDEPENDENCE: CONSOLIDATION OF CONTROL
THROUGH OWNERSHIP
Four years after Merdeka, an incident took place in the Malaysian press
that had far-reaching consequences for press controls in Malaysia. In
1961, the Malay newspaper Utusan Melayn was embroiled in a fight
between its journalists and other workers, on the one hand, and the
ruling United Malays National Organization (UMNO), on the other,
over press freedom. The newspaper workers called for editorial inde-
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pendence that was in line with the newspaper’s original philosophy of
fighting for ‘the race, religion and homeland’, while UMNO insisted
that the daily newspaper (which was highly influential among the
Malays, particularly rural Malays) should consciously give full support
to UMNO. The tension erupted in a 93-day strike that was staged by
some 115 newspaper workers from 20 July 1961 (Mohd. Safar 1996:
247). en its power, which derived from its majority share in the
newspaper company, UMNO finally overcame the resistance and executed
the takeover of Utusan Melayu, the first instance in Malaysian journalism
since independence of a political party taking over a newspaper.

However, apart tfrom this takeover of the Utusan Melayu, a number
of other newspapers, such as the Berisa Harian, which started two
months before Malaysia’s independence, the Strairs Times and the
Malay Mail, operated with some degree of freedom although they
were all subjected to various stringent laws (Lent 1982: 252-260).

In the au:rmnh of the ethnic tragedy of 13 May 1969, press free-
dom in Malaysia was further restricted. As part of its endeavour to
maintain social order, the government suspended the publication of all
nu\\pqms for two days starting !rum 16 May 1969. The government

quently introduced a ¢ p law and banned the urcul:m(m
of certain foreign and papers that c ined reports of
the violence in Kuala Lumpur. The government’s action obviously did
not go down well with a number of editors and others in the press. For
instance, the group editor-in-chief of the Straits Times, L.C. Hoffman,
wrote to the acting minister of information, Hamzah Abu Samah, o
protest against the suspension of newspaper publication. In response,
Hamzah said that only newspapers which refused to subject themselves
to pre-publication censorship - in order to spike reports that could
arouse cthnic sentiments — would be suspended (Lent 1982: 272).
Indeed, such legal and political stipulations cnsured a strong state
presence and intervention in Malaysian journalism.

A greater grip on the press was administered in 1972, when the
Malaysian government decided to change the ownership structure of
the press. This decision was eftected in 1974 by an amendment to the
Printing Presses Bill, which ensured that foreign ownership of Malaysian
newspapers would end and that Malaysians would be the majority
sharcholders of local newspapers. On paper, such a move appeared
laudable, given the de 3 i bung nation to be in control
of'its media, which it viewed as important channels of information and
ideology. In practice, however, it resulted in the monopolization of the
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Malaysian press by ruling political partics and their cconomic allics, In
other words, this development ushered in a new form of press control
mounted by the government.

The cconomic policies of the government over this period have
certainly had an influence over the direction taken by the mainstream
press. For instance, the New Economic Policy (NEP),7 which was
created in the wake of the bloody 13 May 1969 cthnic riots, facilitated
the active participation of Bumiputeras and component partics of the
ruling Barisan Nasional (BN) coalition® in the largely lucrative media
industry. The primary contention of the government then was that
locals should take control of the local media industry; hence the pur-
chase of major stocks in the Straits Times Press Group by the govern-
ment-owned Pernas in 1972. This government purchase of the leading
newspaper group marked the beginning of a major change in the
ownership and control structures of the mainstream media in Malaysia
that soon involved major players from the component partics of the
ruling coalition and /or their allics.

A bricf account of media ownership restructuring in Malaysia will
give us an indication of the degree of involvement of the various
partners of the ruling coalition. The Straits Times Press Group, whose
major sharcholders were originally Singaporean, was initially bought
by Pernas, and later transferred over to an UMNO investment company
called Fleet Holdings. The process of changing ownership was com-
pleted in 1984 when the Singapore-based Straits Times sold offits last
20 per cent share of the company, which led to the name of the com-
pany being changed to the New Straits Times Press (NSTP). In June

The pnmary aim of the NEP, formulated in 1970, was to help bums-
puterasand other ec y di taged and lized groups
1o ain a foothold in business and industry. The two-prong official obj-
ectives of the Policy were: (a) to eradicate poverty; and (b) to restructure
society so that economic functions could not be identified with particular
cthnic groups

The Barisan Nasional coalition consists of the UMNO, Malaysian
Chinese Association (MCA), Malaysian Indian Congress (MIC), People’s
Progressive Party of Malaysia (PPP), Sarawak United People’s Party
(SUPP), Sarawak National Party (SNAP), Parti Gerakan Rakyat Malaysia
(Gerakan), Parti Pesaka Bumiputera Bersatu Sarawak (PBB), Bersatu
Rakyat Jelata Sabah (Berjaya), Parti Hisbul Muslimin Malaysia (HAMIM),
Parti Bangsa Dayak Sarawak (PBDS), and Parti Angkatan Keadilan Rakyat
(AKAR) (Information Malaysia 1997: 585-587

8
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1985, the NSTT acquired a 70 per cent stake in Shin Min Daily News
Sdn Bhd, which published the third largest Chinese language newspaper
in the country. In December 1988, this stake was increased to almost 90
per cent (Gomez 1990: 62).

In April 1990, many of these media interests were transterred to
Renong Bhd, the investment arm of UMNO (Gomez 1991). Conse-
quently, and apart from possessing a major stake in the giant Utusan
Meclayu Press group, UMNO now owns a large stable of publications
in the NSTP.

UMNO also made additional forays into the Chinese mainstream
press. Through Hume Industries, the party has a measure of control
over the Nanyang Press which publishes the Nanyang Siang Pau, onc
of the two major Chinese-language dailies.

Taking its cuc from UMNO, another component party of the BN,
the Malaysian Chinese Association (MCA), also began to acquire
various media interests. Back in 1979, through its investment arm,
Huaren Holdings Sdn Bhd, the MCA acquired 67.35 per cent of Star
Publications (M) Sdn Bhd which publishes the English daily, The Star,
and other magazines. In 1981, it acquired the Chinese daily, Malaya
Tungg Pao, which was then renamed Tong Pao.

The cthnic Indian partner in the BN coalition, the Malaysian Indian
Congress (MIC), has likewise moved to garner significant control over
the major Tamil-language dailies. For instance, Tami! Nesan is owned
by Datin Indrani, wifc of Datuk Samy Vellu, the MIC president, and
their other family members (Ramanathan 1992: 11).

Yet another form of government control of the press is the fostering
and internalization of a culture of *responsible development journalism®
The contention of the government as well as certain newspaper people
is that the investigative, if not adversarial, journalism that is practised
in the *west” is not compatible with the needs and sensitivities of Asian
people in general and Malaysians in particular. !0 The argument put
forward is that investigative journalism of the Western variety would
only divert people’s attention away trom the serious matter of socio
economic development of the country. It follows that the media, being
‘responsible” and d to *national devel *, must give their
undivided support to the government by publishing ‘positive news®

9. For a detailed analysis of media ownership pattern in Malaysia, see
Chapter 6 by Zaharom Nain

10. See, tor instance, A. Samad Ismail (in A. Kanm Haji Abdullah 1991:
194-211)
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about the government and its development policies and projects. In
other words, ‘bad news’ and criticisms of the government are inimical
national development and, in some cases, harmful to *national interests’
( Loh and Mustafa 1996: 104-105; Octama 1989: 144).

CONSOLIDATION OF CONTROL THROUGH
COERCIVE LEGISLATION

The legislations aimed at controlling the press were, as intimated
carlier, inherited from the colonial past, and have been enforced since
the country’s independence. Over the years, the relevant laws have
been amended, each time resulting in stricter control of the press.
lmdllmn.\ll\' the threats of ¢ ism and ¢ alism p

the justification for these laws. Now, however, the rationale for
retaining and applying these laws has been widened and, in some cases,
made vague enough to leave a catch-all effect.

As far as press control is concerned, the principal law is the Printing
Presses Ordinance of 1948, which was revised in 1971 and 1974 as the
Printing Presse This was further revised as the Printing Presses
and Publications Act in 1984, and amended again in 1988 in the wake
of the national political clampdown that was code-named Operasi
Lalang.

In this major political swoop that was executed by the government
on 27 October 1987, more than 100 people — |m1udml. social activists,
opposition politicians, academics, human rights activists and social
workers - were detained, and three mainstream newspapers, namely,
Ihe Star, Sin Chew Jit Poh and Wartan, had their publishing licences
suspended for a while. Before its suspension, The Star, in particular,
was noted for some degree of editorial independence, and also for the
fluential writings of its popular commentators, former prime minister,
Tunku Abdul Rahman, former opposition leader Dr Tan Chee Khoon,
and tormer UMNO member of parliament, Mohamed Sopice Sheikh
Ibrahim. After its suspension was lifted, The Star never regained its old
cnncal stance.

T'he suspension of these dailies meant ‘good news’ to the alternative
press. Following Operasi Lalang, the circulation of political party organs
such as the Parti Islam SeMalaysia’s (PAS) Harakahand the Democratic
Action Party’s Rocket, as well as the independent magazine, Alsran
Monthly, rose considerably because many Malaysians were then des-
secking alternative channels of information and viewpoints.

The Printing Presses and Publications Act stipulates that, among
other things, all newspapers and regular publications should possess a
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publishing licence issued by the Ministry of Home Affairs, which has
to be re-applied for annually. The Act also empowers the minister to
revoke the licence for a publication should he decide that the publi-
cation concerned had acted in a manner ‘prejudicial to the nation’s
security’,

Prior to 1984, this Act gave the minister the power to grant a licence
for a duration of a minimum of 12 months. Since its amendment in
1984, the minister has been empowered to grant a licence for a more
limited duration if he deems fit.

In 1988, the Act was further amended ro preclude any judicial
review of the home minister’s decision if the minister should revoke or
suspend a publishing licence on the grounds that the publication was
prejudicial to public order. Presently, the minister’s decision is final
and unchallengeable in any court of law, as stated under Section 13
Sub-section (1); Section 13A Sub-section (1), and Section 13B of the

ct:

13(1) Without prejudice to the powers of the Minister to
revoke or suspend a licence or permit under any other pro-
visions of t the Minister is satisficd that any printing
press in respect of which the licence has been issued is used
for printing of any publication which is prejudicial to public
order or national security or that any newspaper in respect
of which a permit has been issued contains anything which is
prejudicial to public order or national security, he may revoke
such licence or permir.

13A(1) Any decision of the Minister to refuse to grant or o

revoke or to suspend a licence or permit shall be final and shall

not be called in question by any court on any ground what-

soever.

138 No person shall be given an opportunity to be heard

with regard to his application for a licence or permit or relating

to the revocation or suspension of the licence or permit

granted to him under this Act
Apart from this, Section 7(1) of the amended Act empowers the
minister to prohibit the printing, sale, import, distribution or posses
sion of a publication. The minister may do this if he believes thar a
publication can threaten morality, public order, security or national
mterest, conflicts with the law or contains provocative materials:

If the Minister is satisfied that any publication contains any
article, caricature, photograph, report, notes, writing, sound,
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Music, statement or any other thing which is in any manner
prejudicial to or likely to be prejudicial to public order, moral-
ity, sccurity, the relatonship with any foreign country or gov-
ernment, or which is likely to alarm public opinion, or which
is or s likely to be contrary to any law or is otherwise preju-
dicial to or is likely to be prejudicial to public interest or
national interest, he may in his absolute discretion by order
published in the Gazette prohibit, cither absolutely or sub-
ject to such conditions as may be prescribed, the printing, im-
portation, production, reproduction, publishing, sale, issuc,
circulation, distribution or p ion of that publication and
future publications of the publisher concerned.

The Official Secrets Act (OSA) (1972) is yet another picce of legislation

that has hampered the working of journalists and dampened the de-

velopment of investigative journalism. Subscquent amendments to this

Act have had the effect of making almost all official documents *official

secrets’, thus virtually making it illegal for journalists to have access to

them. As government critics have insisted, the OSA belics the govern-
ment’s professed desire to be transparent and accountable

There are other laws, not directly related to the me , which can
impinge - and have impinged — on the development of the local press.
The powerful and notorious Internal Security Act (ISA) (1960) is one
picce of legislation that can be used by the state against anyone,
mcluding journalists and editors, 1! deemed to have acted in a manner
detimental to the country’s security and interest. The fact that a
person detained under the ISA does not have legal recourse can create
3 climate of fear among people in the press and members of the
general public, thereby reinforcing the position of the government.
The ISA'is particularly uscful to the state when its political hegemony
18 perceived to be threatened or challenged.

T'he potent force of this law has more recently been demonstrated
again. After Anwar Ibrahim was dismissed from his post of deputy
prme minister in September 1998, a number of individuals who were
identified as being aligned to, or supportive of, Anwar were summarily
detained under ISA in the government’s attempt to stifle criticisms and
dissent in the country
_

V1A number of people in the local press fell victim to the ISA. For instance,
tormer editor-in-chicf A. Samad Ismail, and former Berita Harian news
editor, Samani Amin, were detaincd in the 1970s as they were suspected
of having been involved in communist activitics in the 1970,
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THE STATE AND THE MEDIA: 1990-95
Commercial control and legal restrictions on the media aside, Malaysia’s
impressive economic growth and the consequent burgeoning of its
middle class in the carly 19905 provided a golden opportunity for the
profit-driven mainstream NEWSPAPErs to attract more readers and, by
extension, more advertisers by publishing reports and analyses that
were politically safe and sanitized. In most instances, this meant thar
the press focused on the trivial, entertaining and moncy-making. Many
of the newspapers, such as the New Strases Times, The Star, Berita
Harian, Utusan Malaysia, Nanyang Siang Paw and Sin Chew Jit Poh,
had undergone cosmetic changes in terms of format and the use of
more colours as a way of making themselves visually more attractive. In
terms of editorial content, the newspapers gave emphasis to business
and economic news and information; reporting and commentaries on
audiovisual equipment and musical instruments; computers and
intormation technology fashion; health; music; film and video; travel;
and higher education. These changes made up for the newspapers’
weaknesses in the crucial area of Investigative journalism, and incisive
and illuminating commentaries (Loh and Mustafa 1996: 111). In 4
sense, these editorial developments constituted a form of social control
as they helped newspapers to divert themselves - and the public’s
attention - away from controversies, depoliticize issues, and displace
people’s night to political participation.

Even so, the mainstream press in particular and other mass media in
general quite readily played a politically serious role by serving the
BN’ political and ideological interests. This penchant to serve dutifully
18 best illustrated by the unabashed support of the mainstream press
tor the ruling BN in major clections that occurred in Malavsia between
1990 and 1995

THE 1990 GENERAL ELECTION

The 1990 general clection was a particularly tense electoral contest
because it happened when the UMNO Baru was still a its carly stage
of consolidanon, having been formed after the onginal UMNO was
declared illegal by the High Court on 4 February 1988. It was a keen
compenition that pitted Dr Mahathir Mohamad, the leader of UMNO
Baru, against Tengku Razaleigh Hamzah, leader of UMNO dissidents
who formed a new Party, Semangat 46 (Spint of 46 Party) when they
were precluded from joining UMNO Bary Furthermore, Mahathir
led the ruling coalition, while Razaleigh led an clectoral alliance of
several opposition parties (Gagasan Rakvat, or The People’s Force). In
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other words, the election was a trial of the political strength of UMNO
Baru and the credibility of Mahathir’s leadership,

As it turned out, the BN’s component parties and their leaders
gained  prominent press coverage during the election campaign
period.!2 For example, the BN's electoral manifesto that was announced
by Mahathir was prominently covered and amply publicized by the
mainstream dailies ( New Straits Times and The Star, 5 October 1990).
In contrast, there was a report of the Gagasan Rakyat’s manifesto in
e Star on 13 October 1990, but this was overshadowed by the
reporting of the BN manifesto.

Most politicians and political partic:
to foster a public image of benevolence, social concern and unrelenting
commitment to social justice, especially amidst the hustle and bustle of
clectoral campaigning. Here a number of high-ranking BN politicians
enjoyed a definite advantage over their opponents during the campaign-
g period when certain salutary press reports unabashedly publicized
the tormer's ‘clection promises® of promoting the people’s socio-cco-
nomic upliftment, and their effort to implement *development projects”.
For instance, the Menteri Besar (chicf minister) of Sclangor revealed
that *A Fisheries Master Plan has been drawn up to take Sclangor to
the forefront in the aquaculture industry’ (NST; 5 Oct. 1990). Another
press report carried a promise by the minister of energy, telecommunica-
tions and post, S. Samy Vellu, that *About 90 per cent of rural areas in
the country will have access to telephones by 1995° ( NST; 5 Oct. 1990).

As indicated above, the dominant discourse in the mainstream press
focused on how a ruling party, purportedly close to the people, was
working with and for the people. Such press coverage consistently por-
trayed a government that was ‘naturally inclined® to help the people. Tts
role in helping to blur the line between official government functions
and partisan political activitics provided an ample opportunity for the
BN politicians to scize the limelight.

Hence, the politicians of the ruling coalition received wide and
positive press coverage, while the opposition was likely to catch press
attention only by way of an onslaught of press distortion tantamount
103 public demonization of the opposition leaders. Tengku Razalcigh
Hamzah, who, like Mahathir, aspired to be the champion of the Malay
community, fell victim to substantial press misrepresentation. To take a
totorious example, the BN claimed that it would distribute cassette
-

, not least the ruling party, like

12.For a comprehensive account of the media coverage of the 1990, see
Mustata (1990).
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tapes which would reveal that Razaleigh was plotting to *kill” his political
allies, PAS and DAP. A report in The Srar (3 Oct. 1990) had it that
UMNO Baru would distribute the cassette tapes — that allegedly
recorded Razaleigh saying he would destroy all opposition parties if he
came to power - to its 9,000 branches in Kelantan (Razaleigh’s home
state). Razaleigh's denial of the allegation was only reported by the
marginal Waran (4 Oct. 1990).

The clection campaign and the mainstream media’s savage onslaught
against Razaleigh came to a climax when he, as leader of Gagasan Rakyat,
visited Sabah on 18 October 1990, after the state’s ruling party, Parti
Bersatu Sabah (PBS), indicated its desire to break away from the BN
to join the opposition coalition. At his meeting with the PBS leader,
Joseph Pairin Kitingan, Razaleigh wore an ethnic Kadazan headgear
(stgak) that Pairin presented to him. The sight of Razaleigh wearing
the sigah was 1o be vigorously exploited by the mainstream media.

According to the deliberate distortion in the press and other mass
media, the Kadazan headgear which Razaleigh wore was made out 1o
have a *Christian cross’ on it, thereby giving the Malaysian public, in
particular the Malay-Muslim voters, the impression that Razalcigh was
collaborating with a political party whose members were predominantly
Christian. In other words, Razaleigh's “cthnic-Malay commitment’ and
(Islamic) religiosity were put in doubt. The Urnsan Malaysia (19 Oct.
1990) ran a front-page headline: *Orang ramas marah Razaleigh pakai
tenakolok bersali 'he general public is furious over Razalcigh wearing
3 headgear with a cross”). The report, so headlined, created the impres
sion that many people, particularly Malay-Muslims, were hurt by
Razaleigh’s ‘insensitive” action.

Further evidence of the mainstream press’s biased treatment of the
opposition surtaced when the DAP deputy secretary-general and
member of parliament for Bukit Bintang, Lee Lam Thye, unexpectedly
announced his resignation from his party posts on 29 September
1990. The tront page of The Star (3 Oct. 1990) was headlined, ‘Lam
Thye quits all posts™. On 5 October 1990, The Star ran another head-
line on page 3: *Lam Thye's decision [to quit politics] a big blow to DA,
Party likely to be badly affected in general election”. The New Straies
Times (5 Oct. 1990) carried a similarly slanted report with an accom-
panying picture of a weeping Lee Lam Thye on page 2. Press coverage
of this nature, in newspapers that typically ignored the opposition,
sought to depict the DAP as a party that was nddled with internal
dissension and contlicts, something that voters should frown upon.
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The Islamic party, PAS, 00, was subjected to media distortion by
certain quarters of the mainstream media which reported, for example,
that PAS was willing to hold a reconciliatory dialogue with UMNO
Baru *for the sake of Malay unity”. But PAS denied making any press
statement to that effect, and charged that such reports were invented
as part of the ruling coalition’s plan to sow confusion among PAS and
Semangat 46 supporters.

In addition, the attempts by the Gagasan Rakyat seriously to debate
issues of freedom and democracy were thwarted by the mainstream
press, thereby depriving Malaysian voters of the opportunity to witness
a less emotional and less racist level of clcuonl mmp.ugnuq, To the
extent that this form of coverage consti lhc d
in the mai press, its underlying c ions were racist in
that fanning a collective sense of mcgum\' within a particular ethnic
community (the Malays) could very well heighten a narrow and bigoted
sense of ‘imagined community”.

The depiction of political parties in the opposition coalition as
disparate and lacking both compatibility and direction, only reinforced
the BN's stercotype of the opposition as being unreliable and unfit to
govern the country. This implied that only the BN could provide the
requisite: moral and intellectual leadership, among other things,
because it pragmatically kept its feet firmly planted on the ground
throughout the election period. During the clection period, this media
misrep of the opposition also helped the ruling coalition to
spread its familiar theme of the BN representing ‘strong government,
political stability and high economic growth’.

THE SABAH STATE ELECTION OF 1994

T'his state clection witnessed a fierce contest between Parti Bersatu
Sabah (PBS) and the BN after the former defected from the coalition
just prior to the 1990 general election. As was the case of the 1990
general clection, the mainstream press, based in Peninsular Malaysia,
played their part in highlighting quite positively the BN's election
campaign in Sabah. The BN invariably sccured the front page and
prominent coverage in the mainstream newspapers, whereas coverage
of PBS, which had formed the government of Sabah since 1984, was
systematically relegated to the inside pages (Mustafa 1994: 2).

The BN's message and promise of socio-cconomic development
and progress for Sabahans were prominently reported by the penin-
sular press. This was critical to the BN's campaign to topple the PBS
government in Sabah at a time when the state had been encountering
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significant problems partly arising out of the hostility of the BN-ruled
federal government to the state government.

The mainstream press reported the scurrving of the federal ministers
in Sabah, pledging development projects and financial assistance to
Sabahans — if voted in. For instance, the NST (10 Feb. 1994) reported
that the land and cooperative development minister, Tan Sri Sakaran
Dandai, pledged more aid for cooperatives in Sabah it the BN won the
clection. In the Sunday Star (13 Feb. 1994), readers were told that
deputy education minister Dr Leo Michael Toyad gave away RM2
million in grants to the headmasters and representatives of 30 schools
at the State Education Department.

Thus, a headline in The Star on 15 February 1994, for example,
screamed: “Vote BN for progress, savs Anwar’. On page 4 of the same
issue of The Srar, UMNO Baru vice-president Tan Sri Muhyiddin Yassin
was reported to have said that, “The Chinese business community feels
that only the Barisan Government can turn the economy around and
inject a new spirit in Sabah.” And The Star on the next day reported Dr
Mahathir’s personal letter to all Sabahans that was advertised in Sabah’s
local papers, which, among other things, said that ‘their [Sabahans’]
votes could bring about another five years of cconomic stagnation or a
future of cconomic dynamism’.

The defections of certain politicians from the PBS also attracted the

of the press as this highlighted what was perceived
as the weakness of the PBS. For example, Yong Teck Lecs resignation
from the PBS leadership and party, and his subsequent founding of the
Chinese-based Sabah Progressive Party (SAPP), gained a lot of media
atrention. Once the SAPP had declared its desire to join the BN in its
fight aganst the PBS, Yong and his party were widely covered by the
press (The Star, 15 February 1984: 8). Likewise, the withdrawal of
founder-member Datuk Lee Sen from the PBS and his intention to
join SAPP was fodder for the peninsular media. The NST on 17 Feb-
ruary, for instance, ran a headline: *Founder member Lee quits party
to support Barisan’.

The peninsular press was also inclined to highlight, i not exag-
gerate, any split or problems that appeared within or around the PBS
leadership, and the Kitingan family in particular. Thus, the front page
of the Sunday Star (13 Feb. 1994) ran the headline: *Jeftrey ready to
take over’, implying Dr Jetfrey Kitingan had differences with  his
brother, Joseph Pairin Kitingan, the PBS leader, and that the former, if
clected, was ready to replace the latter. In a similar attempt to suggest
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dissension within the PBS leadership, a headline in The Star (15 Feb.
1994) had it that *Pairin’s wife has a lot of clout in PBS, says Yong’.

What coverage the mai press in the peninsula gave of the
PBS was buried in the inside pages as, for instance, when the NST'(10
Feb. 1994) reported Pairin’s explanation of a critical point, ‘the need
to protect the rights and interest of the State as enshrined in the
Malaysian Agreement’, which, Pairin argued - against BN insinuations
~ *should not be misconstrued as an atrempt to instigate anti-federal
sentiments” ( NST, 10 Feb. 1994).

The political situation, after the clection results indicated a PBS
clectoral triumph, was adequately recorded by The Star. The front
page of the paper’s 21 February issue succinctly reflected the anxiety
among Sabahans in particular and Malaysians in general: *Sabah Waits’,
and this was accompanied by a picture of Pairin and Mustapha to-
gether waiting in the former’s car outside the Istana. This contrasted
with the NSTs front-page headline on the same day: ‘PM: No coali-
tion with PBS’; *Next Government will be sworn in at 10 am today,
says Yang di-Pertua’. A big picture of Pairin and Mustapha in the car
accompanied the headline. In addition, another story on the same page
was headlined, ‘Parti Bersatu Sabah losing its grip’.

The next day (22 Feb. 1994), both The Starand the NST reported the
swearing-in ceremony that occurred in the Istana. This happy occasion
(for the PBS, at least), however, was ‘tempered’ with reports that had
headlines such as *Sakaran: We will ensure power is not abused” ( NST);
*Sakaran leads Barisan winners to meet PM today’ ( NST); ‘Anwar: We'll
fight deviation in Sabah® (NST); ‘Anwar: BN the people’s champion’
( Star); *Sakaran: PBS rule won’t be (Star); *More leaders laud BN's
success (Star); *Ling: MCA has gained faith of Sabah Chinese” (Star); and
“Si reps to beef up PBS margin® (Szar). In other words, the papers con-
cerned were more inclined to project the *moral victory’ of the BN,

Ihere are lessons to be learnt from this state clection and the media
coverage. For one thing, the peninsular media could only influence
people, especially Sabahans, to a certain degree. This is particularly so
when there were other important factors that came into play in this
clection, namely heightened parochialism/state nationalism and *sicge
mentality” in *Fortress Sabah” — in the face of what was generally felt to
be the *abandonment’ of the overall welfare of Sabahans by federal
government leaders after the PBS’s withdrawal from the BN; and the
active *peninsular intervention’ in local politics (like the involvement
of UMNO Baru, MCA, and, to a lesser extent, PAS and DAD).
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Second, the urban-bias and peninsula-centred nature of the main-
stream media only isolated, it not alicnated, themsclves when they
shifted their attention, albeit for a fleeting moment, to Sabah. For
under normal circumstances, most of the news reported in the main-
stream media in the peninsula has often been about the peninsular
people, particularly those in positions of political and cconomic power
in Kuala Lumpur. Thus, it was quite likely that some Sabahans would
view this sudden ‘concern’ for Sabah by the peninsular media with
some degree of cynicism, if not downright outrage. In short, the
‘media marginality’ of the Sabahans as a whole could not be simply
wished away. In addition, this *Sabah focus’ could also be interpreted
as a mere political ploy, especially to the Sabahans who had in the main
considered themselves cconomically marginalized in the context of
national development. Besides, that some coverage of the election was
biased towards the BN would only worsen this perception.

Third, compared with their peninsular cousins, local papers in Sabah
were a lot more vibrant. There were debates, and the contesting political
partics received a fair amount of coverage. Besides, local political per-
sonalitics — as opposed to peninsular bigwigs ~ were highlighted in a
number of these papers; these were people who meant more to the
ordinary Sabahans. In other words, in the cyes of the local Sabahans,
the credibility of their media was relatively higher than that of the
peninsular media.

Finally, for as long as there was the perception that most of the
peninsula’s mainstream media were closely associated with some of the
BN component partics or groups or individuals supportive of the BN,
the journalistic credibility of these media as a whole would be viewed
with suspicion, particularly during political elections when the BN had
its own interests to protect and promote.

THE 1995 GENERAL ELECTION

The 1995 general clection once again bore witness to the unfaltering
support of the mainstream mass media for the BN, and never more so
than during the clection campaign period.

It is instructive that many of the approaches and techniques applied
by these media to lend political support to the coalition were influenced
by those of the advertising industry. Put another way, much of the
media coverage of the general election and the BN relied upon the
‘attractive packaging' and the *hard selling” of the ruling coalition and
its candidates. Indeed, the BN had engaged the expertise and services
of an advertising agency, TV AM Advertising, to help it in its clection
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campaign ( The Star, 6 May 1995). It has even been estimated that ad-
vertising techniques, as methods of political persuasion, were so popu-
lar among almost all the political parties contesting the general election
that the advertising industry gained at least some RM25 million from
the political campaigning during the last general clection ( New Sunday
Times, 23 April 1995).

Political Endorsement

The 1995 general clection also revealed that Malaysian socicty has
become accustomed to advertising blitz via the media and other means
of mass communication, and that the endorsement of products and
services as an advertising technique had become so commonplace that
its extension to the political realm was easily acceptable. In other words,
just as a beauty queen, a pop icon, or a well-known professional could
‘endorse” a brand of detergent or a soft drink and thereby confer their
‘stamp of approval” on the product, so could, and did, business organiza-
tions, professionals, associations and other members of the public in
Malaysia unequivocally approve and endorse the BN during the cam-
paign period.

Newspapers, too, made their position clear during general clection,
including those who under normal circumstances would be reticent
about voicing opinions on many local issues. For example, The Star,
which does not usually carry an editorial, was quite vocal in endorsing
the BN. Headlined, *In the name of freedom,” The Star (18 April 1995),
gave full support to the BN in the following terms:

The Press in a democracy has a right to decide and express a
stand in an election. Some publications opt to support the
BN; others, the opposition. Each is free to make the choice.

We have made ours; for at this point in the history of our
young nation, we need to ensure continued harmony, stability
and growth

In principle, The Star was not wrong: the press in a democracy has the
right to choose which political party it wants to endorse. In Malaysia,
however, media conditions were not really *democratic” to start with.
The mainstream media in Malaysia, for reasons of ownership and
control, were not at liberty not to support, or to support any political
party other than, the BN. There were only a few critical publications
such as some weekly and monthly magazines with limited circulation,
or party organs like the PAS’s Harakah and DAP’s The Rocket. Even
then, a law was passed to forbid the open sale of those party organs
and to restrict their circulation to party members.
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In the pap P 4 in various form:
and crass. At the beginning of the uamp.ugn, for example, a company
took out a half-page advertisement in the NST (8 April 1995) merely
to say *Terima Kasili (Thank You) to the minister of international trade
and industry, Datuk Scri Rafidah Aziz. While such an advertisement
would be no more than an innocuous courtesy under normal circum-
stances, it can take on an extra meaning during a general election.

At times the forms of political endorsement could border on the
incredulous: The Star (21 April 1990) prominently featured a fortune-
teller’s prediction of clectoral victory for Koh Tsu Koon, the chief
minister and the BN lcader of Penang. On the same day and in the
same newspaper, the Penang BN took out two pages of advertisements
specifically to inform the people, particularly the voters in Penang,
who the BN’s candidates for parliamentary and state seats were. This
advertisement reappeared a number of times in the same newspaper.

Applying advertising techniques employed by some business estab-
lishments, the BN also inserted small, daily advertisements in The Star
that simply asked the reader, *Why Risk?” This senies of advertisements
was the Penang BN's swift response to the DAP's declared aim of win
ning control of the state government of Penang. As the polling date
drc\\' nearer, the advertisement was modified to caution the reader not

‘risk" the *good development” that Penang had enjoyed under the
lL\ tate government by voting for the DAD.

Misreporting and Ethics

As regards newspaper coverage, it was business as usual, as much of the
mainstream press gave full and better coverage to the BN, with their
front pages almost always filled with positive news of the coalition. On
the other hand, the newspapers came close to *blacking out” the oppos-
ition. It they had news of the opposition, that news was typically placed
somewhere in the inside pages.

Stories that were likely to cast aspersion on or ¢reate a negauve
image of the BN were highly unlikely to be taken up by the mainstream
press. Thus, it was small wonder that only the Harakah (21 Apnl 1995)
reported that the police had found a printng shop in Kuala Terengganu
which printed leaflets that accused UMNO Baru members of being
infidels. It was suspected that these leatlets were meant to create the
suspicion that PAS was hurling wild accusanions at the UMNO Baru.

Another way in which the mainstream press serviced the BN's
campaign was its inclusion of polincal cartoons taken directly from the
BN camp, particulardy at the close of the campaign penod. On the
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normally staid editorial page of the New Straits Times, for instance, a
cartoon appeared showing leaders of PAS, DAP and Semangat 46
queuing up to photocopy their respective manifestos, suggesting that
these parties recycled their manifestos because they had nothing new
10 offer to the voters (NST; 18 April 1995).

On 22 April, 1995, the BN, presumably, took out two pages in the
New Straits Times to display two different sets of cartoons. One sct was
captioned, ‘In public, they are divorced. In private, still married’, in-
sinuating that there was an ‘unholy alliance’ between the two ideo-
logically opposed opposition parties, DAP and PAS. The other set of
cartoons (captioned, ‘Promiscs’. ‘Promises’. ‘Promises’), showed DAP
leader, Lim Kit Siang, making promises to quit if and when he lost his
previous campaigns in Penang, popularly named *Tanjung I, 1T and
nr

The coverage in the mainstream Malay dailies such as the Urusan
Malaysia and Berita Harian were in the main cqually strident in their
support for the BN and cniticisms and attack against the opposition.
For instance, both the Malay dailies emphasized and promoted the
*development success’ of the BN, while denigrating opposition parties
such as the Islamic party PAS,

In conclusion, the mainstream press was unwavering in its support
of the BN during the major clection campaign periods between 1990
and 1995, In addition, its preoccupation with publicizing the BN’s
supposed political virtues, and giving a negative portrayal of the oppos-
ition, cffectively precluded any intelligent and rational discussions among
concerned Malaysian citizens of substantive issues such as development,
industrialization and Mahathir’s Vision 2020. At the same time, the
press often found itself pandering to the trivial, sensational and com-
mercial.

CONCLUSION: 1998 AND BEYOND

1 1990 and 1995, as has been discussed, the mainstream press as
a whole was willing to cooperate with the state and place its resources,
expertise and influence at the disposal of the BN, especially when the
ideological and political battle between the ruling BN and the oppo-
sition became very intense and widespread. More recent events suggest
that this fundamental attitude of the press has not changed.

In 1998, the political hegemony of the BN, particularly UMNO,
was put to a severe test. This critical situation was brought about by
Dr Mahathir Mohamad’s sudden dismissal of Deputy Prime Minister

Berw
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Anwar Ibrahim from the government on the evening of 2 September
1998. Accused of sexual misconduct that implicated the wife of his
former secretary, other women, and other men as well, Anwar was ex-
pelled from UMNO the following day. Mahathir insisted that Anwar's
alleged sexual misconduct made him unfit to be a future leader of a
predominantly Muslim country.

The manner of Anwar’s dismissal and the allegations made against
him were highly controversial and generated confusion, anger, dissent and
cven a minor split within UMNO and the Malay community as a
whole.!3 Perhaps unexpectedly UMNO, and to a lesser degree BN, dis-
covered that a large segment of the population, partcularly that which
made up UMNO?’s traditionally loyal *Malay heartland’, were so alienated
and antagonized by the *Anwar affair’ as to oppose Mahathirand UMNO.

The role of the mainstream press under the tense circumstances of
September 1998 was unmistakably partisan. First, the unsubstantiated
allegations against Anwar were sensationally and fully publicized in the
mainstream press of all languages, without Anwar being given any
chance for rebuttal. This clearly had the aim of securing a ‘public con-
viction” of Anwar. Second, once Anwar’s defiance had galvanized a sig
nificant level of support for him and provoked widespread opposition
to the Mahathir camp and UMNO, the latter once again mobilized the
mainstream press, this time to regain public confidence and support.

As an example, the public speeches hurriedly conducted by the de-
posed but defiant Anwar and the ensuing street protests staged by sup
porters of reformasi (the name of the reform movement which Anwar
launched in response to his dismissal) in Kuala Lumpur were deliber-
ately portrayed by the mainstream press as the acts of rabble-rousers
that threatened *national security” and political stability. These were
people, according to the press, who could create unnecessary trouble
and did not deserve the support and sympathy of nght-thinking and
patriotic Malaysians.

Itis pcruncm to note the mobilization of what turned out to be an
avowedly anti-Anwar press was faalitated by the removal, in July
1998, of Johan Jaafar, editor-in-chict of Urusan Malaysia, and Nazn
Abdullah, group editor of Berita Harian, both widely believed to be
closely aligned to Anwar.

13 This was at a time when there was popular uprising in Indonesia - rally-
ing around the call tor reformas, or socual reforms - against the allegedly
corrupt President Suharto.
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The attempts by the press to smear and demonize Anwar were un-
relenting, and continucd right up to November 1998, when Anwar
was first prosecuted on several charges of sexual misconduct and cor-
ruption. Front and inside pages of the mainstream dailies were filled
with headlines and news stories of the crowd-pulling trial, crudely
displaying words related to sexual acts, perversity and male genitalia.
In short, the mainstream press had no compunction about its unre-
stricted use of vocabulary once considered taboo in Malaysian media
practice, and still outright offensive to much of Malaysian socicty itself
(Mustata 1999).

Ironically, this biased press coverage of the Anwar trial reached satur-
ation point. In the public perception, the mainstream press had engaged
in a certain degree of spreading misinformation pertaining to issucs of
Anwar’s sacking and the activitics of the reformasi movement. Subse-
quently, much of the mainstream press became widely unpopular among
many concerncd Malaysians, particularly among the Malays. In responsc,
reformasi activists, Anwar supporters and sympathizers organized a boy-
cott of the leading Malay daily, Urssan Malaysia.

What followed was that many Malaysians, troubled by the sceming
lack of credibility in the mainstream press, sought alternative media in
scarch of accurate news, fair reporting and critical commentary. Alter-
native publications such as the PAS’s Harakah, independent monthly
magazines such as the Aliran Monthly, Tamadun, Detik, ctc. enjoyed a
tremendous boost in sales. The circulation of Harakal was estimated
to have peaked at 300,000 copies at the height of the poli ical crisis,
but this figure dipped, especially after the government enforced a
ruling that distribution of political organs such as the Harakal must
be restricted to membership only.

In addition, the Internet has become a popular medium where the
latest information, intellectual exchange, criticisms of the government
and even gossip can be publicly obtained. In fact, observed Khoo (2000:
170-171), this is where various pro-refo i and politically independ
websites, such as Laman Reformasi, Anwar Online, freemalaysia and
Mahafiraun, among others, h d and made a ¢ im-
pact, especially on Malaysians who were desperately secking alternative
sources of information.

The battered credibility of the mainstream media, itself under severe
strain of boycott and public contempt, played a significant role in pro-
voking 581 Malaysian journalists from 11 press organizations to peti-
tion the Malaysian government for a repeal of the objectionable Print-
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ing Presses and Publications Act 1984 on 3 May 1999, which also
coincided with World Press Freedom Day. The journalists’ memoran-
dum ! which essentially soughr greater press freedom, was submitted
to Deputy Prime Minister Abdullah Ahmad Badawi, who was also the
home minister. While the home minister might have given the impres-
sion that he was not necessarily opposed to the petition, Prime Minister
Mahathir, in a gathenng of media practitioners, chose to express his
stance on this matter in no uncertain terms: press freedom in develop-
ing countries must be policed ( NST, 23 June 1999).

Mahathir's position does not augur well for Malaysian journalism
and freedom of the press and expression. It contains a violation of a
human right to information and freedom of expression, as well as an
assault on democracy. Despite this, the recent entical public responses
to the Anwar attair and the servile role of the mainstream press demon-
strate not only that freedom of expression and the press is not given on
asilver platter, but that public struggles for that freedom can push its
parameters beyond where the powers-that-be would wish them to be,
IFanything, the alternative media and the Internet perhaps provide the
needed democratic space for freedom of expression and democracy to
grow in Malaysia.

14. The memorandum was repanted in the Commentary of the Inter
nanonal Movement For a Just World, No. 24 (New Sencs ), May 1999




PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION
THE EFFECTS OF EXECUTIVE DOMINANCE

Lim Hong Hai

“The primary means of making public administration serve the ends of
t to popular political control. Thus

democratic government is to subje
the dominant concern in the study and practice of public administration
in democratic countries is the search for effective political control over
those entrusted with its conduct, i.c. politicians in exccutive office and
appointed civil servants. To be useful, public administration must also
develop the capacity to attain goals. But political control is primary, for it
determines for what purposes, for whom, and how well whatever available
capacity is used. The effectiveness of political control also importantly
determines whether needed capacity will be developed at all. Thus
effective popular control is the fundamental condition for good public
administration in a democracy, namely one that is responsive to the
public and that both develops the requisite capacity and applics it
effectively and efficiently to meet public wants.

Popular control of public administration in a democracy is provided
tor through formal relations of political accountability that form an
integral part of the system of government. In the parliamentary form of
democratic government adopted in Malaysia, the burcaucracy (a collective
term for appointed civil servants) is placed under the direct control of
ministers, who collectively constitute the political exceutive. € vl ser-
vants are supposed to be politically neutral (or non-partisan) servants of
their respective ministers and their actions are deemed to be actions of
their minister. Next, mechanisms are provided for the popular control
of ministers. That ministers are also clected is a primary but still insuf-
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ficient means of democratic control over them. So, in additon to the

distribution and limitation of powers in the consutunon, ministers are
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to explain and to justify one’s behaviour to a higher authority. The im-
portance of accountability to effective control is shown by the fol-
lowing statement from H.J. Laski (cited in Turpin 1994: 136): ‘A
Government that is compelled to explain itself under cross-cxamination
will do its best to avoid the grounds of complaint.” The democratic
argument is that popular control is nceded to ensure good public ad-

i ion, as by g lly acceptred perfc criteria
or ‘values’. The main ones are the political value of responsiveness to
public wants, and the so-called *machinc’ values of effectiveness and
efficiency. Effectivencss measures the degree of success in mecting
wants, while cfficiency measures the amount of scarce resources
expended in meeting wants.

MINISTERIAL CONTROL OF CIVIL SERVANTS

1 begin with the relations between ministers and civil servants, the first
link of the formal control chain. Despite its importance, ministerial
ability to control civil servants has received little scholarly attention.
Scholars of Malaysian politics and government almost always sce the
government or the executive branch in unitary terms, thus glossing
over any consideration of the relations between its clective and

i p They g lly find a strong or dominant
government in Malaysia, but do not examine whether power resides
mainly with ministers or civil servants. Surprisingly, this is truc even of
political scientists with a primary interest in public administration.
Esman (1972: 62-66) describes Malaysia as an ‘administrative state’,
ic. *one in which the statc is the dominant institution in socicty,
guiding and controlling more than it responds to socictal pressures’.
He sees ministers and civil servants as important partners in government
but does not examine relations between them. Chee (1991b) also fails
10 examine minister—civil servant relations in his otherwise compre-
hensive survey of public accountability in Malaysia.

The only scholar who has remarked on the state of minister—ivil
servant relations in Malaysia is Puthucheary (1978a: 45), who argues
that *the burcaucracy, although enjoying considerable power, is still
under the control of the Prime Minister and his Cabinet’. She also
points to ‘the strength of the ruling party which has been in power for
more than twenty years and is likely to stay in power for some time*
(Puthucheary 1987: 107). What exactly this control amounts to, how
ever, is far from clear. This is especially so when Puthucheary (1978a:
120) also claims, rather curiously, that the *failure to recognize the
importance of external controly has resulted in the growth of a civil
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service which to a large extent is only accountable to itself®. How can a
civil service that is ‘under the control” of ministers be at the same time
‘only accountable to itself®? An examination of minister—civil servant
relations is needed to establish more exactly the locus of power in the
executive branch of government.

Puthucheary ar least makes it clear that her notion of ministcrial
control is consistent with significant bureaucratic power or influence
According to her, *burcaucratic influence in the decision-
making process is considerable. This does not mean, however, that the
burcaucracy has usurped political power from the political leaders. At
the national level the political leaders are very much in control® (Puthu-
cheary 1978a: 44). Other writers besides Esman and Puthucheary have
also attested to the considerable power of Malaysian civil servants. An
investigation of the *political ideology” of senior Malaysian civil ser-
vants shows that they ‘sce themselves as a paternal ruling group’ and as
full partners with clected politicians in governing the country (Scott
1968: 230). And a more recent study shows that 90 per cent of civil
servants serving in two Malaysian states themselves as fully in-
volved in policy formulation and thus sharing responsibility with poli-
ticians for government policy (Yahaya bin Abdullah 1992: 85).

d burcaucratic power is the inescapable result of the growth
of government activity in Malaysia. Estimates of public employees and
expenditure in Malaysia may lack accuracy and terminological consis-
tency, but they clearly establish the spectacular increase in the *‘weight'
of public administration since independence, espeaially after 1970 with
the launch of the New Economic Policy and the rapid increase in the
number and activities of public enterprises for achieving its objective of
‘restructuring’ society. This expansion has been capped since the
cconomic recession in the carly 1980s and the subsequent introduction
of a sizeable programme of privatization. Public administration, how-
ever, remains large and limitations in ministerial attention, expertise
and interest have inevitably resulted in civil servants having consider
able initiative and discretion in their jobs. Puthucheary (1978a: 45),
following the carlicr work of Tilman (1964), suggests that burcau-
cratic power in Malaysia has also been enhanced by the close ties and
resulting trust between the country’s political and burcaucratic clites
These ties result from their close cooperation in winming indepen-
dence and their common cthnic (i.c. Malay) and socio-cconomic (i.c.
upper class or aristocratic) background. The common historical ex-
perience has almost faded away with tme, and the similarity in socio-

Inere,
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cconomic background has also diminished somewhat, thanks to the
increased access to higher education for Malays of all backgrounds
under the NEP. However, the common cthnic background of ruling
politicians and scnior civil servants remains an important factor making
for shared values, and hence increased trust and power for civil ser-
vants in Malaysia.

That civil servants possess considerable influence and discretion in
contemporary big government is now surely part of the reccived
wisdom among students of public administration. Democracy in this
situation requires that ministers are able to circumseribe and direct the
exercise of burcaucratic discretion. This in turn requires that ministers
are at least able to impose their wishes on civil servants. This minimal
condition appears largely to be fulfilled in Malaysia. Ministers limited
by time, expertise and interest may leave departmental operations
largely to civil servants; but when they do intervenc and issuc a clear
order, civil servants generally comply. This is what Puthucheary probably
means in holding that civil servants are effectively controlled by ministers
in Malaysia. Such a reading is certainly consistent with the data she
herself provides. Three-quarters of Puthucheary’s sample of civil ser-
vants ‘agree’ or ‘strongly agree’ with the following rather strong state-
ment: *Most politicians get what they want even though it is against
cuisting policics and rules” (Puthucheary 1978a: 42). Like Puthucheary,
Yahaya bin Abdullah (1992: ch. 6) finds that burcaucrats sce ministers
as powerful and ministerial control as legitimate, although they resent
partisan and improper political interference. Their ruling cthos may
dispose civil servants negatively towards control from other sources
but not towards control by ministers — which to most civil servants is
probably what democracy is virtually all about. As leaders of a well-
entrenched ruling coalition, Malaysian ministers possess the ability to
assert control and deal effectively wi calcitrant civil servants. Civil
servants also sce ministerial control as legitimate. It is thus rare for minis-
terial orders to be resisted, much less successtully, by civil servants.

Ministerial power to enforce burcaucratic compliance is a necessary
but not sufficient condition for effcctive ministerial control. Ministers
still need attention (or time) and expertise to translate their power into
cffective control of civil servants. Simon (1967) makes the important
theoretical point that, while attention to establish control is serial and
limited, it is also general, i.c. it can be directed to any relevant matter
the controller chooses. By attending to strategic matters 1n policy
formulation and performance-monitoring, ministers with sufficient ex-
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perience and expertise, or provided with needed advice, can still achieve
adequate ‘thermostatic’ control over departmental policy and function-
ing (Dunsire 1985). Meaningful control is thus attainable, but it requires
that ministers able to secure burcaucratic compliance also devote
enough attention and bring enough policy and management capabilitics
to the task. The real issuc, in other words, is not whether ministers have
the power but whether they also possess the capacity and the will,
including the will to develop the needed capacity, to achieve effective
control. To my knowledge, this question has not been seriously exam-
ined in Malaysia. Its importance, however, warrants a brief and tenta-
tive discussion,

The requirements of ministerial capacity will continue to challenge
ministers in Malaysia (and elsewhere). Reducing the role of govern-
ment by withdrawal or privatization and providing ministers with
policy advisers will help to contain but not abolish the challenge. Meet-
ing it will depend, as is increasingly recognized, on enhancing the
quality of those holding ministerial office. This is a task that few govern-
ments have adequately faced up to, as *defects of political leadership, in
terms of their executive and administrative results, have deep roots
within political systems’ (Self 1977: 292). Improving the quality of
ministers rhus requires far-reaching reforms, including the criteria used
in the experience of ministerial candid. in
and out of gmcmmcm and cven the patterns of leadership selection
and specialization within the major political partics (Headey 1974: ch.

Self 1977: 290-293).

In Malaysia, the continuous rule by the same coalition since inde-
pendence in 1957 - a record seldom cqualled in other competitive
political systems ~ provides ample opportunity for planned ministerial
preparation in terms of experience and expertise in specialized policy
arcas and departmental management. The extent to which this has
been done awaits investigation, but the claim by one of its members
that senior Malaysian bureaucrats have suffered a decline in policy
influence as a result of ‘the increasing technocratic skills of political
leaders and thus the narrowing of the gap between the professional
competence of Government political leaders and cvil servants, over
the years' (Navaratnam 1984: 55) does suggest that ability and exper-
tise have not been ignored in ministerial appointments. Dr Mahathir
Mohamad, the present prime minister, has not only prodded civil
servants but also stressed the need for able and competent ministers
for the country’s continued development. However, the remarks by
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elf (1977: 291) that *a grave defect of British methods of political
advancement s their di of policy specialization even
when this is construed, as certainly it should be, in broad terms’ and
that *the erratic postings and frequent movements of ministers follow
and compound the unspecialized character of their parliamentary
apprenticeship’ probably continue to apply to Malaysia as well. The
country’s top leadership realizes the need to improve the calibre of
ministers but the ramifications of this task have yet to be grasped. Nor
have government and party practices affecting ministerial preparation
artracted much public concern or discussior

However, there are signs that Malaysian ministers are devoting
increasing ion to the task of ¢ lling the civil service. A note-
worthy development is the increasing use m alternative sources of
policy advice by ministers. Think-tanks of varying capacities with ministers
as their main clients have sprouted in Kuala Lumpur, indicating increased
ministerial search for policy control - and perhaps also ministerial di
illustonment with the policy skills, if not the values, of their burcaucratic
advisers. A Cabinet Committee on Government Administration has
been set up to improve ministerial oversight of civil servants, It was
recently announced that a computerized *Chief Executive Management
Information System® would be set up in the Pame Minister’s Depart-
ment (NST, 5 April 1999). These actions are clearly prompted by the
desire to enhance policy control and to improve burcaucratic perform-
ance, with which mini; often expressed dissatisfaction

The cffectiveness and adequacy of these cfforts have yet to be sys-
tematically examined. However, there are indications that ministerial
control may be more etfective for some purposes than for others. The
demonstrated ability of Abdul Razak and Mahathir — two of the four
prime ministers the country has had so far - to redirect and restructure
the burcaucracy to serve major policy changes argues strongly against
any beliefin a burcaucracy that is resistant to or able to resist the prime
minister, and arguably other ministers in charge of particular depart-
ments, when they have clear policy preferences and are determined to
enforce them. Mahathir’s dominance of key policy initiatives under his
administration is widely acknowledged by civil servants and by his
supporters and detractors alike. This suggests that a broad distinction
should at least be made between policy-making and policy implemen-
tation, and that Malaysian ministers arc in sufficient control of the
former. Or at lcast they feel that they are, judging by the rarity of com-
phints by them that civil servants have usurped their policy-making
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role, although this may only mean that most ministers, as they appear
to be, are content with their role as policy selectors rather lh.m pulm‘
initators. It is in the area of policy impl ation and adi
that ministers (and others) often complain of poor burcaucratic per-
formance caused by incompetence and slack on the part of civil ser-
vants. This suggests persisting shortfalls in ministerial control in terms
of managing the civil service or their departments and getting civil
servants to implement their policies effectively and cfficienty.
Deficiencies in departmental management have importantly to do
with deficiencies in ministerial attention and capacity. Their persistence,
however, begs the question, *Why did ministers not devore ulnugh
artention and cftort to departmental manag; including develop
the necessary capacity for the task?” Ministers have multiple roles .\m]
ace many demands on their time. Their motivation and felt need to
exert themselves to achieve effective control over their departments,
compared to their other roles, cannot be assumed. This ministerial
will, and deficiencies in it, are largely the result of the nature and ade-
quacy of ers. In the remainder of my of
external controls, 1 shall argue that it is the ineffectiveness of controls
on ministers or the political executive, rather than ministerial inability
to control civil servants, that constitutes the major threat to the demo-
cratic control and accountability of public administration in Malaysia.

PARLIAMENTARY CONTROL OF MINISTERS
Parliamentary control of ministers in Malaysia, through the received
convention of ministerial responsibility, cannot be compared to some
theoretical ideal whereby ministers are fully answerable to the clected
house of parliament for their own acts as well as those of their civil
servants and should resign when mistakes have been made. Not only
are conventions mutable, but also such an idealized notion has been
violated so commonly and for so long in practice that it simply cannot
be accepted as a correct description of the convention. As the oper-
ation of the convention in one country can be evaluated only in relation
to practice elsewhere, [ shall compare ministerial responsibility in Malay-
sia mainly with contemporary practice in Britain, where the conven
tion has received its most thorough examination

Parliamentary control of ministers suffers from many weaknesses in
Malaysia. Tt must be stressed, however, that most of these weaknesscs,
including the most important ones, are shared by parliaments of other
countries. Parliamentary control has been weakened everywhere and
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largely for the same reasons. To begin with, parliamentary control is a
misnomer, for it is not the elected house as a whole but only (hc oppo-
sinon that controls i in parli Party
in parliament and the ohscr\nuon of Malaysia that ‘parlumcm tends to
be seen as a continuing clection platform, hence, the Opposition is to
be denied any advantage that it can usc for criticizing the government”
(Chee 1991b: 110) applies to parliaments generally. The use of party
discipline by the ruling party to maintain a solid majority against the
ion, and much 1. d as the bane of parli y control
|n .\h.lavsu (Ong 1980 1987; Puthucheary I97Hh), is similarly a general
practice. Sartori (1997: 193) concludes from his survey of parlia-
mentary systems that 'if this is an evil, it is a necessary one” as ‘parliament-
dependent government implics party-supported government; a support
that in turn requires voting discipline along party lines’.
“That parliament is a house dmdui ahmg party Imcs has m\pm:l:d

powerfully on the op of ¥
answerability to parli ¥ queries and maxi “feasible dis-
closure of pertinent infc ion by - often called ‘expl y

responsibility” — are widely regarded as the central core of ministerial
responsibility. However, in practice ministers are understandably re-
luctant to divulge information that will expose them to partisan criticism.
Puthucheary (1978b) shows that explanatory responsibility is not satis-
tactorily fulfilled by ministers in Mnla»sn LALcmsc, in Britain ‘the
struggle to ensure expl. is for infor-
maton is not willingly dnsdmcd if it provides ammunition for challenge’
(Turpin 1994: 137). It is this problem of ministers being *economical
with the truth’ that the Scott inquiry highlights as the main threat to
ministerial responsibility and that Scott himself tries to address (Scott
1996). Malaysian ministers also do not resign when mistakes are com-
mitted by their department, or cven by themselves (Puthucheary
1978b). However, it is so unrealistic to expect ministers to resign for
departmental failures in modern big government, and ministerial
resignation for departmental and personal errors is so infrequent in
parliamentary systems, that the obligation to resign is now regarded as
“not an established feature” of the convention but as a general political
liability that *may be induced or avoided according to political circum-
stances (Turpin 1994: 109).

It is recognized that the enforcement of ministerial responsibility
does not depend entirely on the obligation to resign and that *merc’
answerability to, and criticism by, parliament is not innocuous or
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entirely without effect. However, tearing that the baby has thus been
thrown out with the bathwater, the view apparently still lingers that
some stronger and more certain form of sanction, including the ultimate
one of resignation in appropriate cascs, is needed for the concept of
ministerial responsibility to serve as a cffective spur to ministerial and
departmental performance. Turpin’s analysis compels him to pronounce
the oblig ign ¢ of isterial responsibility as
dead or, more accurately, stillborn; but he maintains that ‘the sanction
of resignation, however uncertain in practice, is still an informing idea
of the constitution” (Turpin 1994: 110). While emphasizing full answer-
ability and disclosure to parliament, Scott (1996) is carcful not to rule
out parliamentary use of the information obtained to apportion blame
and to adjust its sanctions. In Malaysia, there is as vet little effort 1o
clarify and reformulate the convention of ministerial responsibility but
the need for some form of sanction also remains an ‘informing idea’ in
opposition, academic and popular criticisms of the practice of minis-
teral responsibility.

While parl y control over i is lly considered
inadequate for the above reasons, in Malaysia it is further weakened by
the existence of a dominant and often domineering ruling party. The
operation of the party and electoral system in the plural socicty has
resulted in a *permanent” ruling party continuously commanding more
than a two-thirds majority in parliament. The opposition, upon which
parliamentary control depends, is lacking not only in numbers but also
in resources and often morale. The government’s view of the oppo
sition is highly negative and its treatment of it is cavalier and often
The possibility of backbencher revolt and cross-voting that
v cause the government to consider cogent opposition criticism is
effectively ruled out by strict party discipline and centralization of
power in the ruling party.

Together, the dominance and attitude of the government has had
deleterious effects on the practice of ministerial responsibility. Ministers
do not only give inadequate answers but frequently do not even artend
parliamentary sittings, leaving questions to be replied by deputy
ministers and parliamentary secretaries (Kua 1993: 62-63). In line
with practice elsewhere, ministers exposed tor serious personal wrong-
doing have been asked to leave when they become too much of a
political liability to the government. This has happened to an education
minister who lost a libel suit he brought against an opposition member
for accusing him of corruption; a chicf minister of Malacca for alleged
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corruption and sexual misconduct; and most recently a chief minister
of another state, Sclangor, for being caught with a large amount of
undeclared money in Australia. However, the ruling party in Malaysia
cnjoys an unusually slrong position, and its security has generally
cnabled it to with d public and parli. y pressure merely to
sanction, let alone remove, ministers tainted by widely publicized
scandals. Particularly striking are the concerted efforts of the govern-
ment to control and restrict the mechanisms of scrutiny in parliament
s0 as to curb the voice of the opposition. Ong (1980, 1987) documents
how the government has used its majority to amend and administer
the rules or standing orders of parliament to reduce the number of
parliamentary questions and to limit the opportunities and time
available for opposition criticism. Contrary to common practice, the
Public Accounts C i the main parli y mechanism for
h \l scrutiny, is chaired by a member of the ruling party. Not

rprisingly, it has not been noted for vigilance (Abdullah bin Ayub
1978: 322-323; Puthucheary 1978b: 127-128).

The weakness of parli has caused ¢ concern and
has led to various reforms for strengthening parliamentary scrutiny in
many countrics. In Britain, for example, these reforms include the
p.\rh.uncm.m commi mncr for administration, departmentally related
select in parli and enhanced procedures and capa-
cities for reviewing .\nd auditing government cxpenduurt (Norton
1994; Whitc er al. 1994). These reforms also tacitly acknowledge that
ministerial answerability alone is inad for effective parli Y
control of the bureaucracy. Civil servants now directly answer querics
on operational matters by the parliamentary commissioner for ad-
ministration and by the select committees in parliament. In Malaysia,
the government has refrained from affording parliament any direct
questioning of servants, although, as clsewhere, ministers are not
averse to diverting blame to individual civil servants when failures
occur. Opposition calls for parliamentary reform, including reviewing
restrictive standing orders and ensuring greater impartiality by the
Speaker, have been ignored. Instead of strengthening parliamentary
control, the government has consistently acted to curtail it in Malaysia.
This is perhaps the most telling contrast with Britain and other advanced
parliamentary countrics. Weakening parliamentary control obviously
vonduces to the security and comfort of ministers and civil servants,
but it has all but removed a major constitutional spur to performance.
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OTHER CONTROLS ON GOVERNMENT

Malaysia's judiciary has opted for judicial self-restraint since inde
pendence. Crouch (1996: 138-142) sces the judges as ‘essentially con-
servative custodians of a political system dominated by the Malay clite
to which most judges belong’. They *shared the broad conservative
outlook of the rest of the Malay clite’ and ‘rarely showed interest in
reinterpreting the law in ways that might restrict the prerogatives of
the government and its burcaucracy’. In the words of an optimistic
reviewer (Jain 1986), Malaysian administrative law ‘is as yet in its for
mative stages’. Nevertheless, in response to several decisions unfavour-
able to it, the government amended the federal Constitution in 1988
to enable it to determine the powers and jurisdiction of the courts
through ordinary legislation. Misgivings about judicial handling of an
important casc involving UMNO resulted later in the year in what is
widely seen as an ‘assault on the judiciary’ (Lawyers Committee for
Human Rights 1990; Lee 1995: ch. 3). This ended in the removal of
the head of the judiciary and also two of the five senior judges em-
broiled in the controversial proceedings. These actions against the
judiciary for displcasing the government can only have an intimidating
effect on the judiciary and erode public confidence in its independence
and |mpmn|u\ especially in important cases involving the govern-
clearly shown in the following remarks by an UMNO
leader on the recent trial of Anwar Ibrahim after his dismissal as deputy
prime minister in September 1998, “I've people telling me’, Sharizat
an UMNO Supreme Council member and parliamentary
secretary, told the press, ‘that when Justice Paul stands down, he is
actually calling Dr Mahathir for instructions. I'm sick of this type of
talk. The paranoia is incredible’ ( NST, 2 May 1999).

Increased government penctration in society and dissatisfaction
h formal institutional controls have led to an increase in the
number and activity of interest groups in Malaysia (Chee 1991b: 119~
121; Crouch 1996: 196-218). Most are ‘special” interest groups, so
called because they represent the particularistic interests of narrow
groups in socicty. Others, known as ‘public’ interest groups (which
include most NGOs), take up interests and concerns putatively shared
by larger segments of socicty, such as consumer protection, healthcare,
environmental protection, human rights and social justice (see Chaptens
8 and 9 of this volume)

Interest groups sutfer from various well-known limitations, including
their class bias and their promotion of only specific interests and con
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cerns. Nevertheless, they can be a valuable supplement to more general
mechanisms of representation and control, promoting greater govern-
ment responsiveness to specific needs and generally inducing greater
care in the exercise of government powers through negative feedback
and persuasion, if not eftective pressure. While seeing promisc in the
democratizing role of interest groups, most scholars also point to a
combination of factors that dampcn their contribution in Malaysia.

Ethnicity is a powertul divisive force within and among interest
groups in Malaysia. Interest groups are often sites for ethnic competi-
uon; those led by non-Malays are prone to lose or face difficulty in
gaining Malay support, and vice versa. Many special interest groups
cither begin as mono-cthnic entities or represent mono-cthnic break-
aways from existing multi-ethnic groups. The existence of a Malay-
controlled government and bureaucracy encourages Malays to form
separate interest groups because of the perceived advantages this may
confer.

The particulanistic ends and strategics of special interest groups also
diminish their contribution to the effective control of government.
Instead of joining other interest groups to pursue common concerns
about policy responsiveness and  accountability in various public
torums, most special interest groups rely on special connections to
influential individuals and ruling parties to secure particularistic con-
sideration and favours trom the government. This applies generally to
the business and capitalist groups, especially Malay ones dependent on
sovernment support and patronage. The public-benefiting spillover
cffects of their activity in terms of improving openness and account-
ability in government are thus limited. In addition, their ‘private’
methods of influence, which frequently must be hidden from public
view to be effective, make them prone to capture by ruling politicians,
promote clientelism and even corruption. Divided by ethnicity, vul-
nerable to capture by political patrons and, in any case, secking par-
uculanstic favours from the system without reforming it, special
interest groups in Malaysia — as Crouch (1996: 151) says of the im-
portant business and upu.nlm classes of all ethnic groups - *have been
mhibited as checks on government power and have not played a strong
democratizing role”.

The governing style and attitude of the dominant-party govern-
ment also limits the effectiveness of interest groups in Malaysia. The
government has found it useful or necessary to incorporate influential
interest groups into the policy process in certain areas. However, it
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continues to scc its role predominantly as governing and controlling
rather than responding to socictal demands (Esman 1972: 62), while it
views interest groups as sources of problems rather than problem-
solving, as sectional challenges to its clectoral mandate, and even as
anarchic threats to system stability (Mahathir 1986a, 2000). Under
these circumstances, it is understandable that interest groups seck
powerful patrons in the government and ruling party and that those
that refrain or fail to do so are relegated to a *disturbed-reactive’ role
in relation to government initiatives.

The mass media have attracted strong government control and
regulation because of their importance in disseminating information
and shaping public opinion (see Chapters 5 and 6 of this volume). The
government has a monopoly over radio. Its monopoly over television
ended in 1985 but all private licences arc held by companies controlled
by UMNO or by interests closely linked with it. The main newspapers
arc owned by the ruling parties or groups closely associated with them

In any case, the Printing Presses and Publications Act requires all

newspapers to have their licences renewed annually and provides broad
grounds for the revocation of licences. Chee (1991b: 118) notes that
*the suspension of four major newspapers from publication in October
1987, for five months, showed the press how limited the tolerance
level of the government could be’. The same Act also confers upon the
minister in charge wide powers of control that are exercisable at his or
her *absolute discretion’. The Official Secrets Act also restricts the press,
as it provides a mandatory jail sentence tor anyone convicted of pos-
ing official secrets. As a result of their pro-government stance or
their self-censorship induced by government controls, and the tight
control of information by the government, the mass media in Malaysia
are not perceived to be active and etfective sentinels of the public.
The weakening of general control mechanisms to reduce their
cffectiveness in controlling ministers also has the effect, albeit unin-
tended, of reducing their effectiveness in controlling civil servants.
Realizing the need to control civil servants but unwilling to revitalize
external control mechanisms that control both ministers and civil ser-
vants, the government has resorted to control agencies that target
mainly the burcaucracy and, most importantly, that are under its control
and direction. These ‘executive-controlled mechanisms for burcaucratic
accountability’, as Chee (1991b: 113) aptly calls them, include the Anti-
Corruption Agency and the Public Complaints Burcau, which was set up
after the government rejected a proposal for an independent ombuds-

ses
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man in 1968. Both of these agencies are normally placed under the
Prime Minister’s Department.

The effectiveness of these executive agencies depends on the powers,
resources and support provided them by their political masters. That
such agencies are incffectual in combatting abuses by politicians in
power is clearly shown in the casc of massive corruption known as
Hawala in India (Frontline, 9 Feb. 1996). There, the Central Burcau
of Investigation, an executive agency similar to the Anu-Corruption
Agency in Malaysia and similarly placed under the prime minister, was
casily controlled and manipulated by its political head, both to hide his
own corrupt deeds and those of his family and allies, and to kil off his
no less corrupt) political rivals. The Hawala case would not have
come to light were it not for the reporters who brought the case to
court and the independent and activist Indian Supreme Court judges
who overrode the executive and ordered the Central Burcau of
Investigation to continue investigations and to prosccute  those
involved. It thus clearly demonstrates the limitations of executive-
directed control agencies and underlines the need for independent
external controls on both ministers and civil servants. Morcover, the
seriousness and incomplete prosecution of the case, even after it was
exposed, suggest that the most fearful and virulent kind of corruption
i any country derives from the political top - for which executive-
controlled control agencies are poor antidotes — rather than from
burcaucrats or the public below.

THE PROBLEM OF EXECUTIVE DOMINANCE

The foregoing discussion points strongly to a dominant and ag-
grandizing political executive as the central problem of government
accountability in Malaysia. The real problem facing democratic public
administration is not just a dominant government in rclation to
society, but a dominant political executive in a dominant government
- or simply a dominant political exccutive, if the word ‘dominant” is
understood as characterizing the relations of the political exceutive
with the governed as well as its relations with other government
institutions, including the bureaucracy. Chee (1991b) also identifics
executive: dominance as the main threat to public accountability.
However, it is important to establish more clearly than has been done
that it is the political executive and not the bureaucracy that is dominant.

Executive dominance, as Self says of defects of political leadership
above, has *deep roots within political systems’. A full explanation of
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executive dominance in Malaysia is beyond the scope of this essay.
However, the scarch for an explanation may usefully begin by noting
aysia is the result of two main factors:
the emergence of a dominant ruling party and the aggrandizing actions
of the party-supported executive. These actions have increased the
clectoral advantage of the ruling party, the power of the executive in
relation to other branches of government, and the power of govern-
ment in relation to society.

In Malaysia, the dominant ruling party is the result of the operation
of party competition and the toral system in the ethnic-competitive
polity. The primacy of ethnic competition and the Malay population
majority has cnabled UMNO to become the strongest political party
in the country by championing the interests of the Malays. Its alliance
with moderate parties representing other ethnic groups has resulted in
a powertul UMNO-led ‘centrist” coalition that has consistently won
over half of the votes in every parliamentary clection held thus far. The
parliamentary strength of the rulml.. coalition is further enhanced by
the adoption of the simple-plurality or ‘first past the post’ clectoral
system. Thanks to the ‘big party bias” of this method of election, the
coalition has always commanded the two-thirds majority in parliament
needed for amending the Constitution, even though it has never won
more than two-thirds of the total votes in any clection.

The ruling coalition has used its two-thirds majonity in parliament
to curtail the opposition challenge to its dominant position. It has
responded to opposition gains in the 1959 and 1969 clections by
using its parliamentary majority to amend the Constitution and make
important changes to the clectoral system and other rules of political
competition to safeguard its dominant position (Funston 1980: ch. 9;
Ong 1990; Rachagan 1993). It has amended and used the clectoral
system to devalue the opposition-prone urban Chinese vote and, in
East Malaysia, the non-Muslim bumipusera vote, thus enhancing the
clectoral importance of its own supporters, namely the mainly rural
Malays in West Malaysia and Muslim bumipureras in East Malaysia
The prohibition of political debate after 1971 on certain sensitive
issues and increased resort to legal controls and sanctions have also
handicapped the opposition parties, and facilitated their cooptation
into an enlarged UMNO-led coalition known as the National Front
or, in Malay, Barisan Nasional (BN). These changes have the effect of
enhancing three things: Malay-Muslim political power in relation to
other groups; the dominant position of the BN in relation to the
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remaining opposition parties; and the dominant position of UMNO
within the BN. The main opposition parties at the national level are
the Democratic Action Party (DAP) and the Islamic Party of Malaysia
(popularly known by its Malay acronym of PAS). The former is sup-
ported mainly by non-Malays while the latter draws its support almost
exclusively from Malays.

Backed by a dominant ruling party, the executive in Mala
consistently acted to increase its own power in relation to other insti-
rutions of government, as noted in the carlier examination of external
controls. Not only has it subordinated parliament to its will; it has also
amended the Constitution to clarify and limit the powers of the judi-
ciary and even the head of state (or Yang di-Pertuan Agong). It has also
removed constitutional constraints and passed laws that expand its
powers and discretion in relation to society. All these laws have as their
core justification the safeguarding of national sccurity and public order
in the conflict-prone plural society. However, their frequent u\cdu]l‘
in terms of scope, sanctions and inad provisions for p
abuse - and especially the tendency of political leaders to conflate rhclr
own continued incumbency, or regime security, with national security
in applying them, indicate the determination of the ruling elite to
control dissent and prevent any challenge to its position. Besides
providing a summary of these laws and their actual use and effects,
Crouch (1996: 77-95) also surveys a battery of other laws and *precau-
uonary measures to prevent the emergence of potentially significant
(ibid.: 88) among workers, peasants, students and the

political forces
middle class.
Executive aggrandizement stems largely from the desire of ruling
politicians to maintain themselves in power. In addition, increased
powers are sought because they are believed to be needed for effective
wovernment. As [ have shown clsewhere, Malaysia's first-generation
political leaders believed that effective government in the country’s
plural society must be strong government, and government is only
strong if it is armed with broad powers and subject to as few restraints
a5 possible in the exercise of those powers (Lim Hong Hai 1989).
Chee (1991b: 124) notes that ‘the trend towards authoritarianism that
many observers see in recent events’ reflects *Mahathir’s leadership
style as well as his philosophy of governance’. More articulate than his
predecessors, Mahathir (1995) has made it clear that he sees demo-
cracy mainly in representative or clectoral terms. To him, the fact that
‘leaders can be removed through the ballot box” provides *sufficient
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guarantee” against the abuse of power (NST, 18 May 1999) and both
constitutional restraints and non-clectoral participatory mechanisms
are of dubious value as they obstruct the government’s effective
exercise ofits clectoral mandate.

Another factor in explaining exccutive i is the weak-
ness of the deterrents to such behaviour that are normally to be found
in electorally competitive political systems. The main deterrent, that
power-holders may some day find themselves out of office and at the
receiving end of power, has long been invoked in Malaysia, for
example by Hickling (1962: 192) when he asks, *What of tomorrow,
when these powers may be in other hands?” However, this deterrent
lacks force because power has never changed hands and appears
unlikely to change hands anytime soon in Malaysia, especially for
power-holders whose past success has made them highly confident of
their ability to prevent just such an eventuality. This is not to deny the
uscfulness of clections as a check on power or the incradicable
vulnerability of those dependent on the people for their power. Tt
only to say that the ruling coalition, or UMNO in particular, feels
highly secure in its power, having devised an effective formula for
retaining power and successfully arrogating to itself the ability to align
the *rules of the game’ to ensure the continued success of its formula.

The other deterrent, viz. public outrage and resistance, can operate
even carlier and check i limine aggrandizing acts of the executive,
But this too has been weak in Malaysia. The lack of cffective public
resistance has many sources, among them political apathy, cultural
deference to authority, and the intimidating effect of existing laws and
their usc by those in power. To an important degree, it is also duc to
the effects of ethnic politics. Ethnic politics have exacerbated fears of
instability and this encourages acceptance of strong government
vernment leaders never seem to tire in reminding Malaysians of the
precariousness of political stability and in using it to justity strong
government. More importantly perhaps, cthnic calculations and soli-
darity have diluted or displaced concern with the control of the Malay-
dominated government among the clectorally crucial Malays. As a
result of these factors, public feedback, including from clections, has
not been effective in deterring acts of exceutive aggrandizement. This
is not to say that Malaysians cannot or will not show their displeasure
with exccunve aggrandizement in future elections, or that the managed
clectoral system is rendered incapable of signalling such displeasure. It
is simply that Malaysians have not used their vote for this purpose in
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sufficient numbers and this has allowed executive aggrandizement to
proceed unchecked.

EFFECTS ON PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION

I have argued thus far that the main problem facing democratic public
administration in Malaysia is not so much ministerial inability to con-
trol civil servants as the weak control of ministers. The main problem,
in other words, is not burcaucratic domi < but ive domi:
But why is exccutive dominance a problem for public administration?
This question merits examination as the adverse effects of executive

ce on public ad appear to be insufficiently under-

stood.

Exccutive dominance and weak accountability arc opposite faces of the
same coin. Weak accountability enhances the pmm- and sccurity of office-
holders and encourages various kinds of negative ministerial and bureau-
cratic behaviour that damage the performance values of responsiveness,
cffectiveness and cfficiency. These predictable behaviours - which Finer
(1965: 180) classifies into three kinds, namely non-performance of
duties, unsatisfactory performance of dutics, and actions beyond what
law empowers or permits — have various sources, of which two broad
ones may be identified, namely slack and indulgence. Slack is insufficient
ctfort or diligenc borh in dmclapmg needed capacity and in applying
1t to achicve goals. Indulgence is the improper use of the ces and
powers of office for their own goals and interests by office-holders.
Slack is the main cause of non-performance and poor performance,
while indulgence is the main cause of improper and prohibited actions.
Clearly, effective accountability promotes performance by limiting
slack and indulgence and correcting them when they exceed accept-
able bounds.

As the performance of public administration is importantly affected
by ministerial behaviour, it is with the effect of executive dominance
on ministers that this section must begin. Politicians in ministerial
office are not only powerful but are also characterized by considerable
conflicts of interest (Greene 1990). In an executive-dominated polity,
the mechanisms of bility are weak while minis are power-
tul and secure. Under these conditions, the inhibitions against minis-
terial slack and indulgence are reduced.

Sclf enrichment and the enrichment of family members and friends
are among the most widely known and common forms of indulgence
by powerful and secure ministers. The use of public power and resources
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Oor pcm)ml and party political Jd\:nmgc is mu(hcr These abuscs in

| decr g arc d in the phrase
‘corruption, nepotism, and ;mnnsm |n the wake of the recent cconomic
crisis in Asia. Clearly, these abuscs by ministers cast a banctul effect on
public administration.

in executive polmcs is not con
fined to their own deasio king n public ion. The pur-
suit of and self-regarding goals by also leads them

1o penctrate and interferc in the insutution through which the bulk of
public resources is chanclled, namely the burcaucracy. This latter
problem has been highlighted by Riggs (1970, 1971) in his analysis of
‘unbalanced polities’. He identifies two polar types of such polities,
namely the ‘burcaucratic polity’ dominated by burcaucrats and the

*party-run polity” dominated by ruling politicians. It is the party-run

polity that is of interest here. Political leaders in a party-run polity are
unlikely to appreciate the unporl.muc of a polincally ncutral avil
service. They are also not ady i from p extra-
neous goals in and through the burcaucracy. Riggs thus sces the
emergence of a politically partisan burcaucracy as the hallmark of a
party-run polity. The dilution and displacement of ment and perform
ance criteria by political ones in appointment and promotion lower the
capaaty and performance of such a bureaucracy. Morcover, the para-
mount concern of partisan burcaucrats is the protection and promo-
tion of their carcers through linkages with ruling polincians rather
than the proper performance of their burcaucranc dunes. A partisan
burcaucracy theretore tends to pertorm poorly.

The Malaysian executive-dominated polity appears to be an inter-
mediate type that is close to Riggs's party-run polity. Politicians who
dominate the burcaucracy and are inadequately restrained by control
mechanisms in an executive-dominated polity can be expected o
interfere in and polincize burcaucratic deaision-making tor personal
gain and partisan-political advantage, even betore resorung to poliu
cizing the avil service itselt. Performance is usually compromised, not
only directly through the displacement of rational-bureaucrane cnitena
by selt-serving and partisan-political ones but also indirectly through
the erosion of burcaucratic morale and professionalism

Besides disciplining mimstenal desires, cttectuve accountability of
ministers is needed tor inducing greater mimstenal ettorts to ensure
the performance of ther burcaucrauc charges. Even as they intertere
i burcaucratic deasion-making or the burcancracy aselt, donunant
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ministers insulated from effective public pressure are also likely to be
dlack in overseeing the burcaucracy and demanding performance from
it. While political interference constrains burcaucratic decision-making
in some ways in affected arcas, ministerial slack in controlling the bur-
caucracy enhances b ic and discretion in other ways
and in other arcas. It is important to realize that this increase in
burcaucratic power is the result not of ministerial powerlessness but of
ministerial slack. Ministerial slack in ing perfc from the
burcaucracy, together with the emasculation of other external controls
by the dominant executive, produces lesser performance than bureau-
crats are capable of, resulting in the increasing incidence of unsatis-
factory performance. Worse, when external controls are weak and ruling
politicians serve as common exemplars of indulgence and low standards
of public conduct, burcaucrats are also likely to abuse their power for
personal gain. Thus ministerial slack and indulgence permit and en-
courage inadequately controlled civil servants also to slack and indulge
i an exceutive-dominated polity. Ministers do not desire these negative
eftects on the bureaucracy, but they are inevitable corollaries of their own
behaviour.

Elections are valuable for ensuring that performance does not
detenorate below the level needed for maintaining sufficient public
support and acquiescence. However, the discipline of elections is not
only generally loose but is especially weak in the Malaysian executive-
dominated polity. Considerable slack and indulgence by ministers and
bureaucrats can therefore continue to exact a heavy price in perform-
ance, even when clections are regularly held.

While the above propositions of the effects of inadequate account-
ability under exccutive dominance may be derived with the help of
extant public administration literature, the interesting question here is
the extent to which these predicted effects are found in the exccutive-
dominated Malaysian polity. The answer must await more systematic
studies of ministerial and bureaucratic behaviour and assessments of
public administration performance in Malaysia than are presently
available. However, there is enough evidence from case studies of
specific policy areas and media reports of public scandals and other
problems to establish a strong prima facie case that these expected
consequences of executive dominance and weak control on ministers
and burcaucrats are already common occurrences in Malaysia.

To begin with indulgence, a 1998 corruption ranking by Trans-
parency International places Malaysia in the 29th place among 85
countries (the lower the more corrupt), with a score of 5.3 aganst a
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corruption-free score of 10, thus suggesting that Malaysia is an averagely
corrupt country. Within ASEAN, only Singapore, with a seventh world
placing of 9.1, has a better score than Malaysia. Though not rampant,
corruption is nevertheless a persistent and worrisome problem. Civil
servants regularly account for the majority of arrests by the Anti-
Corruption Agency: in 1998, for example, 186 of the 300 cases, or 62
per cent, involved civil servants (NST, 4 June 1999). The disturbing
frequency of public scandals involving politicians in office at both
federal and state levels (some of which have been mentioned in the
carlier discussion on ministerial responsibility) strongly suggests that
corruption among ruling politicians is no less a problem than corruption
among bureaucrats in Malaysia.

Such an impression is enhanced by the mutual accusations of cor-
ruption and abusc of power that occurred after Mahathir’s dismissal of
Anwar in September 1998. In a question and answer session with the
press, Mahathir's reply to the query that *Anwar has said he has evi-
dence of corruption against you” was as follows:

No. Tam not going to ask him to prove the corruption, He

can prove, he must remember that we also have a lot of proof

about his own corruption. But that is something else. 1 am

not interested in that. T am interested in these things which

I cannot accept ( NST, 23 Sept. 1998).
And when Anwar's allegations of Mahathir’s nepotism and cronyism
were aired over the American business channel CNBC, evidence of
Anwar’s nepotism and cronyism were splashed on the front pages of
Malaysian newspapers ( NST. 28 Sept. 1998). Details were later released
in rapid succession on the corporate positions and holdings of Anwar’s
family members and political allies, leaving many wondering how large
is the iceberg of indulgence within UMNO, and not just within Anwar's
camp, that remains submerged (NS7; 3, 8 and 10 Dec. 1998).

During his trial for abuse of power (of which he was found guilty),

Anwar also levelled similar accusations against Mahathir. *The prime
minister’, he alleged, ‘uscs the judicial system as a tool to exert political
pressure. All the instruments of government including the attorney:
general’s oftice, the police and indeed the judiciary are under the pnme
minister’s thumb.” To these charges, a newspaper columnist who took
up the cudgel on Mahathir’s behalf replied:

Anwar was not as uninvolved as he wants the public to believe
when it comes to using the *system’ when he was in power.
It is no secret that a big section of the media and other
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key organs of politics, administration and business were under
Anwar’s thumb unul his last days in the Government ...
[Anwar] did not hesitate to hand out his share of plum gov-
crnment contracts to solidify his power base (NST, 18 and
25 April 1999: 11).

Again, the only ‘defence’ oftered was ‘you too’.

These revclations are especially bling for Malaysians not only
because they involve the country’s top leaders but also because the
accusations of wrong-doing were not always and not clearly denied by
cither of them. In fact, onc is hard put to distinguish the repeated
you-toos’ from mutual guilt and admission, their denials on other
occasions notwithstanding. Furthermore, when their acts of possible
corruption are exposed, ministers often appear to rely on a collective
insurance system by threatening, explicitly or implicitly, to expose
others if action is taken against them. Even Anwar admitted invoking
this defence when Mahathir believed Anwar was plotting against him
and pressured him to resign. When asked in an interview after he was
dismissed whether he would use the information he must have acquired
when in office *about a lot of people’, Anwar replicd:

Well, that is why I told him (Mahathir): Don’t threaten me
and push me too far ... Don't forget the fact that, other than
you, I know about this country: the deals, the contracts, the
meeungs and understandings with foreign governments. So
don't play the game with me (Anwar Ibrahim 1998: 22).

Malaysians may thus be excused for fearing that corruption and abuse
of power have reached the highest levels of their government.
Indulgence by ministers and other ruling party politicians have had
deleterious eftects on public administration. These cffects merit closer
cxamination. First, the indulgent pursuit of extrancous goals in minis-
terial decision-making is widely believed to pervade the implemen-
tation of the country’s privatization programme. Crouch (1996: 39)
notes that the privatization programme, started in 1983, opened ‘a
new ficld of patronage distribution’. State asscts were frequently sold to
politically favoured groups and individuals (Gomez and Jomo 1997).
This may be a reason why these sales were often underpriced (Crouch
1996: 39) and why not enough attention has been given to ensuring
cither adequate competition or effective regulation that is widely be-
lieved to be necessary for maximizing social welfare, More blatantly,
privatization has been used, along with other means, to build a vast
business empire controlled by UMNO (Gomez 1990). An carly case
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that provoked considerable controversy was the award of a $3.4 billion
contract to an UMNO-controlled company to build and collect toll
from a new North-South Highway. Mahathir and other UMNO Icaders
openly defended the decision as a means for UMNO to obtain income
to cover the costs of constructing its new headquarters building (Gom
1990: 129). The important distinction between party and government
was completely ignored.

Indulgence by dominant-party politicians has also resulted in wide-
spread political interference in administrative decisions and the politi-
cization of burcaucratic decision-making. While this is widely known
to characterize land and forestry administration by state governments
(Acria 1997: 59; Cooke 1994; Crouch 1996: 39 ), it also appears to be
common in the federal bureaucracy, especially when development
projects are implemented at the state and district levels. A study of
fishery development projects shows that poli
party and their allies controlled allocation decisions for their own
benefit (Gibbons 1976; 1979). Shamsul ( 1983; 1986: ch. 5) provides
a detailed account of this in his study of dev lopment projects in a
district in the state of Selangor. Decis on-making on the allocation of
development projects and the award of contracts in the various gov
ernment committees was effectively controlled by UMNO politicians,
who ensured that the lion’s share of development funds goes to the
areas that support UMNO at the expense of areas that support the
opposition PAS. They also made sure that the big contracts were
awarded to companics set up by themselves and their business partners
and other influential UMNO politicians. Burcaucrats were induced to
cooperate not only by the demonstrated ability of the politicians to
have recalcitrant burcaucrats transferred out of the district but also by
the opportunity to profit from the ‘business’ of development: many
burcaucrats also set up their own companics which were awarded the
smaller contracts. These examples of political interference in bureau-
cratic decision-making are not by ministers but by other politicians
from the dominant ruling party. This too is a sign of exccutive domi-
nance as it is the resulting weakness of accountability that allows minis-
ters to indulge lower-level party colleagues and special interests and
enable them to have their way with the bureaucracy.

Many other federal programmes also constitute highly politicized
systems of patronage distribution. These include the allocation of shares
in private companies reserved for Malays, the distribution of licences
that arc required for most arcas of economic activity, the appointment
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of directors in public enterpriscs and their subsidiarics, the selection of
settlers in government land schemes, and the provision of loans by
government agencics. In all these and other examples surveyed by
Crouch (1996: 36—41), connections to UMNO and UMNO politicians
greatly facilitate access to economic benefits distributed by the govern-
ment. The g ’s increased invol in the economy under
the NEP has expanded opportunitics for ruling politicians to strengthen
their political support through the distribution of patronage.

Malaysia inherited a politically neutral civil service from colonial
rule and the majority of civil servants continue to sec themselves as
non-partisan. However, as a result of pressure by the ruling coalition
vil servants to identify with its goals and policics, there is now
considerable evidence of burcaucratic political involvement and burcau-
cratic partisanship that Riggs sces as the hallmark of party dominance.
Crouch (1996: 133) notes that civil service regulations rcumscribing
political involvement by civil servants *scem to have been implemented
in a fairly relaxed way, especially when civil servants were active in
government parties’. Civil servants frequently contest and hold posi-
tions in UMNO and other government partics, en route to becoming
tull-time politicians. To give a recent example, an officer in the Infor-
mation Ministry was appointed to the Senate after heading a division
of UMNO Women for over a decade (NST, 13 Aug. 1998). Crouch
(1996: 62-63) also notes that lower-level civil servants were regularly

bilized for clection campaigns, especially from the Community
Development Programme (KEMAS) where ‘workers were full-time
propagandists for the government, and officers were normally party
Activists”. Political involvement and partisanship arc also widespread
among Malay teachers. Evidently, substantial changes have occurred
since the 1970s, when Riggs (1970: 405) included Malaysia in his
tentative list of balanced politics with non-partisan burcaucracies and
Puthucheary (1978a: 47) found ‘littde political interference in the
internal civil service system® and *no attempt to infiltrate the civil service
with political cadres’.

It was only during Icadership splits within UMNO, such as happened
in 1989 (Crouch 1996: 133) and in 1998 following Anwar’s dismissal,
that the political involvement and partisanship of civil servants were
scen as a problem by government leaders — and this only because they
supported their opponents within the party. Thus while Mahathir and
other UMNO leaders expressed strong concern with the political in-
volvement of civil servants when there were reports of anti-government
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activities by teachers and other pro-Anwar civil servants, KEMAS per-
sonnel were used to collect ten thousand signatures in support of
Mahathir (NST, 21 Nov. 1998).

Politicization has also affected the morale and professionalism of
civil servants. At least one senior civil servant (now retired) has lamented
that *the higher echelons of the civil service ... scem to have lost out in
our professional standing’. He belicves m.n an important hcmr has
been the hlurnng of *the fine line scparating politics from profec
management” and the increasing politicization of the hnghcr civil
service (Navaratnam 1984: 57-58). Particularly worrying to many
Malaysians is the state of professionalism within the country’s police
force. It is not just Anwar’s famous ‘black” eye inflicted by the country’s
chicf of police, but also revelations about police behaviour during his
trial that have awakened Malaysians to the depth of the problem.
These revelations include details of Anwar’s own interference in police
investigations into allegations against him. Professing compliance with
Anwar's instructions, the Special Branch of the police admitted depart-
ing from *normal practice’ and making *no attempt to investigare or dis-
cover the truth of the allegations” in its investigations. To cap it all, its
director, when testifving mg:ninsl Anwar, avowed that *“theoretically™ and

d ding on circ ces” he was prepared to break the law to
mlln“ an |mpor(.uu person’s instructions” — yes, in reply to the judge’s
specific query, including lying in court ( NST, 6 and 26 Nov. 1998).

The above paragraphs have examined the cffects of ministerial in-
dulgence on the burcaucracy. The other main problem of executive
dominance is that ministers tend to be slack in managing their depart-
ments, again with predictable ctfects on burcaucratic behaviour and
performance.

Ministerial slack, combined with the absence of other effective con-
trols in the exccutve-dominated polity, has given risc to a highly dis-
cretionary and d style of admi in Malaysia, as
noted by l‘u:hmhc.\r_\' (1978a: 89). Rules exist, often in abundance,
but, in the absence of effective external monitoring, civil servants have
managed to maintain their discretion, hence their power, by applying
them in a selective and opportunistic manner. This suggests, contrary to
the common public complaints against *burcaucrats’ and *burcaucratic’
rigidity, that a major problem with Malaysian public administration is
that it is ‘under-burcaucratized’, i.c. not sufficiently governed and
made predictable by formal rules, rather than overy so. This highly
discretionary behaviour may help to explain Puthucheary’s remark,
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noted carlier, that civil servants in Malaysia are largely accountable
only to themselves.

Increased de facto discretion and weak control foster other forms of
burcaucratic indulgence. The worrisome incidence of burcaucratic
corruption has alrcady been noted. Shamsul’s 1983 study described
above shows indulgence by b as well as politici unable to
beat the politicians, many burcaucrats decided to join them by setting
up their own companics to benefit from the *business gencrated by
development projects. Burcaucratic indulgence is widespread in the
more autonomous public enterprise sector. When he served as finance
minister, Anwar complained that many public enterprises and their
subsidiaries had ‘used the freedom to spend as they liked, set up
various posts and appointed their own board of directors, giving them
all kinds of allowances® (NST; 16 Jan. 1996). The public enterprise
sector has accounted for some of the country’s biggest financial scandals,
such as those involving the BMF (Bumiputra Malaysia Finance) and
the national steel corporation, Perwaja.

Discretion and weak control have also allowed bureaucrats to in-
dulge their own biases in public administration. Puthucheary (1978a:
89) detects a class bias when she notes that the behaviour of burcaucrats
depends importantly on the social status of the persons they were
dealing with. Another kind of burcaucratic bias is especially worth
noting in the Malaysian context. Non-Malays, including politicians
inside and outside the ruling coalition, often blame overzealous Malay
burcaucrats for increasing the discriminatory effects of pro-Malay
policies and for *discriminatory implementation of the supposedly non-
discriminatory prong of the NEP” (Lim Lin Lean 1988: 42). Shamsul
11996: 25) describes the burcaucracy as *highly ethnicized’ and *pro-
Malay’. *Lower ranking Malay civil servants’, he elaborates, ‘have often
been accused by the non-Malay public as practising “racial discrimi-
nation” in the way they discharged their duties vis-a-vis the non-
Malays. Their usual respond [sic] to the criticism was “we are simply
implementing national politics™.” That reduced control and increased
bureaucratic discretion have resulted in widespread ethnic bias is hardly
surprising, given the predomi ly Malay composition of the burcau-
cracy and the pro-Malay cthos of the government.

The most frequent complaints, however, concern bureaucratic slack
and the resulting nonfeasance and malfeasance of burcaucratic duties.
Malaysian newspapers provide an endless stream of such complaints,
including those voiced by ministers. Recent examples include: failure
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to maintain proper financial accounts; failure to use funds for their
allotted purposes; the “sorry state’ of government property, including
aircraft and ships, due to what Mahathir has called a ‘lack of main-
tenance culture’; the ‘geriatric pace’ at which some services are carried
out; and the continued existence of ‘deadwood” within the civil service.
It has been pointed out that poor performers were left to their errant
ways and sometimes assessed highly and even promoted, thus suggesting
that *the civil service is teeming with ineffectual and weak department
heads’ (NST; 17 Nov. 1998; 8 and 13 Dec. 1998; 25 and 29 March
1999). Not surprisingly, senior government leaders are most prone to
complain of burcaucratic slack — as well as slack by their ministcrial
collcagues — when problems unexpectedly occur or during periods of
crisis. Two recent episodes suffice to indicate the extent of the problem.

In carly 1996, MARA, a public cnterprise carrying out wide-ranging
activities for the cconomic advancement of Malays, ran out of money
due to *uncontrolled spending’ and had to ask for fresh funds from the
government to continue its programmes. Anwar, who was then deputy
prime minister and finance minister, called it arly a problem of
management and administration’. *MARAs rate of expenditure and
conditions, he explained, ‘were 100 relaxed to the extent that the
agency did not get the approval of central agencies [as required ] before
spending its money on any project.’ Anwar made it clear that the
problem was not confined to MARA when he stated that many other
public enterprises and their subsidiarics have also “put aside all ad-
ministrative and financial regulations’. He then urged *ministers and
heads of department with agencies and subsidiarics to personally
scrutinize the operations of these bodies from time to time’ (NST, 13
and 16 Jan, 1996). The next example shows that ministerial and bur-
caucratic slack is not confined to the public enterprise sector.

The recent economic crisis has led Mahathir and the first finance
minister, Daim Zainuddin, to express strong concern with ministenial
and burcaucratic slack which has resulted in serious shortfalls in the
implementation of projects intended for speeding up the country’s
cconomic recovery. *Sixteen ministries and departments’, Daim revealed
in May 1999, *experienced a 50 to 100 per cent shortfall i [develop-
ment] expenditure during the first quarter of this year’ and ‘only 5.3
per cent of the amount allocated had been spent against 11.1 per cent
for the same period in 1998°. *If the shortfall in development ex-
penditurc is obvious while, on the other hand, there is no shortfall in
the operating expenditure’, he reasoned, ‘this can only mean that the
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civil servants concerned have become inefficient or they are not doing
their jobs for which they are paid.” This led the government to order
fortnightly progress reports on development projects and instruct
ministers that they *should meet senior ministry officials twice a week
to go through the progress of projects and ensure that they are imple-
mented according to schedule’ (NST, 4 and 6 May 1999).

While civil servants, especially secretaries-general and department
heads, were blamed for causing the delays, it was pointed out that the
finance minister’s remarks also show that *ministerial responsibility
among some ministers is found wanting’ and thus constitute a *sharp
rebuke® for ministers as well. The second finance minister added that
some ministers tend ‘to take things for granted, and leave the day-to-
day running of the Ministrics to civil servants’. Ministers were reminded
that they ‘are responsible for their departments” commission or omis-
sion” and that ‘they should take control of their departments and estab-
lish productive relations with their subordinates’ (NST; 5, 8, 12 and
16 May 1999). This public airing of weaknesses was abruptly termi-
nated when a few other ministers, while admitting the shortfall within
their ministrics, all pointed to the cumbersome procedures and the
resulting delay in the release of funds by Daim’s Finance Ministry itself
as the main cause of the problem.

The above episode also provoked references to another and perhaps
B ally telling ¢ ce of exceutive domi ¢, namely the lack
of sustained effort .-md follow-through in overcoming problems and
administrative weaknesses that have come to light. The above-mentioned
directive on fortnightly progress reports was quickly met with the
following comment:

Unless strictly enforced, Thursday’s order to State Govern-
ments, Federal Ministries and agencics to submit fortnightly
progress reports on development projects issued by Deputy
Prime Minister Datuk Seri Abdullah Badawi may once again
fall on deaf cars. For over a year now we have heard govern-
ment leaders urging the civil service to speed up the imple-
mentation of such projects, apparently with lirtle effect (NST,
2 May 1999),
Another press comment added:

We can quote many examples of the people’s expectations
being raised in the wake of announcements that improve
ments have been made to certain departments or systems.
But when they present themselves at those places, they find
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to their utter dismay that things have not changed at all
( NST, 20 May 1999).
A separate incident involving state governments drew a similar reaction:
Therein lies our problem. After cach incident, State Govern-
ments and local councils were quick to give assurances that
precautionary measures would be taken to ensure similar
incidents would not recur ... As soon as the heat is off, what
was said or promised is just as quickly forgotten (NST, 26
May 1999).
This recurring pattern of attending to problems, often with much
fanfarc, after they have resulted in dire consequences and promising to
overcome them but without serious follow-through or effective problem-
solving, is not surprising in the absence of sustained popular and institu-
tional pressure in an exccutive-dominated polity.

Reforms to reduce slack also suffer from slack in implementing
them. The chief secretary to the government (the country’s top civil
servant) recently revealed that client charters, required since 1994,
have yet to be promulgated in 20 per cent of government agencies and
that even agencies with client charters often do not abide by them or
monitor compliance. He also complained that the issuance of clear
guidelines and circulars have not overcome poor telephone manners in
government agencies (NST, 14 Aug. 2000).

Exceutive dominance in Malaysia is thus shown not only by the
weakness of external controls but also by the combination of its expected
cffects — much as a doctor detects a discase by the concurrence of its
known symptoms. Exccutive dominance makes for strong government,
Arguably, this makes a non-spurious contribution to political stability,
a precanious value in plural Malaysia. However, all the ministerial and
burcaucratic omissions and commissions under executive dominance
are necessarily at the expense of the performance values dependent on
accountability. These include the machine values of effectiveness and
ctficiency and the political value of responsivencess — that is to say,
responsiveness to the interests of the general public, as opposed to
responsiveness to the interests of those who govern and special interests
allied to them.

Performance values are not completely ignored by ruling politicians,
especially in elective systems. “The governments of East Asia’, as
Mahathir (1998: 21) has argued, ‘are far from pertect, but no one can
say they did not bring prosperity as well as real, tangible and personally
felt benefits to their people.” He is right to contend that ‘it a country
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does well, the government cannot be torally corrupt and incompetent.”
But equally, there is no denying that weak accountability under
executive domi entails a loss of administrati ponsi
ness, cffectiveness and efficiency for the Malaysian public. Executive
dominance thus amounts to an important value choice by ruling
politicians, in which accountability and its associated values are traded
off for other values. Ostensibly at lcast, these include political stability,
but exceutive dominance has been sought and used by ruling politicians
1o serve also the values of power, sceurity, comfort (from slack) and
indulgence for themselves and - albeit unintended - for burcaucrats as
well. Clarifying the values involved and their trade-offs is a necessary
first step to informed discussion and reconsideration.

BROADENING REFORM

Over the years, concern has been expressed with the declining perform-
ance of public administration in Malaysia and calls have been made to
arrest it. As Navaratnam (1984: 56) notes:

The relative decline in the strength of the whole civil service

has been quict and gradual and has been taking place some-

what unnoticed ... To delay remedial action would be disas-

trous, not only for the civil service itself” but more im-

portantly for the effective formulation and implementation

of public policics,

Puthucheary (1978a: 120) observes that the lack of effective external
control and feedback has resulted in “a civil service functioning at less
than maximum cfficiency with the attendant cvils of, among other
things, wavering public confidence [and] ... delays in implementing
government policies’.

The Malaysian government is not unconcerned with cffective and
ctficient administrative performance, cven, or especially, with low
ratings by external evaluators because of the country’s open economy
and increasing globalization. Mahathir has stated that ‘although the
avil service was more cfficient compared to those in other developing
countries, there is still much room for improvement” (NST, 8 May
1999). “As it was inevitable that the Malaysian civil scrvice would be
compared with those of neighbouring countrics’, the chief secretary to
the government has emphasized, *a credible performance was vital’
NST, 21 Nov. 1998).

The objective of no more than *a credible performance’ may indi-
cate cognizance of the government’s pursuit of other values that
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compete with administrative performance. However, the previous section
shows that the attainment of even this objective is problematic. A
recent volume by senior civil servants notes ‘the pervading view that
the government was performing below par’ and documents various
reforms within the burcaucracy to improve performance (Muhammad
Rais Abdul Karim 1999: 22), The government has launched an ambitious
privatization programme aimed primarily at addressing the problems of
the huge public enterprise sector. Within the remaining public sector,
there have been frequent internal innovations to raise performance and
perhaps even an uncritical recep s 10 new G cth

including those that have already begun to be discredited in the West,
such as incentive pay for senior personnel (Ingraham 1993; Perry 1986).

Clearly, the government cannot be faulted for complacency or in-
action in improving burcaucratic performance. Performance is seriously
pursucd, but within the imposed and unexamined constraint of execu-
tive dominance (as well as the ¢ of Malay control of the burcau-
cracy not examined here). Further progress, however, would require
reform of the larger political system, as has been pointed out by writers
like Puthucheary (1978a: 119-120) and Chee (1991b: 123). The
arguments and evidence presented in this chapter reinforce and lend
urgency to the need for wider political reform in improving admin-
istrative performance. Stronger mechanisms of accountability and a
more balanced polity are needed for putting more effective restraint, as
well as pressure for performance, on munisters and not just bureau-
crats. The chain of control in parliamentary government can only be as
strong as its weakest link, which in executive-dominated  Malaysia
appears to be the control of ministers.

Calls for more fundamental political reform have hitherto been
resisted. This is understandable because such reform entails the atten-
uation of importantly held elite values. It also appears that the costs of
weak accountability, and thus the need for political reform, are “insuf
ficiently appreciated” (Chee 1991b: 123), or are scen as aftordable.
Responding to a question on the need for better corporate governance
for Asian economic recovery, Mahathir has replied that “these countries
had been governed by the same government [with| the same policics
all these years and they have developed very well. There are abuses,
this of course T don’t deny, but it has not prevented them from devel-
oping very, very fast” (NST, 10 June 1999).

However, pressures for better performance and for more funda
mental reform are increasing. As the recent cconomic ¢risis has shown,
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2 considerably higher level of government performance may be needed
1o cffectively cope within the highly competitive and challenging

i P ised by the new mill Chee (1991b: 105)
points out that ‘the i iness over ingly repressi
measures and the systematic weakening of controls over exceutive-style
governance demonstrate a rising concern for greater public account-
ability and more responsible government’. The reformasi movement
Jaunched by Anwar after his dismissal from the government and the
new National Justice Party (Parti KeADILan Nasional) formed in
April 1999 to spearhead the cause of reform have found considerable
support among the Malays, even though they continue to benefit from
the *inner’ responsiveness of the Malay-controlled government and
burcaucracy. It remains to be seen whether or when external and
internal pressures will combine with the necessity of showing a credi-
ble performance to oblige the government to broaden its reform agenda
50 as 1o incorporate political reforms.




PoOLITICAL NON-GOVERNMENTAL
ORGANIZATIONS

IDEALS AND REALITIES

Saliha Hassan

Considering the complexity of Malaysia's multi-cultural, multi-cthnic and
multi-religious socicty, the Barisan Nasional (BN, or National Front)
government represents a success story in political accommodation, sur-
vival and power sharing. Critics of BN have focused on its relativist
interpretation of democracy and justification for limiting its scope. In
response, however, Prime Minister Dr Mahathir Mohamad has con-
tended that “the duty of government is ensuring peace and harmony
through political stability which also creates a conducive environment
for economic prosperity’ (The Sun, 18 April 1997). For Mahathir,
democracy should not be treated as a religion.! The point is to
maintain a ‘realistic democracy’; hence,

Malaysia is not over-zealous about the democratic system to
the point where we accept without question everything that is
done in the name of democracy. If the people and the country
benefit, then we will accept practices which are said to be demo-
cratic. 1f the people and the nation get only the worst from
any practice that is said to be democratic, we will give priority

*Itis clearly dangerous to make a religion of an ideology... the present
malady assailing the Western nations, the weakness in their leadership
in particular, is duc to democratic extremism’ (Mahathir, Speech to the
Council of Foreign Relations in New York, October 1993, cited in
Jesudason 1995: 339),

198
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to what is good for the country and the people, and put aside

the questions of whether or not it is democratic (Sunday

Mail, 12 May 1996).
As several scholars have observed, the Malaysian political system is
ncither truly democratic nor completely authoritarian in that BN has
ensured economic advancement and social stability but maintained
ideological domi e and ¢ i d ive power, albeit by

crating within a ¢ itutional fra k (Case 1993; Crouch
l‘)% Jesudason 1995). The regime’s ‘statist democratic’ feature lies
in a willingness to hold regular clections, although the regime enjoys a
high degree of leverage in determining the rules of political competition.
To the extent that BN continues to hold the support of voters, the

clection results may be taken as evidence of the people’s endorsement
of BN's policies, political values and mode of effective governance:
specifically, the effectiveness of the government in maintaining law and
order, achicving economic growth, and providing for the welfare of the
citizens (Tandon 1996: 293). Malaysian non-governmental organiza-
tions (NGOs), however, tend to hold to a different conception of
governance that supports “a pluralist polity with a capacity to influence
and check exccutive power and protect human rights’ and an administra-
tive apparatus based upon ‘an open, cfficient, accountable and audited
public service which has the burcaucratic competence to help design
and implement appropriate policies and manage [the] public sector’
(Lettwich 1993: 607). Within this context of somewhat differing con-
ceptions of democracy and governance, this chapter discusses the role
and discourses of politically engaged NGOs or social action groups
(SAGs) as a way to assess more accurately state-civil socicty relations,
and the NGOs® ability to reshape those relations.

THE PARAMETERS OF DEMOCRACY AND CIVIL SOCIETY
Democratization is so pervasively accepted as the definitive political
dimension of globalization that Mahathir has reportedly said: *[C]hallenge
democracy and you will be branded as a heretic, an unbeliever, a rene-
gade” (cited in Jesudason 1995: 339). In this context, ‘Western liberal
democracy’, and often its American model, is offered as the standard
svstem for the world. The parameters of this liberal democracy include
an emphasis on equality of rights, a relatively weak state, a strong
moralistic insistence on the accountability of leaders and governments,
and a presumption that socicty is relatively more important than the
political and administrative centre. Current discussions of civil society
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— based on a concept of plurality that encompasses popular organi-
zatons not part of or controlled by the formal institutions of the
government - have been mostly located within this ideal model of
democrane polity. While such a conception of avil society is often
taken to refer to NGOs, in fact it includes other organized groups such
as polinical parties, media, interest associations, labour unions, co-
operatives, religious organizations, fraternal socictics, women’s groups
and c¢redit unions. Civil society, thus, lics within a modernized socicty
that practises democratc principles where important channels of com-
munication are not monopolized by a dominant group, including the
government (Lipset 1995: 240). Principles of accessibility to infor-
mation and policy-making processes, and responsible exercise of public
deliberanon, underlic this idea of the fundamental links berween stare
and civil sociery.

Malaysian democrane pracuces would fall short of such mainstream
or universalist standards. The political NGOs have been cnncal of
forms of democracy found since the 1970s. Their crincism, which
mtensified dunng the 1980s, can be clearly gauged from NGO publi-
canons produced, among mhcn by Aliran Kesedaran Negara (ALIRAN,
or Natonal Consc ), the C " Association
of Penang (CAP), Angkatan Belia Islam Malaysia (ABIM, or Malaysian
Islamic Youth Movement) and the Civil Rights Committee (CRC) of
the Sclangor Chinese Assembly Hall (Saliha 1991). The English daily,
The Star, and the Malay abloid, Wazan, which enjoyed wide arculation
then, provided a forum for NGO discourses, until both publications
were banned dunng the mass arrests of October 1987 (better known
by its police codename ot Operas: Lalang). The NGOs had sought to
provide a democratic conscientization of the public which was deemed
to be politically apathetic or 1ignorant of their fundamental nighes and
duties. In particular the Malaysian public was urged to be *more aware
of how and why freedom is curtailed, whose interests are served by
curbs upon freedom, what are the consequences of concentration of
power with the exccutive, how people should respond to the emascu
lation of democracy and what alternatives are available to those of us
who are commutted to greater freedom and justice’ (Chandra 1986: vi).

In response, government leaders defended some of its allegedly
undemocranc pracuces by placing prionty on the importance of socio-
economic well-being and the necessary of keeping diftferences berween
*Western® and “our” political values. It was claimed thar *our’ values
had their roots in the radinonal practices of despotism, feudalism and
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authoritarianism. It was ded that these traditions had contained
clements of clite consultation and popular participation, but they were
deemed to be limited and rare. Governments, according to traditional
Chinese, Hindu and Malay politics, as well as the tribal communities
of Sabah and Sarawak, were responsible for maintaining order, en-
suring cconomic growth, safeguarding the welfare of the people and
defending state sovercignty. In short the criteria of good governance
were not those of liberal democratic states, but those of effective
government. Or, as has been asserted, ‘strong, stable governments
prepared to make decisions which, though often unpopular, are never-
theless in the best interests of the nation, are a prerequisite for econo-
mic development” (Mahathir and Ishihara 1995: 82).

In fact, the Malaysian political leadership has long held that any
political system, democratic or not, must win ‘hearts and minds’ to
survive over the long term. Given the regular conduct of general
clections, successive governments have been able to claim that Malaysia
is a democracy albeit ‘one [cast] in our own mould’, as demokrasi a la
Malaysia, according to Tun Abdul Razak, the second prime minister,
who contended what was required was a democracy ‘suitable for a
developing country with different communities’2 Underlying this de-
fence of a limited democracy was a political argument that the multi-
cthnic political system, having neither democratic tradition nor values,
but requiring constitutional provisions for the Malays® ‘special position’,
needed to place more power in the hands of the exccutive than is usual
n a democracy. Hence, the resulting political structure is a combination
of strong central government, executive dominance and controlled
democratic practices.

*Malaysian democracy’, therefore, h.n restrictive laws (Gurmit Singh
1987) to regulate, monitor, deﬂh and if necessary, climinate
critics of government, especially since their opposition is rcg.ardv.d asa
disruption of established political and dc\c]upmcm a}.cndas (Lruu&h
1996). While Part I of the federal C i

s

2 Another prominent government leader, Tan S Ghazali  once

declared that *one of our major miscalculations at the time of Merdeka
| Independence | was to welcome uncritically the concepts and precepts
of a Westminster-type democracy. ... We did not realise how irrelevant
it was to our society as it exists today ... Let us therefore admit that at
this stage of our constitutional development to mimic the democracy
of Westminster in 1957 without the comparative economic and social
foundation is to court self-destruction” (cited in Chandra 1986: 279).
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liberties”, these libertics have been circumscribed in the interests of
safeguarding cthnic harmony and political stability. For example, the
right to freedom of speech does not include a right to discuss *sensitive
issues’ — including matters relating 1o Islam as the official religion,
as the national language, the position of the Malay rulers, and
the *special position” of the Malays - not even by elected representa-
tives in parliament. Another for ci cribing the scope of
democracy thus was that Malaysians did not have the sense of broad
cquality and political effectiveness essential 1o meaningful popular
political parucipation. In other words, the polity lacked ‘the necessary
social and cconomic infrastructure’ for Western-style democracy, by
which was meant the absence of an ‘authentic” middle class as the basis
of a viable civil socicty. In particular, the politically dominant Malay
community controlled the state machinery, but had limited access to
wealth (Abdul Rahman Embong 1995: 41-46). This led UMNO
leaders to declare that they needed *an industrialization and urbaniza

tion programme in order [to] build an authentic Malaysian middle
class to sustain the kind of democracy we want’ (cited in Chandra
1986: 279). That programme of industrialization and urbanization
was incorporated into the New Economic Policy (NEP) and scheduled
for implementation between 1970 and 1990.

There is, however, an additional, international dimension to this
view of good government and effective governance which has resonances
in the *Asian values’ debate of recent years (see Chapter 3, this volume).
The government has sought to present Malaysia as the *friendly face of
Islam” as well as a stable, industrialized, prosperous, and information
technology-savvy country profitably engaged with the global cconomy
(Kamarudin and Hazami 1993; Mahathir 1991). This vision of
Malaysian society having a forward looking agenda — Wawasan 2020, or
Vision 2020 - incorporates the prospect of developing a *mature con

sensual, community-oriented Malaysian democracy that can be a model
for ... developing countries’ (Mahathir 1991: 2—4). This *model’ requires
the dominant Malay community to accept technological advances,
progressive aspects of cconomic development, and intellectual achieve-
ment while reforming Malay culture and socicty in conformity with
Islamic teachings. To this end, Mahathir’s policy of ‘Islamization” had
initiated a gradual and incremental assimilation by the system of
administration of *Islamic values’ to ensure that leadership was based
on good character, fairness, accountability and enlightened artitudes
For the then deputy paime minister, Anwar Ibrahim, the policy of Islam

ization was ‘guided by moral precepts and faith reawakened” (Anwar
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1997: 5) 1o create an cthical political system and masyarakar madans,
the latter being a civil society based on a greater scope for fundamental
liberties and a broader role for citizens that was simultancously respon-
sive to the government’s agenda.

Beyond that, the policy of Islamization was not intended to alter the
sceular structure and orientation of the existing polity, certainly not in
the dircction of establishing an Islamic state. The government promoted
its *Islamic values as *universal values’ meant to accommodate the non-
Malay and non-Muslim communities which constitute 45 per cent of
the population, and whose values are derived mainly from Confucianism,
Hinduism, Buddhism and other indi cultures and belicf systems,
To this end, the government had sponsored a series of academic *civil
sational dialogues’, mainly between Islam and Confucianism, given
some similarities in values between these two religions, an absence of
clashes between them, and the importance of Confucianism to Chinese
Malaysians.? In Mahathir’s and Anwar's political thinking, these *Asian’
values were critical to building a ‘democracy according to our own
mould® that would be popularly accepted, legitimate, and safeguard
Malaysia's intricate plural society.

However, this top-down definition of *Malaysian democracy” and
aivil society has not gone unchallenged, not least by NGOs which have
been critical of this state project and its circumscription of the scope
for democratic participation in politics.

POLITICAL NGOS: PROFILES AND POSITIONS
ON CIVIL SOCIETY
Non-governmental organizations perform important functions in
modern society, the complex problems of which arc rarely capable of
solution by isolated individuals. As a rule, the more open a society’s
political system is, the greater will be the chances for individuals to
secure the implementation of their public intentions by merging
together their expertise, voices and influence. Governments are often
oo preoccupied with their own agendas of managing balances

3 At one stage, serious consideration was
institutionalizing this dialoguc. A Centre for Civilization Dialoguc was
set up in Universiti Malaya with Dr Chandra Muzaffar, a well-known
Malaysian academic, social analyst and human right activist, as its director.
The Centre was set up, in principle, because *the Asian at heart is persona
religious. Faith and religious practice, not confined to the individual,
permeate the life of the community” (Anwar 1997: 4).

iven towards expanding and
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between those in power to be able to address local interests, marginal
interests or alternative views that emerge at grassroots levels. Govern-
ments frequently exert pressure on NGO interests by asserting state
interests, which they claim should subsume individual or minority in-
terests, state interests being generally offered as being synonymous
with the general good, Thus citizens associations, people’s organiza-
tions, interest groups, pressure groups, non-profit organizations, social
action movements or simply NGOs can become effective alternative
channels for collective action.

Under the impact of globalization, NGOs have been regarded by
some quarters as constituting a third sector in society that can play an
intervening role between the state and private enterprise. By the
standards of liberal democracy, NGOs can mediate between the legiti-
mate rights of the state and individual fundamental liberties. NGOs,
100, provide a buffer between state power and authority and the human
and civic rights of individuals; they thereby promorte legitimate indivi-
dual rights. In relation to democracy and the process of democrati
zation, therefore, NGOs and grassroots organizations can form networks,
coalitions and links with other socictal clements to form what may
loosely be termed social movements oriented towards change or reforms
( Eldridge 1991; Johari 1993; Korten 1990; Lim 1995; Marcussen
1996; Saliha 2000).

In Malaysia, there are myriad NGOs promoting or espousing a widc
range of social, economic, cultural and political causes, interests and
agendas. There are three basic ways by which NGOs relate o the state.
Many of the welfare and recreational types of NGOs complement the
state’s activities by providing welfare and social services. These NGOs
tend to work closely with state agencies, for example, the Ministry of
National Unity and Social Development. Other NGOs, however, chal-
lenge the government’s ideals, whether these are set forth in concepts
and policics such as *Malaysia Inc.”, Vision 2020, cthnic power sharing
or ‘democracy in our mould”. But even among them are NGOs that
try 1o engage the state to negotiate points of ditference by working
with the grassroots to raise their concerns at state level, or with
government agencies to improve policies, or by directly confronting
the government with alternatives.

These NGOs engage in public debates and the dissen
information related to civil liberties, democratic rights, good gover
nance, burcaucratic transparency, exccutive accountability and people-
oriented leadership — all these being issues central to civil society and
democratic  participation. These NGOs, concerned with  popular
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political participation in theory and practice, regard themselves as
significant actors within an evolving modern civil society, even as xhc
conscience of the state. They therefore offer th Ives as democs
channels for the political pnr(icip:uion of concerned citizens and
constitutionally legitimate interests. They distance themselves from the
cthnic preoccupations of the main political parties and scriously offer
themselves as society’s responses to ethnic polarization. In other words,
central to these NGOs® discourses and activities is the issue of good
governance and how they can contribute to its realization

These political NGOs include Aliran Kesedaran Negara (ALIRAN),

Dongjiaozong (DJZ, or the coalition of Dong Zong, the Association
of Chinese School Boards, and Jiao Zong, the United Chinese School
“Teachers Association), Suara Rakyat Malaysia (SUARAM, or Malaysian
People’s Voice), Consumers’ Association of Penang (CAP), Sisters in
Islam, Angkatan Belia Islam Malaysia (ABIM) and Al-Arqam (Housce
of Arqam). Together they have represented major strands of social
action movements that attempt to engage the state in political discourse,
to champion the causes of specific non-mainstream interests, and to
provide alternative perspectives on human rights, civil society and
social justice over the past 25 to 30 years. Other important NGOs are
Tenaganita (headed by Irene Fernandez), the JUST World Trust
{established and led by Chandra Muzatfar) and the Centre for Peace
Initative (CENPEACE) (sct up by Fan Yew Teng and mhcn) In
addition there are university student ions and youth
of various persuasions.

Presently ABIM is the biggest and most influential grassroots Islamic
NGO, or, by its preferred definition, harakah (that is, a movement).
ABIM claims a membership of over 50,000 people who come from all
walks of life, including a sizcable scgment of the Malay middle class. 1t
was founded on 6 August 1971. Only 20 activists attended its first
ABIM Conference (Muktamar) in 1972, but since then, ABIM has
placed itself at the forefront of the Islamic resurgence (Chandra 1987;
Hussin 1993; Zainah 1987). ABIM maintains a special relationship
with its *brother movement” the Pertubuhan Kebangsaan Pelajar Islam
Malaysia (PKPIM, or National Association of Muslim Students of

4. Tandon (1996: 293) considers such NGOs to be reflective yet activist,
and in his words, *organisations that sit back and reflect on what they
are doing and how their particular activity is related to the broader
issues related to state, socicty and development in the present inter-
national situation”.
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Malaysia) and has been for two decades the dominant organization for
Islamic activists. While ABIM’s discourses, activism and grassroots
programmes, aimed at democratic participation, civil rights and socictal
develop e id dably underpinned by Islamic principl
they all stress the principle of moderation (kesederhanaan in Malay or
wasatiyyah in Arabic). In general ABIM has maintained a non-partisan
stance. It has often secemed to share the government’s promotion of a
progressive, moderate and friendly Islam (Muhammad Nur Manuty
1996) even while it denigrated a corporate sub-culture that was so
unabashedly materialistic, profit-driven, hedonistic and ridden with
many un-Islamic practices (Siddiq Fadil 1982, 1983; Muhammad Nur
Manuty 1997). However, since the emergence of the reformasi move-
ment in September 1998, following Anwar Ibrahim’s dismissal from
government and expulsion from UMNO, many ABIM leaders and
members have joined Parti KeADILan Nasional (KeADILan, or National
Justice Party). Since then, ABIM has more vigorously pursued its strug-
gle against *cronyism, corruption and nepotism’ and for social justice
and human nights. (Be that as it may, many older ABIM members have
become affluent corporate figures and influential members of UMNO.)
The Al-Argam movement developed rather differendy. In contrast
to ABIM, Al-Arqam was sclf-reliant and stood apart from UMNO and
the state. Twelve Muslims, led by Ashaari Muhammad, founded Al-
Argam or Darul Argam in 1968. Following the example of the Hijralh
of Prophet Muhammad (saw), Ashaari led his followers to Sungai
Pencala, located on the outskirts of Kuala Lumpur, where they cleared
eight acres of land, and sct up homes, a mosque and a school. Al-Arqam
adopted a bottom-up approach out of the conviction that a true Islamic
community must be established prior to the establishment of an Islamic
state. Al-Arqam criticized the Parti Islam ScMalaysia (PAS, or Islamic
Party) and ABIM for being rhetonical in approach and lacking a com-
mitted practical agenda. Al-Arqam denounced the Muslim-led govern
ment as a secular government and accused it of adopting Jewish and
Christian practices. Instead Al-Arqam sought to offer a sample of a
true Islamic alternative that should replace the existing Western-based
political and economic systems (Jomo and Ahmad 1992: 80). However,
in the late 1970s, Al-Arqam appeared to have withdrawn trom public
involvement and focused on internal matters. But by 1986, Ashaari’s
teachings and Arqam'’s cultist practices were subjected to charges of
heresy. In 1988, the religious departments in several states pronounced
Ashaani’s teachings to be *deviant” and banned Al-Argam’s publication.
Aurat Mubammadiab. Al-Argam was finally banned as an organization




POLITICAL NON-GOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS 207

in 1994, after the National Fatwa Council declared that Al-Arqam had
deviated from the true teachings of Islam and Al-Arqam members
were made to undergo government-sponsored Islamic rehabilitation
programmes. Al-Arqam had been politically significant since it was
prepared to challenge the state’s secularist philosophy and policies at
both discursive and practical levels. Its potential lay in its organizational
discipline, economic independence and direct interaction with the
grassroots, which was maintained through daily cconomic and social
dealings. However, since banning Al-Argam, the government has con-
unued 1o monitor the of its ex-leaders and bers who
have generally been dispersed.

Such Islamic NGOs as ABIM and Al-Arqam have been the only
NGOs that have addressed the role of Islam as a defining factor in the
political life of the nation, a subject gencerally avoided by non-Islamic
NGOs, as is common for non-Muslim Malaysians. Non-Islamic NGOs
have collaborated with Islamic political NGOs wherever their posi ions
on issues have found congruence, especially on human rights issues,
but they have maintained their distance from issues directly involving
the Muslim community. Nor have they questioned the political and
constitutional position of Islam, or the increasing adoption of Islam
and Islamic values as the moral underpinnings of the nation, mainly
because ‘a multi-cthnic society that is delicately balanced like ours has
a greater tendency to persuade people to conform to the dominant
political sentiment, if only because they do not want trouble” (Chandra
1986:

A nuuhlc example of a non-Islamic political NGO is ALIRAN, that
was launched on 12 August 1977 by Chandra Muzaffar and six other
‘concerned individuals’, namely, Gan Teik Chee, Ariffin Omar, S.P.
Subramaniam, Siew Kam Poh, Ismail Hashim and Nor Rashid Ariffin.
ALIRAN defines itself as a reform movement whose objective is to
raise social consciousness and encourage social action that will lead to
social justice in a multi-ethnic society that upholds equality, civil and
democratic rights, and racial and religious tolerance. Its first public
forum, officiated by the first prime minister, Tunku Abdul Rahman Putra
Alhaj, was devoted to a discussion of ‘Democracy in Malaysia’, Its
monthly publication, Aliran Monthly (previously the Aliran Quarterly)
which was launched in 1982, continues to highlight issues pertaining
to il rights, political participation, judicial independence, demo-
<racy, executive acc bil sponsible and people-oriented leader-
ship, cthnic relations and religious tolerance. ALIRAN's positions on
il society and democratic processes coincide on many points with




208 DEMOCRACY IN MALAYSIA

the Western liberal democratic tradition that itself rests upon notions
of fundamental libertics and the inherent rationality of mankind. With
like-minded NGOs, including ABIM, ALIRAN continues to agitate
for the repeal of the Internal Sceurity Act (that allows detention with-
out trial), Societics Act, Official Scerets Act, University and University
Colleges Act, and other laws that limit the activities of political and
non-political organizations while enhancing the powers of the execu
tive. As can be judged from the contents of Aliran Monthly over the
years, ALIRAN has held fast to its mission of building public aware-
ness of the importance of human rights issues and social justice that it
sees as being central to truly democratic parliamentary government
(Saliha 1997, Goh G.P. 1998). ALIRAN's commitment to awakening
ordinary citizens to the necessity of political participation in a parlia
mentary democracy has been summarized thus by its present president.
P. Ramaknishnan (1989):

Parliamentary democracy ... concerns the entire nation. Par-

liamentary democracy requires the participation of the people.

Only then will people care for parliamentary democracy; only

then will it be meaningful to them; only then would they

want to defend it for they would see themselves as having a

stake in parliamentary democracy.

In contrast with these relatively newly formed NGOs, Dongjiaozong
has been operating in a localized and less formal form since Chinese
schools were established during British colonial rule. DJZ was initially
formed to undertake the organization, management and propagation of
Chinese education that had always been important to Chinese imm:
grant communities. But in 1951, DJZ became an official organization
at the national level at a time when the Chinese community was
increasingly uneasy about the implications of colonial state policies for
the future of Chinese education (Chua 1998; Tan 1992). Since then
DJZ has worked closely with other Chinese associations that have
expressed similar concerns over the Chinese community’s civil rights in
education and culture (Chua 1998; UCSTAM 1987). One such organ
ization is the Civil Rights Committee (CRC) of the Selangor Chines
Assembly Hall H). DJZ has long been closely monitored by the
government for posing a challenge to the government's Mala ~based
language and cultural policies, and its national education policy that
adopts Malay as the sole medium of instruction. Instead, DJZ has
promoted a *pluralistic (duoyuan) approach to all aspects of culturl
policy” (Tan 1992: 182). In fact, D]Z took the government to court
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when the latter rejected an application made by certain segments of
the Chinese community to establish a Chinese-medium Merdeka Uni-
vensity. In the event, the court xhsmlsscd DJZ’s suit and h:ld the
government’s decision to be ¢ Significantly,

DIZ leaders were subsequently detained under Operasi lalamy in
1987. Prior to that mass arrest of dissidents, DJZ, and especially the
CRC, had begun to cooperate more and mur: with other NGOs over
human rights and develop Y d to its previous
Jevels of activism, especially in lhc late 19805 DIL in the 1990s has
maintained a lower public profile even though it remains very much in
touch with Chinese politicians and Chinese based political partics.

In 1989, Suara Rakyat Malaysia (QUAR.'\M Malaysian People’s
Voice) erystallized as a formal or ion out of the post-Operasi
Laiang support group that was formed to assist the 106 detainees - of
whom NGO leaders and social activists formed a large proportion -
and their families (CARPA 1988). Currently SUARAM identifies itself
as a human rights group, networks with national and international
human rights organizations, and takes the lead in organizing activities
that promote the protection of human rights. These activities have
included providing legal aid and support services to individuals and
groups whose human rights have been abused, and organizing public
torums, seminars and talks on human rights issues. Some of the themes
addressed by SUARAM have included housing for the poor, the abuse
of power by the police and exccutive, the plight of indigenous and
marginalized people dislocated by development projects, the rights of
women, workers and urban squatters and ISA detainces. One of
SUARAM’s major achievements was bringing together more than 50
disparate organizations - of Islamists, socialists, liberals, Hindus,
B , Christians, femini indi peoples, academicians,
unionists and the disabled - in a series of mectings in 1993-94 1o
tormulate  the  Malaysian Human Rights Charter (1994). Under
SUARAM’s lead, several NGOs jointly published the Malaysian Human
Rights Report (1998). In collaboration with some of the same NGOs,
as well as with regional human rights groups, SUARAM played an
mnstrumental role in sctting up an ASEAN Human Rights mechanism.
In adopting a universalist position on human rights, and drawing upon
the United Nations Declaration of Universal Human Rights, SUARAM
has persistently challenged the government’s relativist position on
fuman rights which has been used to justify the use of the ISA and
other coercive laws. Over the years, SUARAM has taken clear positions
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on such domestic and international incidents or issues as the banning
of Al-Arqam, the suffering of the people in Iraq as a result of the
continuation of the USA-led embargo, the difficulties of clectronic
workers attempting to set up unions, the fate of the victims of Myanmar’s
military regime, cases of domestic violence, and the repeal of the ISA
and other coercive laws in Malaysia. In 1999 SUARAM, together with
NGOs such as the Persatuan Hak Asasi Manusia Malaysia (HAKAM,
or Malaysian Human Rights Association), Tenaganita (a women workers’
support group), Jemaah Islah Malaysia (JIM, or Malaysian Islamic
Reform Group), Sisters in Islam (SIS), PKPIM, ALIRAN and ABIM,
actively contributed towards the debate on the establishment of Suru-
hanjaya Hak Asasi Manusia Malaysia (SUHAKAM, or National Human
Rights Commission of Malaysia), which was eventually established in
July 1999. Still, while welcoming SUHAKAM's establishment by the
government, SUARAM and other NGOs remain critical of the govern-
ment’s use of a limited definition of human rights, insisting that a
human rights commission should be fully independent of government,
and that the public should have a voice in the appointment of the
commissioners.

The Consumers’ Association of Penang (CAP) had involved irsclf
deeply in political discourses and activism related to the impact of
development policies and projects on human welfare, society’s collective
well-being and the individual’s rights. Based in Penang, CAP has
played a prominent role in highlighting many development issues in
the state, including opposing the state government’s development
projects for Penang Hill. Using its publication, Utusan Konsumer, CAP
has often built an effective strategy of constructive engagement with
the state with the aim of prodding the latter to show a greater respon-
siveness over consumer and environmental affairs and to undertake
policy reforms. Much of CAP's cnergy and eftort has been spent
working out strategies to make itself acceprable to the government
while promoting public awareness of its positions on social and econo-
mic rights. On a number of occasions CAP confronted the authornities
by protesting against state-sponsored development projects that threat:
ened sustainable development and ecological balance. Through net-
working with political NGOs, CAP has been more involved in political
issues than other consumer groups, such as the Federation of Malaysian
Consumers Association.

Sisters in Islam (S1S) was formed by a tew Malay-Muslim women pro
fessionals in 1985, all close friends, but cach having her own spherc of
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inluence in the legal, journalistic, social and academic ficlds. SIS focuses
its atzention and advocacy on areas concerned with policies that impact
on Muslim women’s domestic and legal rights and notions of demo-
cratic and Islamic states. SIS has carved for itself a niche in domestic
und international arenas by drawing attention and discussion to

the plight of womenfolk in Muslim society [which suffers
from] a state of complete chaos, a hotchpotch of competing
forces: the remaining Islamic influence, our inherited tradi-
tions, and extrancous influences which have crept into our
life as a result of the enveloping wave of blind imitation of
the west (Said Ramadan 1985: 332-33

SIS persists in advocating greater intellectual and personal space for
the Muslim women within the Quranic interpretation of human and
civil rights, especially where they pertain to the status of women.
Despite the expected opposition of the orthodox and traditionalist
Muslim communitics to SIS’s cause, the government has been benev-
olent towards SIS since the group’s existence and primarily intcllectual
activities have contributed considerably towards cultivating Malaysia’s
international image as a progressive, modernist and moderate Muslim
country. Zainah Anwar, onc of SIS’s most prominent activists, was
recently appointed as a member of SUHAKAM to represent NGO
views in the commission.

Central to the discourses of political NGOs in the 1980s was how
to delimit the boundarics of the state and create a more vibrant civil
sacicty. These discourses identified a broad set of issucs and problems,
including executive dominance, the erosion of the independence of the
judiciary, a stronger opposition in parliament, greater executive accounta-
bility, social justice, guarantees for fundamental liberties, and greater
participation in decision-making over development matters. In the
1990s, as rapid development occurred and consumerism became wide-
spread, NGO discourses found newer issues such as rising authori-
tarianism, the politics of the new middle class, and the marginalization of
certain social groups (Crouch 1992; Jesudason 1995; Mchmet 1986).
Nowadays, the NGOs also regard the mainstream media as failing in
their responsibility to the public. This criticism specifically targets the
media’s tendency to self-censor or abstain from critically analysing state
policies and abuses that affect ordinary people. For example, it has been
suggested that

without such analysis it will not be possible to show how
society is developing ... the major social trends of the cightics
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= ethnic polansation, Islamic resurgence, the economic decline
and the intensification of political competition — were hardly
given any serious consideration by most newspaper minds in
the seventics ... These newspapers failed, therefore, to fulfil
one of the primary functions of any good newspaper: that of
analysing social trends and changes (Chandra 1986: 46—47).

Hence, the discourse on civil society conducted by the political NGOs
is targeted towards both government and citizens. While the NGOs
strove to engage the gove they concentrated on di inati
their arguments among the public. Their collective objective, also an
expression of their own involvement in democratic practice, has been
to remove legal constraints, relax political controls and awaken the
public to the need for wider political participation.

Yet the fact that these NGOs exist and operate, albeit under strict
bureaucratic screening (Gurmit 1987: 8), is itself suggestive of a measure
of democratic participation. Indeed, the overall aim of the NGOs is to
redefine the limits and parameters of political activity so as to win
greater freedom for themselves and the public. But this endeavour is
marked by critical ideological difterences, both between the political
NGOs and the state, and among the NGOs themselves, particularly in
terms of their varying interpretations of what ‘good governance’
should mean. Indeed, the political NGOs, by laying bare their own
differences, often come to express political values and expectations
that reflect a complex cthnic, religious and ideological mosaic. This is
hardly surprising; the NGOs draw inspiration from difterent, and some
times contradictory, ideological sources. The NGO movement is thus
fragmented and cven weak, certainly in contrast to the state, which has
a clear position and acts firmly, even in an authoritarian manner, in
delineating the boundaries of political space and sctting the conditions
of political participation.

PoLrricAL NGOS AND THE STATE
Evidently the political NGOs are agreed that the state must be respon
sible for realizing social justice and developing a viable civil socicty.
They also seem to view civil socicty as a separate sphere of interests
existing outside the state wherein disparate interest groups, like them-
selves, jostle tor political and manocuvring space. The Malay-based
cconomic, social and political configurations complicate the terrain
upon which the NGOs operate. Thus, if the political NGOs are commit-
ted to building a vibrant civil socicty, one of their first tasks is to lay
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down the ‘necessary social and economic infrastructure’ for this civil
socicty, and to imbue it with the prerequisite *democratic culture’.
T'his task is vital since the transpiantation of liberal democracy presup-
poses a transformation of culture, particularly at grassroots level. Un-
doubtedly, the Anwarist reformasi movement of 1998-99 has laid the
necessary foundation for more genuine democratic practices. But
reformasi has also shown that more than just social and economic
infrastructure is needed to transplant liberal democracy. The process
must also involve the transformation of a grassroots political culture
that was previously rooted in a feudal and a colonial past and sub-
sequently remoulded according to a so-called *Asian values” model of
democracy. Hence, the NGOs need urgently to address the Asian
values found in Malaysian socicty in a responsible and accountable
manner, as was perhaps shown by the energetic campaigns conducted
by a coalition of political NGOs and opposition partics that addressed
the realities and needs for political reforms and social justice prior to
the November 1999 general clection.

It should be noted that although the government does not adopt a
liberal attitude towards the political NGOs, it has not tried to elimi-
nate them altogether. The government monitors them closcly and, on
occasion, has taken repressive action against Al-Argam (on grounds of
ts *religious deviation” in 1994) and Al-Ma’unah (in 2000 for its alleged
treason against the state). Yet the government has facilitated NGO
Activities that benefit its policies or give it political milcage domesti-
ally or internationally. Often, by being responsive to some of the
NGOs™ criticisms or opposition, the government neutralizes possible
challenges to its power base. Hence, the government has occasionally
cncouraged NGOs to participate in state-sponsored forums to discuss
specific public issues. To date, however, these forums have been limited
to discussions of non-political matters, such as *social ills’, public health,
prisoners’ rehabilitation, drug addiction, alcoholism, promotion of
healthy lifestyles, organization of youth activities and the promotion of
Malaysian avic virtues.

But the government remains fundamentally wary of the political
NGOs. Its attitude may be a legacy of colonial days when literary, reli-
wous and social organizations served as fronts for anti-colonial move-
ments, or when organizations began as social, creative, welfare or reli-
wous associations only to turn political. In this context, Mahathir has
best articulated the government's basic attitude towards the political
NGOs:
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Most of these pressure groups [ NGOs| are harmless and can

be useful. But there are pressure groups that can adversely

affect the government or the nation ... The views and the

consensus of the majority guide a democracy. A pressure

group is a minority [but] can cause anarchy and the break-

down of law. Therefore the activitics of pressurc groups in

our country must be monitored by the Government ( Mahathir

1986a: ch. 9).
The government’s response to political NGOs has taken many forms.
One type of response is to counter their criticisms by warning the
public against being taken in by ‘irresponsible NGOs’ who allegedly
plan to disrupt government programmes and policies being implemented
for the people. Another response is to coopt political NGO leaders
which, when successfully undertaken, effecuvely raises the stature of
the state and gains it additional public endorsement. In practice, the
government frequently encourages and patronizes NGOs that are
‘moderate’ and supportive of state policies and ideology. A more
manipulative type of responsc is for the government to sct up parallel
agencies within its ministries to counter the influence of dissident
NGOs and to appropriate their causes. As a final resort, the govern-
ment has resorted to the use of the Internal Security Act or Socicties
Act to monitor, discipline and curb overly critical and potentially in-
fluential NGOs.

CONCLUSION

The future of the political NGOs will depend on domestic soc
change and the impact of global developments. In domestic terms, the
prospects for political NGO activity and influence will generally be
critically related to their legal, political and cultural legitimacy, the
expansion of civil socicty, the emergence of a policy consensus within a
pluralist setting, the state of inter-cthnic relations, the coherence of
state strategy, and cconomic advance and transformation (Lefowich
1993: 619). Malaysian socicty today contains some of these general
conditions and may even look forward to an expanding civil society,
partly because of global democratizing trends and contemporary
political awakening among the people. Consequently, man: fi

outhful
groups and proponents now call for greater space and freedom of
participation within a more liberal and open political system. If these
conditions continue, the politcal NGOs are well placed to expand and
invigorate civil socicty since they can quickly escalate their levels of
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networking, cooperation and *outreach’ to promote local participation
even in relatively remote arcas, based in part on their capacity to
operate on low costs, and be innovative, experimental, adaptive and
flexible in empowering target groups (Marcussen 1996: 12).

It is instructive to note, too, that most of the NGO activists arc
urban professionals who exhibit diversity in their philosophy, organi-
sational approaches and practice. Many prefer to maintain a non-
political identity, non-ethnic bias and independence from forcign funding
which suggests considerable room for them to explore their future
relations between one another and between them and the state (Lopez
1997; Syed Adam Aljafri 1995). Onc weakness of the NGOs is obvious.
Other than, say, ABIM or DJZ, most NGOs do not have a mass base,
which leaves them with little bargaining power vis-a-vis the state, even
y are vocal and to some extent influential in their advocacy and
semination of opinions over broad ficlds of legal and human rights.

It may be argued that the political NGOs can make an important
contribution to modifying ‘conceptions of the appropriate range of
Activities of the state, the degree of access that different sectors of
icty should have to political power, the nature of the links between
the sectors, and the kinds of benefits that different sectors of society
should receive’ (Lipset 1995: 242). In Malaysia’s case, the political
NGOs will additionally need to wean th Ives from any tendency to
represent narrow and exclusive class, ethnic or religious interests at the
expense of developing a common social framework for sharing power
and wealth, Any such tendency would pose impediments to the re-
structuring of the relations berween civil society and the state, even to
the extent of jeopardizing the continuity of constitutional d cratic
regimes. Some of the NGOs may not realize that, paradoxically,
strengthening civil socicty by extending political participation requires
the precondition of strengthening the state (Marcussen 1996). From
this point of view, because the Malaysian state continues its commitment
of conducting regular general clections, the space available to NGOs
and other political groups remains an important marker of possibilitics
for enhancing civil society.

S0C




AT THE CENTRE AND THE PERIPHERY

THE CONTRIBUTIONS OF WOMEN’S
MOVEMENTS TO DEMOCRATIZATION!

Maznah Mohamad

In Malaysia, the accenting of any rights, be they cthnic, class or religious,
is frequently attained through political bargaining and exchanges.
However, unlike rights advanced on the basis of ethnic or religious lines,
gender nghts are not usually accomplished through the politics of elec-
toneering. Women's issues have not been significantly aired in Malay-
sian electoral politics as women’s votes have not been perceived to be
able to tip the political equation in any consequential way. On the other
hand, the issue had never been conceptually problematized, because in
Malaysia, gender has been superseded by other identity markers, notably
cthnicity. For example, political constituents are not profiled by gender
but almost alw by cthnicity. Thus, the absence of data on gender
trom clection statistics is one reason why it is not easy to gauge the
gender factor in the electoral process. However, as democratic processes
are not just realized through elections and clectioncering, the women’s
movement might still be able to play a crucial role in widening the

1 This chapter benefits from materials contained in Ng and Maznah ( 1956
and 1989), 1 am also indebted to the Women's Crisis Centre, Penang, for
enabling me to usc in this chapter parts of interview matenals collected
under iy 10th Annversary Book Project, foe which T served as coondinator
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space for democratic reforms despite its insignificant profile in clectoral
politics. This chapter explores the role of the Malaysian women's
movements in engendering a climate for democratization.

Indeed, women's scemingly limited role in clectoral politics suggests
that there is a dualistic side to the women’s movement in Malaysia.
Women cither organize and scck their forms of feminism within the
mainstream organizations and via the electoral process or they do so
within the radical or marginal social and political space. It is argued
here that the most significant contribution of gender politics towards
democratization in this country has been achieved through the presence
and prodding of manginal women’s voices. Mainstream women’s groups
entrenched in formal politics have not contributed much because their
roles have been not to challenge but to complement ruling structures.
The analysis in this chapter will depart from the premise that one can
distinguish mainstream women's groups, consisting of women in formal
politics and organizations that are closely linked to the ruling clite
|“women’s movement at the centre’) from those of the feminist-oriented,
radical or left-of-centre organizations (or ‘women’s movement at the
periphery”). While therc is an ongoing contest between these two streams,
there were also moments when they colluded for common gains. Ma
Jaysia's recent experience with the politics of reforms has also shown
that gender politics had become a fluid variable that was not only used
to challenge the authoritarian state but was ironically employed by the
<ate itself to act as the bulwark against its own demise. Thus, there are
multiple and complex sides to the women's movement, especially
when its presence can be variously supported by the disparate contend-
ers for polincal power.

EARLY EMANCIPATION THROUGH FORMAL EDUCATION: A
TwO-EDGED SWORD
The dual character of the Malaysian women's movement was cvident
from the early twenticth century. Under colonial rule, one of the most
important reforms sought for women was access to formal schooling.
I'his demand was fashioned within the context of a modernizng colonial
cconomy. The bureaucratic sector nceded a trained and Westcrnized
local ruling elite as well as native labour to fill lower-level adminis
trative positions. Schooling for local women, especially in English
whools, was encouraged by colonial authorities mainly because girls
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cd to become suitable wives of the

from the upper classes could be tr:
emerging local clite.2
‘ducation for women was also encouraged by the local intelli-
gentsia, who were educated in the Middle East and therefore greatly
influenced by the Arab reform movements of the carly twenticth century.
Education for women, legal reforms and the rights of women to work
as well as attacks on the practice of veiling were vibrantly promoted as
progressive causes { Roft 1967: 79-85). Still, the purpose of education
was not to undermine women’s traditional roles in the home; rather, it
was only to make them more efficient housckeepers and not to set the
stage for their participation in public life (Manderson 1980: 21).
Nevertheless, formal schooling for women did pave the way for
women's early presence in the then nascent civil society. Either directly
or indircetly due to the formal schooling movement, several prominent
women's organizations were established. Among Malay women almost
all the carly initiators of women’s organizations were teachers. Among
Chinese women, their schooling experience was modelled after the
system in China, which played a role in influencing their political in-
volvements. Some joined the Anarchist Movement and many more
became members of the Malayan Communist Party (Khoo 1994: 1-
2). Some of the most active Indian women who joined political move-
ments had been educated in English schools. In 1941, when Chandra
Bose formed the Indian Independence Movement and the Indian
Independence Army, Indian women in Malaya were recruited to be
part of the Rhani of Jansi Regiment of the Army, and travelled to
Burma to make their way into India (Khoo 1994: 3). Formally edu-
cated local women completed the picture of a class of modernized
local elites spawned by colonial administrators to carry forward their
legacy of a modern nation-state. However, this culminated in a two
edged sword for the purveyors of colonial rule. Although educated
women accepted the ethos of modernization, they were also involved
in the widespread upnsing against colonial rule.

o

‘It is not the intention of the Kelantan government to aim at any con-
siderable extension of English education for Malay girls. This school is
intended mamnly tor the daughters of the Ruling House and Malay
officers ... The general intention is to train irls to be alert and quick-
minded and suitable wives for Malay officers who have reccived higher
education rather than seek any high standard of technical education’
(Baker 1938: 45)
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THE WOMEN’S MOVEMENT AMIDST NATIONALIST

AND LABOUR AWAKENINGS
[he emancipation of women through Western-oriented schooling was
based on a universalist principle which was accessible to an clite few. In
contrast, carly grassroots social were mainly organized
along ethnic or religious lines. Women of the major cthnic groups who
participated in anti-colonial struggles were mobilized separately and
were never united in a multicultural gender movement. The fore-
grounding of gender or feminist politics was downplayed because
women’s participation was simply being used to muster support from
other women.

Malay women’s first involvement in a political cause came in the
wake of the anti-Malayan Union struggle. The Persatuan Kaum Ibu
Selangor or Kaum Ibu (The Mothers” Association of Sclangor) became
one of 36 Malay organizations which joined to form the United
Malays National Organisation (UMNO).3 The Kaum Ibu (K1), origi-
nally a welfare-oriented women’s group, took on a political character
to counter the proposal for the Malayan Union (Manderson 1980:
56). At the height of mass protests against this proposal, UMNO
depended heavily on their female supporters to add to the numbers in
public d ions and rallies (Mand 1980: 43).

The KI evolved to constitute the women’s wing of UMNO and was
renamed Wanita UMNO in 1971. It has grown to become the largest
women'’s party auxilliary in the country. Since independence, Wanita
UMNO has played the role of being the chicf gatherers of votes
during clections, rather than as leaders or vanguards of change within
the party, unlike the UMNO Youth (Pemuda UMNO) which has
taken the role of ‘agitator” in the party.

The one person who challenged gender disparity within UMNO
was Khatijah Sidek, elected leader of the Kl in 1954. For doing 50, she
was expelled from the party. She agitated for greater female represen-
wtion in the decision-making bodies of the party, an independent
status for the women's section, a separate women'’s youth section, and

3 The Malayan Union was a proposal put forward by the British at the
end of the Second World War to chart the shape of the new Malayan
nation. This proposal, among others, would greatly curtail the powers
of the Malay rulers and would relax constraints on the granting of
ciizenship nghts to the it at that time. For onc

account of the episode, sce Khong (1984).




220 DEMOCRACT IN MALATYSIA

the increased nomination of women to run in the national elections
She went as far as to suggest forming a separate party, the Kesatuan
Wanita for women. She did not succeed in getting men within UMNO
to agree on resolutions for gender equality within the party (Khatijah
Sndck 1995: l%-l«l‘w) Although u was said that she breached party
male ds ¢ must have also constituted
part 0! hcr ndiscipline’.#

Women who were ‘cmpowered” through harbouring nationalist
sentiments later experienced dismal failures when it came to negotating
tor more rights within Islam. For example, in 1973, Wanita UMNO’s
leader Aishah Ghani called for some regulation and reform of the Muslim
Marriage and Divorce Laws which she said were a ‘thorn in the flesh’
for Muslim women (Dancz 1987: 161). Her remark was greeted by
public outcry. She subsequently disclaimed her statement by admitting
that it was not Islamic laws that were at fault, but only their unjust
interpretation. The reforms put forward by the women's wing were
not only strongly opposed by the conservative Religious Council but
by UMNO’s Youth Wing as well.

In proposing greater female leadership presence, Malay women
politicians were unsuccesstul when the Islamic card was used against
them. In 1976 Wanita UMNO called for the appointment of women
as Ketua Kampung (village heads). This was overruled by the religious
councils of two states as being contrary to Islamic laws. Prior to this,
two women had been appointed village heads by the Negeri Sembilan
government. The state government cventually gave in to religious
opposiuon and withdrew the appointments of the two women (Dancz
1987: 163).

If Malay women nationalists experienced limited success in pumling
a feminist agenda, their Chinese and Indian counterparts were cven
worse off, in some ways. For one thing, Chinese and Indian women's
groups of the right-wing nationalist tradition never had as much of 2
political headstart as the Wanita UMNO. The first women’s section ot
the Malayan Chinese Association (MCA) was sct up in 1953 in Johore
Bahru, The Wanita MIC (Malayan Indian Congress) of Sclangor was
inaugurated in 1955. Despite the rhetoric and proclaimed intention to
promote women’s causes, cach of these women's wings of the three

4. Besides the Memoir by Khatijah Sidek herself, which describes in her
own words the poignant struggles which she went through, sec Mander-
son (1980: 112-113) and Anon (1980).
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main component parties of the existing government have remained
organizationally subordinate to the parent body. As shall be discussed
Jater, the number of women candidates ficlded by the partics and
subsequently elected remains dismally small.

In contrast to the right-wing nationalist tradition, the left-wing
tradition in the anti-colonial struggle was more strident in its recog-
nition of women's rights, even though this was also subsumed under
the hegemonic agenda of class and race mobilization. PUTERA was a
parallel coalition of Malay lefi-wing groups, while the AMCJA was its
non-Malay ¢ part. These two izations formed the PUTERA-
AMCJA coalition, which drafted the *People’s Constitution® of 1947.
This promised, among other things, equal rights and opportunitics for
all regardless of race, creed or sex (Hua 1983).

Both the AMCJA and PUTERA had their women's components.
The women's component of AMCJA, the Women’s Federation, consis-
ted of 12 associations which raised the issue of women’s representation
and demanded suffrage for women (Dancz 1987: 101). The women's
component of PUTERA was Angkatan Wanita Sedar (AWAS or Con-
sclous Women's Front) which was formed in 1945. Sull, women's issucs
did not figure prominently in the anti-colonial agenda of these move-
ments. Although they exhorted equal rights and women’s emanci-
pation from traditional bonds, they did not formally claborate these
calls in any of their written manifestos. Aishah Ghani, who was onc of
the leaders of AWAS, said that women were really brought in to ‘add
strength to the party in order to push for independence” (quoted in
Dancz 1987: 86).

Nevertheless, leftist women did occasionally act independently and
were less bound by directives from the centre. There were memorable
incidents in which AWAS took the lead. In 1947, British authoritics
forbade the use of vehicles in the procession to celebrate the first
anniversary of Angkatan Pemuda Insaf (API, or the Youth Wing of the
Malay Nationalist Party [MNP]). AWAS women reacted by marching
tor siv miles (Ahmad Bocstamam 1979: 61). During the same year,
200 AWAS members resolved to revolt if the Federation of Malaya
plans were implemented. However, both the Women's Federation and
AWAS had very short life spans. In 1948, the colonial government
imposed emergency rule and banned all left-wing groups, including
APl and MNP, along with the Communist Party of Malaya (CPM).
AWAS and the Women’s Federation ccased to exist after this.

With the disbandment of AWAS, three of its most prominent
women leaders scparated to follow three different paths in politics.
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Aishah Ghani, AWAS’s first leader, joined the KI and became its fifth
president and later a cabinet minister in the UMNO-led government.
Sakinah Junid who led the six-mile protest march on the first anni-
versary of API, joined the Parti Islam Sc Malaysia (PAS) and became
president of its women’s scction. Shamsiah Fakih joined the CPM,
carried on the struggle underground, went into exile in China, and
was only allowed back into the country in the carly 1990s.

Party politics that emphasized social issues that cut across cthnic
concerns were unsuccessful in attracting adherents. The Independence
of Malaya Party (IMP), sct up in 1951 with its membership open to
all races, specifically promised equal opportunitics regardless of sex,
but became defunct within a year. Another nominally multiracial
party, the Parti Negara, was launched in 1954, It promised equal pay
for equal work, equal opportunitics as well as emancipation for
women. Unfortunately it was unsuccessful in the country’s first
clection. Another non-communal party, the Pan-Malayan Labour
Party, which committed itself towards ensuring women’s equali
including a proposal for a Women’s Charter, also failed to make
much of an impact.

Anti-colonial challenges and nationalism were not the only political
agendas that successfully rallied women to take up active public roles.
There were also women who were active and militant in the labour
movement. Most of the prominent women labour leaders were Chinese
and Indian (Ariffin 1994: 11). The extent of women’s participation in
labour struggles prior to independence is not adequatcly documented.
However, women workers took part in labour protests in Ulu Langat,
Negeri Sembilan and in Kuala Lumpur, for which they paid a heavy
price (ibid.). In 1947 a judgment favouring the dismissal of three strik-
ing women tappers sct the precedent for giving employers the right to
dismiss strikers (Hua 1983). Significantly, onc of the demands of the
workers who went on strike in the Klang Estate in 1939 was an end to
the sexual harassment of women. Apparently, Indian women working
in rubber estates were constantly subjected to sexual assaults by their
European bosses as well as by other men (Stenson 1980: 60).

Women from the working class also participated actively in post-
independence political struggles for women's rights. From 1962 to
1965, the Labour Party would yearly commemorate International
Women's Day on 8 March. On those occasions, it produced special
booklets, passed resolutions demanding equal pay for women, and
urged go | re ition of I | Women's Day. Women
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in the Labour Party were primarily Chinese as they formed the majority
of women industrial workers at that time.

By the mid-1970s and 1980s the ethnic composition of the labour
force had taken a dramatic turn. With the opening up of the country
to large-scale export-led i ializati fuclled by multinational
investments, mass recruitment of rural Malay female labour occurred.
Thus, from being predominantly Chinese, the position of the
labouring class now became predominantly Malay and female, especially
in the electronics industry sectors.3 The past legacy of militancy among
women workers, organized under the Labour Party, was clearly not
carried through into the new phase of Malaysia’s industrialization. The
only significant incident of labour protest after 1969 occurred in 1985.
When the country went through onc of its worst recessions, several
multinational companies started to lay off workers. In one electronics
company, based in Penang, several hundred women workers went on
strike in 1985.0 Although significant, it was a short-lived demonstration
of worker unrest. Apart from this incident, other cases of labour protests
were few and far berween.

To sum up, the carly anti-colonial and nationalist struggles, as well
as those championing labour rights, were all participatory democracies
i the making. These mo also und { the ibuti
of women towards the democratization of politics during a phase of
political struggle in which the fledgling women's movement was
sorting itself out. Although initially developing as a unitary force to

5. The industrial policy in the 1970s favouring export-oricnted industrics
such as textiles, garments and clectronics, hired thousands of female
workers, not least for their so-called dexterity and doxility. For example,
the number of female workers in the manufacturing scctor increased
more than four times within 10 years (from 73,058 in 1970 to about
300,000 in 1980). The percentage of all women working in the manu-
facturing sector also increased from 29.5 per cent in 1990 1o 30.1 per

Sce Malaysia (1996: 623, Table 20-2).

prember 1985, 700 workers who had been laid off by the

Mostek Electronics factory in the Bayan Lepas Free Trade Zone (FTZ)

in Penang demonstrated outside their factory gates to demand reinstate-

ment or rightful compensation. The majority of them were women.

T'wo davs later, more than 1,000 workers, again primarily women,

picketed outside the chicf minister’s office in the town centre to protest

against their unjust dismissal. The month-long picketing outside the

Mostek factory was supported by other FIZ workers.

°
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counter establishment power (colonial rule and carly capitalism), the
women's movement divided into a movement at the centre on onc
level (ruling political parties) and a movement at the periphery (left-
wing, labour and feminist groups) on another. Had the movement
developed further and followed an unfettered democratic trajectory,
without cither cultural restraints or state oppression, the struggle for
genuine gender equity might have taken roor either organically or as a
result of careful planning. Alas, this did not happen.

We have seen the limitations of the right-wing nationalist move-
ment, in which the women’s wings of political parties degenerated into

dages of mal ched and hi hical party structures.

R.hlu.\l left-wing or women's groups at the periphery were also closcly
guided by the central leaderst although d h
more autonomy than the mainstream groups. However, their political
persuasions, not tolerated by the state, were denied a legalized exis-
tence. Women workers fightng for labour rights were also met with
violent resistance from the patriarchal and authoritarian state at many
junctures in history.” Thus, the absence of fundamental edifices for the
practice of democracy and the lack of a social consciousness which
could promote issues and needs beyond the concerns of race or
religion, resulted in the underdevelopment of a ingful women’s
thrust into politics.

POST-INDEPENDENCE: MAINSTREAM MOVEMENTS
IN A NASCENT CIVIL SOCIETY

What followed from the post-nationalist struggle was a period of nation
building, Institutions such as the formal schooling laid down by colonial
rule, were already widely accepted by the people and continued to ex-
pand. There was an ofhicial tolerance of women engaged in paid employ
ment, perhaps because they were oo few to constitute an issue.
Consequently, the small numbers involved did not evoke displeasure
from conservative social forces. Mcanwhile, rural women continued to
work in the fields but did not statistically count as working women.

The class of women who first benefited from formal schooling was
also the first to enter the formal job market. Being exposed to wider
horizons, and imbued with modern and liberal outlooks, they were

7. Women's participation in workers unions today is very low, and scxism
still abounds among male labour leaders, despite their fight for overall
equality and justice in socicty. See Rohana Ariffin (1994: 47-72).
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also the ones who saw that it was necessary to protect and enhance
their newfound status. Initially, the post-independent state did not
have an overt policy of encouraging women to take up paid employment.
Neither did it attempt to preclude the entry of women into the labour
force, especially in the ficlds of nursing, teaching, administration and
the clerical sector. However, although women were freely recruited
nto these sectors, their rights as employees were not ically
granted. They had to lobby for their rights through non-governmental
organizations, political parties and other professional bodies. Conse-
quently, the National Council of Women’s Organisations (NCWO)
was set up in 1960 as an umbrella organization for these different
groups.3 One of the first issues which irked middle-class working women
mnto an open of their fr ion was the issuc of
unequal pay. E. R. Bhupalan, one of the NCWO’s founding members,
offered this rendition of the precipitating events that led to the
tounding of the NCWO:

1 think the most pertinent issue was the ‘equal pay” issuc.
From 1957, among the teachers’ organisations, the issue was
being discussed. However, it was only after the formation of
the Women Teachers” Union, Federation of Malaya in 1960,
that the issuc became a critical one and the public was alerted
to the serious injustice being perpetuated against women.?

Apart from the equal pay issue, the impetus for the formation of the
NCWO came from an overall global trend in the 1960s to gain recog-
nition for the rights of working women. International bodies like the
YWCA contributed significantly towards the formation of the NCWO.10
In fact, it was at the YWCA’s initiative that a conference of women’s
groups was organized in 1960 and the NCWO was subsequently
tormed.

Interview with F.R. Bhupalan, vice-president of NCWO, 12 May 1995
under the auspices of the Women's Crisis Centre, Penang. She said, “The
formation of the NCWO arose at the conference of the YWCA in August
1960 that drew together the non-political organizations, Initially, we
worked together with about 10 organizations — YW of Malaysia,
Women Teachers' Union, Selangor Indian Association, National Associa-
tion of Women's Institute, Lee Chee Women's Association and a few
others.

9 Interview with E.R. Bhupalan, 12 May 1995

10, Ibid
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From the start, there scemed to have been a conscious effort to
keep the leadership of the NCWO multiracial. For example its pro-tem
committee in 1960 included prominent women from the three main
races.!! Most of the women initiators were urban-based professionals
who did not have any reservanons about working with other commu-
nitics. Generally, the issues they fought for centred around improving
the legalistic and burcaucratic shortcomings of the emerging modernity
in which they found themselves short-changed as women. For example,
the NCWO fought to get better maintenance for divorced women,
cqual pay for equal work in the public sector, entry of women into the
cawvil, diplomatic and legal services, as well as better income tax and
pension arrangements for married women in the civil service. The
NCWO also pushed for the appointment of women as jurors and to
National Councils, State Islamic Boards and the National Council for
Islamic Atfairs. Some of thesc ‘old issucs” have remained unresolved up
to this day, while some aspects of other issues are in need of follow-up
actions. For example, while women are no longer barred from enter-
ing the public service, they lag far behind in promotions. While the
appointment of women to State Islamic Boards is not obstructed, Mus
lim women are not allowed to become jurors in the Syariah courts.

Many of the above issues were the immediate concerns of middle-
and upper-class women. Greater employment opportunities and better
service conditions for women in the civil service had little relevance for
the majority of women engaged in the peasant and plantation agricul
tural sectors. Likewise, the demand for equal wages was largely pre-
sented for the benefit of those employed in the white-collar profes
sions and service sectors. In short, the NCWO did not extend its strug-
gles and services to those women engaged in the informal sector, such
as in the arca of petty trading or in the farms. Later, in the 1970s,
when the number of women working in the manufacturing sector had
increased rapidly, the NCWO paid scant attention to this class of
women. Yet these working-class women faced numerous problems.
For instance, under the Industrial Investment Act which accommodated
multinational investments in the arca of export-led manufacturing,

11 Interview with ER. Bhupalan, 12 May 1995, “The pro-tem committee of
NCWO which was imtiated by YWCA in 1960, with Mrs F.R. Bhupalan
as chairman, had as its members: Datin Kamsiah Ibrahim, Mrs Ruby
Lee, Mes Rani Elizir, Mrs Lakshimi Navaratnam and legal adviser, Miss
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industrial workers were p d from forming independent unions,
and women were allowed to work in night-shifts whereas this had pre-
viously been prohibited under the labour laws. Apparently, negotiations
or demands involving wage and working conditions were considered
to be ‘politically sensitive’ and outside the purview of the NCWO.
Instead, the NCWO leadership preferred so-called *non-confronta-
tional” approaches to further its struggles on behalf of women. Indeed,
1t focused its attention on winning the gradual support of high-level
government representatives and appropriate cabinet ministers towards
its cause.}2 No doubt, the NCWO was an important player in the
history of women's struggle, but it was also a player in the centre that
would not risk its comfortable standing by sponsoring issucs arising
from the periphery.

THE ELECTORAL DOMAIN AND LIMITS
OF GENDER DEMOCRACY
For about two decades of the post-independence period, the struggle
for gender equity took an ivalent course, since mai organiza-
nons such as the NCWO avoided combative stances vis-a-vis the govern-
ment. Women clected representatives, too, were careful to tread their
political pathways with tactical moves that would not upset patriarchal
power-hases or forces which had sponsored their entry into politics in
the first place. Ultimately, women's presence in electoral politics is not
a good measure of women’s ability to test social limits or to challenge
entrenched systems through parliamentary democracy. To begin with,
1t1s to be expected that the number of women clected as representatives
will be insignificant, since women’s entry into the field is predeter-
mined by male party Icaders. One should also question the much touted
views that first, women’s desolate presence in parliament and state
assemblics is a reflection of women’s tendency to eschew politics and
second, that women are not in clectoral politics because they are ccono-
mically, socially, educationally and culturally disadvantaged and have
limited capacity to compete with men.!3 While those characteristics
may describe the status of women in socicty, they cannot in themselves
explain women’s inability to make headway within their own partics.

12 At the moment the chairperson of the NCWO is the current minister
of uniry and social development.

13 Sce arguments put forward by Rashila Ramli (1998) and Toh and Leong
(1994: 81)
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Table 9.1: Comparison of clection wins between male and female candi
dates (parliamentary scats)”

No.of  No.of No.of  No.of
male male  %ofmale female  female % offemale

Election i i i i i
Year running  whowon whowon running who won who won
1969 360 142 387 4 2 50.0
1974 319 149 467 8 5 625
1978 9l 147 11 7 036
1982 a7 146 8 8 1000
1986 449 170 379 7 7 100.0
1990 384 169 440 14 1

1995 395 177 448 25 15 60.0
1999 30 20 670

Saurce: Figures from 1969-95 arc adapted from Rashila Ramli (1998: 66)

Observers tend to overlook the fact that ruling parties in the coalition
government have always ficlded very few of their women candidates in
any clections.

In actual fact, and contrary to standard pereeptions, Table 9.1
shows that relative to the number of male candidates ficlded, women’s

Table 9.2: Status of women in political parties

% of women in No. of women clected

% of women central member of parliament
Parties members® committec” in 1995 clection!
UMNO 44 17%(5) 7

MIC 405 i 1

MCA 3% §%(3) 3
GERAKAN 523 11%(3) o

DAP 20% 1 0

Source: Tan Poo Chang (1994: 38). Figures in parentheses are actual num
bers
1 Source: 1995 Election Results
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rate of success in getting clected has actually been much better than
that of men. Furthermore, the number of women representatives at cach
party’s central committee (Table 9.2) is evidence that gender dis-
crimination begins ‘at home’. Women's wings occupy a subordinate
status within their partics. Hence, when women are elected, they tend
to be more beholden to their patrons within the party than to their
clectorates.!4 In this theatre of guid-pro-guo deals, women politicians
tread caretully between tocing dominant party lines and appeasing
women’s rights lobbyists, usually to the detri of the latter. Such a
compromising and wavering posture typically ends up with women
politicians contributing very little towards the democratization of
gender politics, within as well as outside their parties.

Internal party reforms in the form of substantial constitutional amend-
ments are needed to break the vicious circle of inequality within party
aructures. However, and more importantly, the strength of women
voters and votes allied to gender reforms must ultimately become the
cntical element that pushes for women's more meaningful representation
in parliamentary democracies. The test would be to sce whether a
ampaign running on a women’s rights ticket would enhance the chance
of a woman candidate being elected.

Women’s issues have not been significant in clections and during
the post-clection interregnum they have been casily sidelined, as they
neither ensure nor damage the staying power of the government.
Consequently, there has been no urgency to draw up serious policics
10 advance or even placate the women’s constituency. We have scen
that the NCWO's office bearers comprised not only elite women but
their interests were quite removed from those of the economically
marginalized, such as industrial workers, the poor and indigenous women.
There was no urgency to resolve pressing issues such as childcare pro-
wsions for these cconomically disadvantaged working women. The
measured approach that women NGOs normally adopt, together with
the limited role that elected women representatives play in bringing
shout gender equity, allows the government to be less harried about
rasing any controversial women’s agenda.

This indifference towards the women's agenda was nevertheless
iccbly shaken after the launch of the United Nations Decade on Women
2 1975, Although the government was not overly enthusiastic in pur-

4 For an insider account of this syndrome, sec Kamilia Ibrahim (1998).
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suing its commitment to the women’s agenda, there were some pro-
minent agencies formed such as the National Council for the Inte-
gration of Women in Development (NACIWID) and the Women's
Aftairs Department (HAWA) to deal with the issues of women in/and
development. Aid agencics such as the World Bank, anxious to pro-
mote its funds for the specific use of women in development, gave an
added incentive for the official promotion of women’s causes. Still it
took 14 years after the launch of the UN Decade for Women before
the Malaysian government could put together a National Policy on
Women in 1989. In this regard the NCWO, in collaboration with other
NGOs, played a frontal role in pushing for this policy to be adopred.
The NCWO was also consulted closcly for government preparatdons in
anticipation of the Fourth World Women's Conference in Beijing in
1995 (Ng and Chee 1999: 177).

WOMEN’S MOVEMENTS AT THE PERIPHERY: CENTRING
THE ‘VIOLENCE-AGAINST-WOMEN’ AGENDA

A turning point in the way women were galvanized occurred around
the 1980s, amidst the enlarging consciousness about feminism, sexual
oppression and violence against women. The issue of violence against
women which had become a major concern clsewhere in the world
struck a very strong chord among women in this country. The first
women's organization which formally undertook to deal with the
problems and issues of battered women and domestic violence was the
Women’s Aid Organisation (WAQ), set up in 1982. In 1985, several
women's organization came together in a coalition to publicize the
VAW (Violence Against Women) issue in a big way. They formed the
Joint-Action-Group Against Violence-Against-Women or JAG, which
was a coalition of five women’s organizations. JAG was the umbrella
body which commemorated the 1995 International Women's Day by
holding a two-day workshop-cum-exhibition on VAW in March of
that year (JAGAVAW 1985). The event saw the participation of thou-
sands of people and received extensive media coverage. During the
same year the Women’s Crisis Centre was set up in Penang. Also estab
lished were the Sarawak Women for Women Socicty (SWWS) and the
Sabah All-Women’s Organization (SAWO). Soon after, in 1988, the
All Women's Action Society Malaysia (or AWAM) was founded. Among
its objectives was to advance the 1 of the JAG gatheri
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One could say that the 1980s were the critical years that saw the birth
of several new women’s organizations coalescing around the issue of
VAW,

Additionall

these new izations were founded by women who
brought with them new styles of leadership and new approaches to
running an organization. Generally the norm was to try to do away
with hierarchical structures of leadership. Decision-making was to be
conducted through a broad consensus, and there was much emphasis
on putting democratic practices and processes in place. The new
perspective on why violence against women occurred and the role that
the new organizations ought to play were also presented. In the case of
the latter, the new organizations clearly went beyond welfarism and
simply providing a service to victimized women. Indced, violence
against women was treated as but one issue of inequity in socicty at
large. For example, the Women’s Crisis Centre in Penang, formed in
1985, posed the question:

Is the Association to confine its role to merely operating a
shelter to support and assist women and children in need? Or
should it go beyond this and undertake the broader task of
raising awarencss of women and the rest of society of the
inequities and discrimination facing them? (Editorial, 1986).

Ihese new women’s groups also succeeded in incorporating the
participation of women of muluracial backgrounds, to some extent.
For nstance, a fair number of Muslim women worked with the Penang-
based Women’s Crisis Centre that handles legal, marital, incest and do-
mestic violence cases involving Muslim women. As these women in-
evitably needed to seek recourse under the Syariak (Islamic Law), many
Malay professional women volunteered their services to help cither
with counselling or with the adminis n of the centre. Sisters in
Islam, a very small group of Muslim women concerned with infusing
Islam with a progressive outlook, was formed in 1991. The group also
dealt with the issue of violence against women by publishing two
successful pamphlets on the question of wife-beating and on the issuc
of veiling among Muslim women. Sisters in Islam is a group which
straddles both the centre and the periphery. Its small membership is
composed of women with direct ties to clite quarters, including access
to the mainstream media. Its opinions are often welcomed by a small,
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scholarly group of progressive-liberal Muslims, but are sometimes found
wanting, even alicnating by the crowd of Muslim masses.

Overall though, the majority of Malay women were still drawn to
Islamic-based rather than to izations which projected
a distinctive feminist outlook. Malay and Muslim women who were
traditionally organized in large numbers under the dominant ruling
political party did not participate fully in these relatively radical women’s
non-governmental organizations. It was only in the 1990s that increas-
ingly more Malay-based NGOs were set up to deal with the grievances
and problems women taced with regard to marnital and family problems.
The Persatuan Ibu Tunggal (Single Mothers™ Association)) based in Kuala
Lumpur was one such group. Women’s wings of Islamic NGOs such as
the Jemaah Islah Malaysia (Islamic Reform Congregation of Malaysia ),
and Angkatan Belia Islam Malaysia (Malaysian Islamic Youth Movement)
also began to take up more strident positions on women, albeit within
a preseribed Islamic framework.

WOMEN AT THE CENTRE AND THE PERIPHERY WORKING
TOGETHER: THE CASE OF THE DOMESTIC VIOLENCE ACT
The above attempt to distinguish the women’s movement of the main
stream variety from that of the margin does not prccludc occasions
when they acted together to further the cause of women's rights. For
example, although VAW was stridently highlighted by the new women's
organizations, the issuc was readily .mqmd as a common social con-
cern of all women. Thus, when the proposal for a Domestic Violence
Bill was mooted in 1985, it was not difficult to clicit the consensus,
support and participation of a wide-ranging number of women’s groups.
including women politicians. The process of lobbying for the bill was
consultative in nature. The newer women's groups, namely WAQO,
AWAM and WCC, provided strong rationales and empirical evidence
(from the VAW cases they handled) on the need for such legislation.
The more established women's organizations, such as the Association
for Women Lawyers (AWL), worked to draft the provisions of the pro-
posed law and NCWO, having the most direct pipeline to the authorities,
lent a legitimate stamp to the proposal. Official representatives from
the government’s Women's Affairs Department (HAWA), the Religious
Department, as well as the police all provided inputs towards the drafting
of the bill. Despite the scemingly ideal cooperation, it took ten years of
‘working-together” before the bill was finally passed as law in 1994
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The final form also represented a compromise version that did not
entirely satisfy many partics, particularly the feminist groups at one
end and the Islamic faction on the other.

Among those representing the Islamic interest groups, the main
source of dissatisfaction was in relation to the jurisdiction of the Domes-
e Violence Act (DVA) itself. It was a picce of legislation that straddles
the penal code as well as family law. And since it touched on the later,
some parties felt that as Muslims were governed by the Syariah family
laws, there would arise contention as to how, and to what extent, the
DVA should be applicable to Muslims. 15

Among feminists, a clause in the DVA which left the definition of
*beating’ open enough for it to be interpreted from a relative stand-
point reflected the retrogressive slant of the legislation. The clause
defines legal beating only when the act is not considered disputable
and not attached to some other rights which allows for the action to be
meted. The wording of the clause is convoluted but is flexible enough to
not supersede Islamic provisions about the recognition of conditional
wife-beating. 16 The implication is that a Muslim woman cannot refuse
sex with her husband, and it she does and is beaten for it, then she has
no right to seek redress under the DVA.

One could say that the exercise in cooperation was also an experi-
ment in an extremely uncasy politics of accommodation and compro-
mise. Tt was not a full and complete victory for feminism, and was an
annoyance for Islamicists. However, the process of coming together
and centring the VAW issue was about the best example of the workings
of a pluralist democracy, between state and civ icty, in the progress
of the Malaysian women's movement.

THE WOMEN’S AGENDA FOR CHANGE
AND THE POLITICS OF ‘REFORMASI
Encouraged by the success of the VAW campaign, five of the new
women’s organizations attempted to widen the context of women’s

15 Sec letters addressed to the editors, by Zaitoon Datuk Othman (New
Stratts Times, 27 April 1996) and Rahmah Hashim ( New Straits Times,
11 May 1996)

16 In the DVA (1994), domestic violence is an act which compels, *the
victim by force or threat [to] engage in any conduct or act, sexually or
otherwise, from which the victim has a right to abstain®
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rights to include issues beyond VAW concerns.}7 In 1995, as part of
the year’s International Women’s Day celebrations, and to commemorate
the tenth anniversary of the campaign on violence against women, a
public forum was held to highlight the broader span of issucs, and to
launch related actions to deal with them. The rationale for looking at
broader concerns was spelled out by the organizers of the event. They
stressed the plights of indigenous women, domestic and immigrant
workers, and linked the status of women to housing, land, environ-
mental and health issues (Ng and Chee 1999: 186-187).

The above issues were articulated and undertaken by civil move
ments globally. Perhaps because of this enlarged or inclusive responsi
bility that the women's movement was trying to embrace, its agenda
became indistinet and very soon dissipated into something that was
non-achicvable. Efforts to follow up the resolutions presented at the
1995 forum were not as forthcoming as was the case with the VAW
agenda. From this point onwards the women’s movement (at the
periphery) started to wrestle with how and on what basis it would be
able to reinvent or revitalize itself lest redundancy and fatigue were to
set in. The answer to that came late in 1998, when the country, thrown
into political turmoil with the *Anwar Ibrahim crisis’, began to recall
its long overdue reform agenda.

Before the ‘crisis’ the 1990s had witnessed the broadening of civil
society that was not unconnected to the countr
fortunes. Owing to the general absence of mass disaffection towards
the state because of favourable cconomic conditions, the state was
both indifferent as well as tolerant of liberalism. Women’s movements
were considered the least threatening to the established order. Femi
nist groups or feminist elements within mainstream women’s organiza
which were liberal and secular, were still marginal from the point
of view of being popularly acceprable and did not comprise a mass
movement. However, feminists were not obstructed from carrying on
their campaign for more gender equity. Groups like the NCWO
collaborated with feminist organizations despite underlying tensions
over differences in leadership styles and approaches. The NCWO
presumed a more hicrarchical style of leadership and was concerned

rising cconomic

tior

17. Women's Development Collective (WDC), Women's Aid Organisation
(WAO), Al Women's Action Movement (AWAM), Sahabat Wanita
(Friends of Women) and Women's Crisis Centre (WC
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about maintaining its ‘good relationship with the government’ image.
Furthermore, large sections of Malay women were only comfortable
when organizing within Islamic-based org:mmnons and prcl':rml o
grapple with gender through a

Thus, while feminism was mildly encouraged by the state, it was alw
an isolated movement. 18

Throughout the 1990s, an atmosphere of political pluralism tinged
with shades of liberal and conservative perspectives was present, albeit
within a fragile balance. However, the culmination of the Asian cco-
nomic ¢ at the end of 1998, which triggered the country’s political
cnisis, checked any further movement towards liberalization and open-
ness. 1 The regime’s actions at constricting democratic spaces provided
an opportunity for some of the women’s groups (especially those at
the periphery) to redefine their role.

The crisis came to the point where many non-governmental social
activists felt that the only legitimate option left for social and political
reforms was through their participation in electoral processes. Such a
sentiment also determined the strategy of feminist women’s groups

I8 The prime minister himself'is known to be a moderate Islamist and was
not averse to women's liberation. However, he has not articulated any
strong and strident policies in any of his speeches about women, except
to attack the chief minister of Kelantan on his ‘outmoded’ views on
pretty women not being encouraged to work. This was done in the
clection campaigning of 1999, as an attack on PAS's policies on women

I'he sacking on 2 September 1998 of Anwar Ibrahim, the then deputy
pnme munister and finance minister of the country, was a watershed
moment in Malaysian history, in the sense that all that was wrong with
the system secemed to have reached its height at that juncture. There
was widespread shock, but given the pnme minister’s control over some
of the more vital institutions in this country, paricularly the media and
the judiciary, many felt that the Anwar Ibrahim cpisode would in no
time fade away into the bookmarks of history. However, the sliding state
of the cconomy and the ruthless way in which Anwar Tbrahim was re

moved, and was subsequently detained and assaulted on his first night in
prison, gave rise to unprecedented incidences of street protests and
demonstrations. Almost all NGOs ranging from the artists’ commut
10 human rights groups, took a definitive stand on the issue and became
embroiled in the clamour for reforms. They opted for the politics of
“reformast’.
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which needed to redefine their relevance amidst mainstrcam appro
priation and re-fashioning of women’s issues to be conflict-free and
devoid of contention. By 1999, a few months after Anwar Ibrahim’s
sacking, detention and assault, seven women’s groups2? had worked
on a Women's Agenda that specifically addressed the electoral gauntler
thrown down by the regime at its critics.

To gain maximum feedback, these groups organized a meeting on 9
and 10 January 1999 with the participation of representatives from 34
organizations. The objective was to debate the draft version of the
document calling for reforms in light of the expected general election
On 23 May 1999 the Women’s Agenda for Change (WAC) was offi
cally launched. Eleven points were included in the document as re-
quiring the attention of the next clected government. They ranged
trom land nghts to rights on sexuality. One of the most controversil
arcas for debate was the section on homoscxuality and the nghts of
sex-workers. Surprisingly, such an issuc was not opposed by any of the
endorsers, including Muslim women who represented their respective
Islanmic bodies.

The other strategy that emanated from the feminist quarter was the
push for 2 woman candidate to contest the clection on a gender-issucs
ticket. Explaining the mood for this decision, movers of the Women's
Agenda for Change, onc of whom was Cecilia Ng, stated that women
activists had come to realize that it was always the NGOs that serioush
artculated women's struggles, such as in pushing through the DVA or
highlighung the 1ssues ot uni (interview, 1999). Zaitun Kasim
another feminist activist who eventually stood for a parliamentary scat
on a ‘women's rights' ticket, considered it timely that a woman b
endorsed by the women's movement to contest the clection (inter
view, 1999)

More attention was focused on women's issucs and women’s votes
in the country’s tenth general clection than in any previous one. Ths
was understandable. The political crisis had presented the ruling party
(the Barisan Nasional) with a most serious challenge 1n its attempt to

20 The Women's Development Collective, the MTUC Women's Seciion,
the All Women Action Society (AWAM), Friends of Women, Jemaah
Iskahy Malaysia (JIM), Sisters i Islam and the Sclangor Chunese Assembly
Hall Women's Section as well as several kev individuals. See document
WAL (1999)
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stay in power. Attacks on the government’s gross violation of due pro-

~ cesses, ranging from those linked to human rights to the independence

of the judiciary, had led the government to mount a defence by all
means, especially through the bellicose strategy of denigrating oppo-
sition political parties.

The Islamic Party of Malaysia (PAS) happened to be the most vul-
nerable to such attacks. The party portrayed itself as the purveyor of
pristine and fundamental Islam through principles that were stark and
radical to the extent that the party frequently clicited diametrically
opposite reactions from the public. Its insistence on establishing an
Idamic state if it assumed government was widely promoted by the
mamnstream media to strike fear among non-Muslim voters. Yet such
was the very platform that made PAS appealing to its Malay Islamic

- constituency. Another stance of the party that was casily denounced by

the Barisan Nasional was its policy on women. Aside from not allowing
its women members to be ficlded as candidates for the clections, PAS
leaders also upheld a conservative outlook on women’s public roles in
socicty. This situation in itsclf had not been a source of open criticism
by government and media but took on a different light in the run-up
to the clection. Thus, when the chicf minister of Kelantan (a PAS-
ruled state) madc a speech which scemingly cajoled women to go back
to therr homes to perform their traditional duties, the issuc was
yploited fully by the ruling parties and media. The slanted message
thar was sent out through pro-government newspapers was that the
chief minister would be forcing women to stop working 2}

In response to the above news, many women's groups condemned
the party’s stance on women. The disapproval shown by women, rang-
ing from the NCWO 1o Sisters in Islam, towards the chicf minister’s
dlleged remarks, was given widespread coverage in the papers. The
furore became a signal 1o the parties and i (0]
take up women’s issucs more seriously in election campaigns. The
Bansan Nasional’s ‘championing’ of women's rights was one of the
messages used in campaign advertisements in the printed media, but
whether it succeeded in getting more women's votes is difficult w
fetermine. Actually, the intended message was mainly to show that the
Bansan Nasional was a *better’ party since it paid heed to women's

21 See Maznah Mohamad (1999: 24-27) for an explication of the con
roversy
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rights, which PAS was not prepared to do. This strategy had worked 1y
demonizing PAS among liberals and non-Muslims, rather than i
convincing feminists that Barisan Nasional was sincere in its plan
uplift women.

Something that had not been previously done was the case of male
politicians jumping on to the bandwagon of the gender controversy
Tengku Razaleigh, a former leader of Semangat 46, which had joined
UMNO, was given the task of wresting back the state of Kelantan
from the PAS government. He planned a strategy to win women'’s sup-
port for UMNO by allocating a substantial amount of funds to women
in business, given that Kelantan women were renowned entrepre
neurs.22 This strategy did not succeed in winning back the state for
UMNO. The gender card worked better among Chinese voters, per
haps because women’s rights as opposed to women’s issucs per se were
associated with secular politics and therefore a bulwark against Islamic
encroachment. It was significant that the contest for the leadership of
the Wanita MCA (women’s wing of the MCA), held a few months
before the general election, had focused almost exclusively upon the
two contenders® credentials and track records as champions of women’s
rights. This was an unusual development as the outgoing leader was not
previously promoted as a woman's rights advocate.23

The run-up to the country’s latest election saw the marked polin
cization of women’s issues because of the entry of Wan Azizah Wan
Ismail, the wife of Anwar Ibrahim, as a leading icon of opposition
forces. This stoked the imagination of the public about the importance
of gender in politics. In the unexpected turn of events, women voters,
women’s causes and the women’s movement at the periphery were
shifted to centre-stage. In the November 1999 general clection more
women were elected into parliament than ever before. There are at
present 20 women parliamentarians comprising 10.4 per cent of the
House of Representatives, as compared to 7.8 per cent in 1995 and
6.1 per cent in 1990,

Zaitun Kasim stood as a Democratic Action Party (DAP) candidawe
but specifically on a ‘women’s rights” ticket. She did not win but man

22.See Rose Ismail's interview with Tengku Razaleigh, *United and Moving
on the Right Track’, New Sunday Times, 11 July 1999

23 Sce Sunday Star, 11 July 1999, on write-ups of the two contenders for
the post. For a post-polls commentary, see Heng (1999)
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aged to reduce the incumbent’s majority by 56 per cent.24 The clection
Jlso saw a larger number of women opposition parliamentarians com-
pared 0 the previous election in 1995. The four women opposition
Jeaders accounted for 9 per cent of the 45 opposition seats while
government women representatives took 11 per cent of the 148 seats.
These are marginal gains that prove that women’s advancement in
Malaysian clectoral politics is still slow. Ultimately, the question that
should be posed is: will feminist causes help to democratize Malaysian
politics or will the nature of Malaysia’s limited democracy eventually
constrain the feminist agenda?

CLOSING NOTES: ENTERING THE FRAY

The advocacy of feminist ideas is still new to Malaysia, although it has
ganed much ground and following since the 1980s. This chapter has
tried 10 trace the progression of the women's movement and assess its
role in bringing about democratization in the country. There had
always been contestations and conflicts among the different streams of
women’s groups, but there had also been instances when they were
able to converge over issues and aims that were seemingly contention-
frec. Women in the centre, especially those with the backing of the
power of the state, have actually been less successful at promoting
gender democracy. The challenges provided by the movement at the
periphery have invariably been more notable and in the long run more
successful in promoting the democratization of Malaysian society.

At the moment, concerns for gender democracy arc primarily
articulated by urban, middle-class women, although variants of femi-
nist ideas have started to assume an importance among scemingly con-
scrvative groups such as those within the ambit of the Islamic move-
ment. Although women involved in concerns for feminist rights come
from all cthnic groups, most Muslim women have remained non-
committal in terms of reconciling women’s liberation with the prevail-
ing tenets of Islam. In the *post-cconomic miracle’ atmosphere of polit-
ical turbulence, these ambiguities were rapidly being sorted out with
perhaps the highest chance for a more democratized participatory space.

24 In the 1995 clection the incumbent for the Sclayang pariamentary seat
obtained a 70 per cent majority of the votes, In the 1999 clection the
majority obtained by the incumbent was reduced to 14 per cent. Zaitun
Kasim garnered 26,144 votes and the winner 34979.




240 DEMOCRACT IN MALATYSIA

At that juncture, a radical agenda such as the VAW /DVA campaign
was mitially proposed from the periphery but was eventually embraced
by institutions in the centre. At another level, electoral contests had for
a long time been the undisputed domain of the mainstream. However,
women at the periphery had attempted to appropriate this space for
themselves. The recent electoral experience witnessed a competition
for places: women in the periphery chose to enter mainstream politics
through direct clectoral participation. They did so with the hope that
the democratization of politics will be the ultimate gain, no matter
what the outcome of the elections was. Furthermore, the potential tor
the growth of a liberal-democratic women’s movement incorporating
plural elements such as Islam is more achievable now than could have
been imagined a decade ago.




POSTSCRIPT
ECONOMIC CRISIS AND DEMOCRATIZATION

The essays in this volume, though since revised, originated in the later
1990s. At that time, they never found in the changing politics of
Malaysia sufficient grounds for sharing in the celebratory and triumphal-
ist visions of democratization, Western or Eastern, forcign or indigenous.
Still, it is necessary and humbling for the editors and the contributors
to this volume to admit that none of them foresaw the July 1997 *East
Asian meltdown’, or the manner of Anwar Ibrahim’s fall from power
m September 1998. Between them, these economic and political
cnises, linking global and domestic developments, have forced analysts
to rethink the basic stability of Mahathir’s regime despite its return to
power after the November 1999 clection (Khoo 2000),

Today, as the prospects for democracy in Malaysia stand at a water-
shed - between a further decline and a timely revival — any serious
analysis of Malaysian politics must i two basic devel
smong others. One development arose in the realm of dlscounc,
where dissident ideas about democracy in Malaysia continue to be
vigorously debated to incorporate novel views on leadership, Islam,
cthiucity, gender, institutional reform and alternative media (Philip
Khoo 1999). The other development cncompasses cxperiments in
political protest, organization and cooperation, which have linked
divergent and scemingly opposed political partics with NGOs and
mdividu a widening democratic movement that has openly
proclaimed its readiness to form an alternative government.

I'hese concerns point to some of the limitations of this volume. In
retrospect, the differences between Mahathir Mohamad and Anwar

Is
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Ibrahim (Khoo 1998) should have been worked into the essays before
Anwar’s dismissal in September 1998. Loh's focus on development
alism as an alternative to a pervasive discourse of cthnicity remaing
valid for understanding a large part of the political change that has
taken place; however, it underestimated the regime’s ability to link
developmentalism itself to older ethnic anxietics, as the support for
BN in November 1999 indicates. Khoo's essay on the nationalist
capitalist undcrpmnmp of Mahathir’s promotion of *Asian values'
d that ideological project at its triumphalist moment without
anticipating what Asians themselves might do to posit *other Asian
values” at the point of the Asian elites’ weakening. Likewise, the discus
sions of different and dissident discourses should have paid more atten
tion to lines of convergence and potential for collaboration between
the opposition partics. Paradoxically, Syed Ahmad’s analysis of a potenual
UMNO-PAS convergence along a democracy-Islamization axis, accurate
in its evaluation of PAS’s attitudes to democracy, overlooked some of
the most basic differences between UMNO and PAS within the con
text of Malay-Muslim politics in Malaysia. While Zaharom and Mustati
have together given a comprehensive account of the state of mass
media, and touched upon the arrival of new forms of media, they did
not foresee that Internet-based “alternative media’ would spring up so
suddenly to become the liberating platform of a discourse of reformas
Saliha’s distinctions between various types of NGOs remain of value i
showing the pitfalls of imagining *NGOs as a whole’ but one remark
able surprise of 1998-99 came from the determination of heterogen
cous opposition and dissenting forces, including several NGOs,
overcome their seemingly irreconciliable dnﬂcrmus For women’s
movements, Maznah was also correct in stressing the breakthrough
achieved by the Women’s Agenda tor Change, hur the truth is that s
large part of the *women’s movement in the centre’ remained opposed
to fundamental political reform.

Clearly it will require a different kind of book or volume of essays t0
deal more fully with Malaysian politics and the prospects for democraa
subsequent to the economic crisis of July 1997, and particularly the
political crisis of Anwar’s sacking in September 1998. It is the hope of
the editors and contributors that this volume will provide a map of the
changed political terrain of the 1990s that can serve as a guide ©
future Malaysian politics.
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