Malaysian politics under
Mahathir

Economic success and authoritarian government have been the hallmarks of
Mahathir Mohamad's administration. Since Mahathir became prime minister in
1981, the Malaysian economy has grown dramatically and Mahathir has
remained firmly in control of the political scene throughout.

Malaysian politics have been decisively shaped by Mahathir and this book
provides a b  and detailed account of his character, ideas, and tempera-
ment. The social and political scene in Malaysia is examined, as are the Prime
Minister’s successes such as the careful management of ethnic tensions between
Malays and Chinese, the program of modernization and industrialization, and
his emergence as a champion of Third World causes. Mahathir's faults are also
honestly ined, including his prefe for grandiose projects and his failure
10 check corruption. The abrupt dismissal from office, arrest and trial of Anwar
Ibrahim, Mahathir's deputy, in late 1998, and their implications, arc assessed.

The recent cconomic crisis in Asia has had a major impact on certain
Southeast Asian states including Malaysia. Malaysian Politics under Mahathir
considers these recent devel and their impli for Malaysia’s, and
Mahathir’s, future.

R.S. Milne is Emeritus Professor and has held professorships at the University
of British Columbia, Singapore University, London University and Victoria
University, New Zealand. Diane K. Mauzy is Professor of Political Science at
the University of British Columbia. Both have published widcly on Malaysia and
Southcast Asia.
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Foreword

Ever since he became Prime Minister of Malaysia in July 1981 at the age of 56,
Dr. Mahathir Mohamad has exercised an extraordinary dominating influcnce
over his country’s public life. An cconomic modernizer without fear of regis-
tering a scepticism of democracy and human rights, he has bent the politics of
Malaysia to his will and in the process has successfully subordinated the constitu-
tional monarchy, the judiciary and the predominant political party, the United
Malays National Organization (UMNO) which he has led continuously despite a
major challenge in 1987 which was only narrowly defeated. His sustained polit-
ical dominance was demonstrated in the way in which he removed his deputy,
Anwar Ibrahim, from national and party office in 1998. Indeed, in so doing, he
effectively rewrote the rules of Malaysian politics.

Dr. Mahathir is exceptional as a Malay leader in contrast to his three prede-
cessors as Prime Minister. He is not only authoritarian but also highly combative
and confrontational and adept at open invective. Such behaviour is out of
keeping with Malay cultural style and indeed with the notion of *Asian values”
which Dr. Mahathir has espoused. It may be that his medical training as well as
his personality has been a factor in shaping a political style that brooks no oppo-
sition to his diagnoses and prescriptions. His sense of rectitude in telling
Malaysians that they should swallow the equivalent of so many pills a day in
their own interest conjures up the image of medical infallibility translated to
politics.

In locating Dr. Mahathir at the centre of their impressive study of Malaysia’s
politics, Professors Stephen Milne and Dianc Mauzy have acknowledged a fact
of life which will not go away. They bring to this study considerable first-hand
experience of Malaysia’s politics and its personalities and the text is informed by
a deep understanding of its complexities. The role and political conduct of Dr.
Mahathir is treated in a sober and balanced manner with credit given where it is
due, while his early chequered political career is taken into full account. His
accomplishments in economic modernization and his tolerant management of
cthnic and religious matters as well as achievements in forcign policy are
accorded full acknowledgement. Matching sober treatment is provided of his
idiosyncracies and love of power. Indeed, it is pointed out that for him “power is
a necessary food”. In this context, the authors discuss political succession and his
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chequercd relationship with his one-time political heir presumptive, Anwar
Ibrahim. In addition, the shortcomings of governance in Malaysia under his rule
are also addressed, including the rise in the incidence of corruption.
Correspondingly, the reader is provided with an insight into his fixations,
including a so-called edifice complex and characteristic angry xenophobic
response to the onset of economic erisis from the second half of 1997. One
depiction of Dr. Mahathir in this volume is as “innovative, eccentric and icono-
clastic”. The fact of the matter is that Malaysia’s politics have never been the
same since he assumed office and power ncarly two decades ago. Professors
Milne and Mauzy have captured the essence of the man and of the political
context which he has shaped and conditioned in a scholarly and highly readable

Michael Leifer
September 1998




Acknowledgments

We have too many intellectual debs, to politicians, academics, diplomats, jour-
nalists, and other friends, incurred over more than thirty-five years of research in
Malaya/Malaysia, to attempt to acknowledge them here. Many will be apparent
from the references. However, some academics with whom we have had discus-
sions since this book was underway merit our special thanks: Harold Crouch;
Jomo, K.S.; Johan Saravanamutu; Zakaria Haji Ahmad; and also, in Canada,
Richard Stubbs and Frank Langdon. Also, we would like to thank M.G.G. Pillai
for organizing, and listing us on, the <sangkancil@malaysia.net> Internet list,
which has been very helpful and informative,

Libraries which were particularly helpful were: the library of The New Straits
Times in Kuala Lumpur; the libraries of the Australian National University of
Canberra; and the library of the Institute of Southeast Asian Studies in
Singapore, especially the Librarian, Ch'ng Kim See.

We are also grateful to Nancy Mina of the Department of Political Science,
University of British Columbia, for typing the manuscript on the computer, and
for her diligence and patience in deciphering a myriad of inked-in alterations.

The Consulate of Malaysia in Vancouver, Canada kindly permitted us to
consultits holdings of Malaysian newspapers.

Diane K. would also like to thank the University of British Columbia
for an HSS Small Grant that has helped to defray some of the rescarch costs.

Concerning publication, we are especially grateful to Michael Leifer and
Victoria Smith, not only for their guidance and understanding, but for having
divined, in the first place, that we were willing and ready to write our book on
Mahathir. Kate Hopgood, the Desk Editor, was delightful, and refreshingly non-
bureaucratic, to work with.

Some of the material used in the book has been adapted from R.S. Milne,
“The Mellowing of Mahathir?”, in Bruce Matthews (ed.), Le recueil, intitulé identi-
ties, ternitoire et environnement en Asie du Sud-Est/ ldentities, Tervitory and Environment in
Soutkeast Asia, Québee City, Documents Du GERAC #13, Université, Laval,
forthcoming in 1999.




8

Acronyms

FIMA
FUNCINPEC

GATT
HAKAM
HICOM
ICA
IKIM
ILO

IMF
IMP

Second Malaysia Plan

Angkatan Belia Islam Malaysia — Malaysian Islamic Youth
Movement

Anti-Corruption Agency

ASEAN Free Trade Area

A N Ministerial Mecting

acific Economic Cooperation
ASEAN Regional Forum

Association of Southeast Asia
Association of Southeast Asian Nations
Asia-Europe Mecting

Bumiputra Malaysia Finance
Commonwealth Heads of Government Meeting
Declaration of ASEAN Concord
Democratic Action Party

East Asia Economic Caucus

East Asia Economic Group

Employees Provident Fund

Economic Planning Unit

European Union

Federal Land Development Authority

see FELDA

Food Industries of Malaysia

Front Uni National pour un Cambodge Indépendant Neutre,
Pacifique et Coopératif

General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade
National Human Rights Society

Heavy Industry Corporation of Malaysia
Industrial Coordination Act 1975
Institute of Islamic Understanding
International Labor Organization
International Monetary Fund
Independence of Malaya Party

g



Acromyms  xiii

Indian National Army

Islamic Republic Group

Internal Security Act

Institute of Strategic and International Studies
Just World Trust

Malaysian Armed Forces

Majlis Amanah Rakyat

Malzyan/Malaysian Chiriese A
alayan Communist Party

MIC \la]a)—\n/\lah\'slan Indian Congress

MPAJA Malayan People’s Anti-Japancse Army

MPHB Multi-Purpose Holdings Berhad

MSC Multimedia Super Corridor

MTUC Malaysian Trade Union Congress

\l AFTA New Zealand and Australia Free Trade Agreement

Non-Aligned Movement

National Consultative Council

National Development Policy

National Economic Action Council
National Economic Consultative Council
New Economic Policy
Non-governmental organization

Newly industrializing cconomy

National Operations Council
Organization of Islamic Conference
Second Outline Perspective Plan

Political action committee

People’s Action Party

Partai Islam Sc-Malaysia

Parti Bangsa Dayak Sarawak — Party of the Dayak Peoples of
Sarawak

Parti Bersatu Sabah (United Sabah Party)
Pertubuhan Kebajikan Islam
Post-Ministerial Conference

People’s Progressive Party

Rural and Industrial Development Authority
Sarawak National Party

Sarawak United People’s Party

Treaty of Amity and Cooperation

Urban Development Authority

United Engineers (Malaysia)

UNESCO United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural
Organization




xiv Acronyms

UNTAC United Nations Transitional Authority in Cambodia
WTO World Trade Organization

ZOPFAN Zone of Peace, Freedom and Neutrality




Malaysian proper names and
titles

Malays are not referred to principally by their patronymics. Rather, they are
referred to by their given name(s), and their fathers' names are attached at the
end after “bin” (for males) or “binte” (for females). Some Malays drop the use of
“hin/binte, c.g, the third Prime Minister, Tun Hussein Onn, son of Dato Onn
bin Jaafar. When there are two given names and the first is “Abdul,” cither the
person is referred to by both given names (e.g., Abdul Rahman), or the *Abdul”
is dropped (c.g, the sccond Prime Minister, Tun Razak — otherwise known as
Tun Abdul Razak bin Dato Hussein). Similarly, if the first of two given names is
“Moh 17 (or once of its variations), it is imes dropped.

Malaysia’s Chinese gencrally have three names, and the usage is simple and
consistent. The family name comes first and is followed by two given names. For
example, in the name “Lim Kit Siang,” “Lim" is the family name; friends would
call him “Kit Siang”. The only exception for Chinese names occurs when a
person uses a Christian first name, then the family name appears last, as for the
Chinese politician, Michacl Chen, who would otherwise by known as Chen
Wing Sum.

Some descendants of royalty have the title of *Tunku” or “Tengku"” (Prince)
which is spelled differently in different states. The word “Haji” or the feminine
“Hajiah” in a name indicates that the person has made the pilgrimage to Mecca.

Non-hereditary titles may be conferred by a ruler or governor at the state
level, or by the Agung at the federal level, In most cases the nomination would
come from the appropriate minister. The most usual state title is “Dato” or
“Datuk,” the latter is now becoming the more frequent spelling. Longer forms
are “Datuk Seri” or “Datuk Amar.” The feminine form is “Datin,” although a
woman who acquires the title in her own right, and not by marriage, is a
“Datuk.” At federal level the corresponding title is “Tan Sri.” A higher federal
rank, rarely conferred, is “Tun.” Men without a title are referred to as “Encik”
Mz). The feminine equivalens ‘Che.”




Key dates

Background

The first British territory acquired on the Malayan peninsula was the island of
Penang, leased to the British East India Company by the Sultan of Kedah in
1786. Early in the Twenticth Century, the British government controlled all
Malaya. It exercised the greatest control in the three “Straits Setlements,”
Penang, Malacca and Singapore. In four “federated states” its rule was less
direct, and in five “unfederated states” it was even less direct.

Some important dates concerning Malaysia, and Mahathir, in the last half-
century or so, are given below:

1925 Mahathir Mohamad born in Alor Setar, Kedah. His father, half-
Indian, half-Malay, was a school principal. His mother was Malay
1942-5  Japanese invasion and occupation of Malaya

1946 United Malays National Organization (UMNO) formed

1946 Malayan Indian Congress (MIC) formed

1946-8  Malayan Union formed then abrogated

1948 Federation of Malaya Agreement on Malaya’s constirutional future

1948-60  Communist rebellion (the “Emergency”)

1948 Partai Islam, later Partai Islam Sc-Malaysia (PAS), founded

1949 Malayan Chinese Association (MCA) formed

1951 Independence of Malaya Party formed

1953 The Alliance Party formed

1953 Mahathir awarded a medical degree by the University of Malaya,
Singapore

1955 General clection decisively won by the Alliance

1957 Malaya becomes independent, with a new Constitution, Tunku
Abdul Rahman becomes the first Prime Minister

1957 Mahathir starts a new medical practice in Alor Setar

1963 Malaysia formed

1963 “Confrontation” by Indoncsia against Malaysia

1964 Mahathir clected to Parliament

1965 Singapore separated from Malaysia




1966
1967

1969
1969
1969-71
1970
1971
1971
1974
1974

1975
1976
1981
1982
19834
1983
1985
1986
1987
1987
1988
1989
1991
1991
1993

1996
1997

1998

Kp dates xvii

Democratic Action Party registered

Malaysia becomes a founding member of the Association of
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN)

Ethnic riots in Kuala Lumpur

Mabhathir denounces Tunku’s leadership

State of Emergency exists

Mahathir publishes 7he Malay Dilemma, in Singapore

Tun Razak succeeds Tunku as Prime Minister

The New Economic Policy (NEP) announced

The Barisan Nasional (National Front) replaces the Alliance

Official relations established between Malaysia and the People’s
Republic of China

Mahathir clected a vice-president of UMNO

Tun Razak dies and is succeeded as Prime Minister and as president
of UMNO by Tun Husscin Onn. Mahathir becomes Deputy Prime
Minister and deputy president of UMNO

Upon Hussein's resignation, Mahathir becomes Prime Minister and
president of UMNO, Mahathir announces his “Look East” policy
Anwar Ibrahim, standing as an UMNO candidate, wins a seat at the
gencral clection

Mabhathir leads UMNO in a campaign to limit the power of the
Agung and the rulers

Privatization policy announced

Economic growth for the year negative

Musa Hitam resigns as Deputy Prime Minister; replaced by Ghafar
Baba

Razaleigh and Musa challenge Mahathir’s leadership of UMNO,
unsuccessfully

Razaleigh founds a breakaway party, but Mahathir’s UMNO defeats
itat the general clections of 1990 and 1995

The Lord President of the Supreme Court and other high-ranking
judges removed from office

Mabhathir has a successful coronary bypass operation

The National Development Policy announced

Mahathir launches his “Vision 2020" policy

Anwar replaces Ghafar Baba as deputy president of UMNO and
Deputy Prime Minister

Razaleigh dissolves his party and rejoins UMNO

An cconomic crisis severcly affects Southeast Asia, including
Malaysia

Mahathir dismisscs Anwar as Minister of Finance and as Deputy
Prime Minister; Anwar expelled from UMNO, arrested and his trial
begins
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Introduction
Leadership in Malaysia

The theme of this book should be stated at the outset. Indeed, it has already
been affirmed, or suggested, in the title; “under” not only refers to a period of
time, the years in which Mahathir has been in power ~ from 1981 to the present
(1998) ~ it also conveys the high degree of control, almost of domination, that he
has exercised. The structure and functioning of government, outlined below, is
conducive to a high degree of control. However, Mahathir’s assertiveness and
strong political will not only made the most of the structures he inherited, but
they also laid an imprint on them of increased prime ministerial authority, and
strengthened the control that can be wielded by his successors, provided that
they also have the necessary political will.

This chapter is intended to make the role of leadership more casily under-
stood., In particular, it will demonstrate the weakness of any checks and balances
on the leader, as compared with the national leaders of many other countries,
especially those in the West.

There is a federal system of government, although the power of the states is
limited, and the system was adopted initially only because the royal rulers of the
Malay states were retained to make the acceptance of British colonial rule easier.
Two of the states, Sarawak and Sabah on the island of Borneo, were combined
only in 1963 (Singapore was also a component, 1963-3) with Malaya to consti-
tute “Malaysia”.

Politics in Malaysia are still dominated by cthnic considerations. The Malays
constitute just about half the population. Together with other indigenous
peoples they are classificd as Bumiputera — sons of the soil — who enjoy certain
privileges, primarily in employment and education. The remainder of the popu-
lation consists mainly of Chmcse (30 percent) and Indians (10 percent), Neither
of these groups is homogencous, being made up of persons with varying
languages and religions. The Malays arc all Muslims, but differences in the
degree to which they attribute importance to various aspects of Islam complicate
the pattern of politics. Ethnicity is the main factor, but social class also has an
effect. However, while the majority of Malays belong to an umbrella-like inter-
cthnic Barisan Nasional (National Front), a main opposition party, PAS (Partai
Islam Se-Malaysia), which controls the state of Kelantan, receives considerable
Malay voter support in the four northern states. Among other salient features is
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the dominating role of the Barisan in the political system, and the preeminence
of the United Malay tional Organization (UMNO) at its core.

The power of UMNO and its leader: the armed forces

“The leading role of UMNO and its president, Dr. Mahathir Mohamad, who is
also prime minister, can best be appreciated, not by listing formal constitutional
powers, but by considering the relative weakness of other institutions. The situa-
tion resembles its British counterpart very litdle, in spite of the fact that the
nstitution was modeled on the British, The counterpart should not be
mistaken for an cquivalent, The Barisan has never been defeated in a general

election, Its percentage of winning votes is exaggerated when converted into
seats, mainly because the Malay vote, where the Barisan tends to have an advan-
tage, is strongest in constituencies that contain relatively fewer clectors. The
Barisan has much more money to spend than the other parties, and has more
patronage to dispense. Because of the Barisan's usual large majority of seats and
firm party discipline, Parl i
pass as a matter of course, while other bills are seldom su
tion partics have little power. It used to be asserted the
developing countries exerted so much authority that lhcsc states could be
described as “bureaucratic polities”! But, although some burcaucratic inertia
still persists, in Malaysia Mahathir does not give the burcaucrats much chance to
resist his will. The power of the rulers in the states and of the Agung (King),
clected in rotation for a five-year term by and from among the rulers, was
substantially reduced soon after Mal i’ 581 were the powers of
the judiciary in 1988, after a “batde™ with the Prime Minister. Two other institu-
tions arc markedly weaker in Malaysia than they are in some other countries,
especially Western ones: the press and interest groups. Additionally the rights of
the citizen are weak in Malaysia. The government has, and has sometimes used,
powers of detention without trial.

Unlike some countries close to Malaysia, such as Thailand or Indonesia, the
armed forces are not prominent in politics. Malaysia has enjoyed forty-onc years
of unbroken civilian rule. There has never been a coup attempt in Malaysia, nor
any hint that the military might seck a political role for itself. Thvrt' are a
number of reasons that the military has stayed out of politics.? First, the
Malaysian military was trained in the British tradition of a professional corps
whose role and dutics did not include intervening in the political process. It
helped that independence was gained peacefully, and that the role and limits of
an Armed Forces (MAF) were spelled out clearly in the Constitution.
The governing elite in Malaysia differs from that in several neighboring coun-
tries, because in Indonesia, ctc., the governing clite prevails over military elites,
and in Japan it prevails over the burcaucratic elite.? Second, it probably helped
that the expansion of the MAF was very gradual and that until the 19805, the
para-military federal police was a larger force than the army. Third, there has

is weak. Gover
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Introduction: leadership in Malaysia 3
tended to be strong familial connections between the ruling elite and senior
MAF officers.

All of Malaysia's prime ministers have placed relatives or in-laws in important
senior positions in the MAF. In a ‘country where feudal traditions persist, strong
family loyaltics provide addi of good civili ilitary relations.
However, it is ethnic factors that provide the single most important reason that
the MAF has stayed in the barracks. The combat services are overwhelmingly
Malay. The premicr corps, the Royal Malay Regiment, is entirely Malay. There
has been a close coincidence of interests between the Malay civilian political
elite and the Malay senior military officers on the political rules of the game in
Malaysia; namely, ensuring that the ethnic status quo is not disrupted to the
disadvantage of the Malays and that there are no threats to Malay political hege-
mony. Given the convergence of these factors, the military has stayed out of
politics despite the demonstration effect of military rule in the region.

Nowhere in the Constitution is it stated that the Prime Minister must be a
Malay or a Bumiputera, yet to violate this unds ing would be
One consequence is that the Malay Prime Minister, in order to be fair, must act
in the interests of all ethnic groups; he must behave as a “Supra-communal
Arbiter”.# He is responsible for seeing that the national “pie” is shared out equi-
tably, not just for material allocations, but also symbolically, in terms of ethnic
esteem.

Other institutions, for example those at state level, which have less power than
the Prime Minister, are not to be regarded as negligible or ineffective, They are
important agencies through which power is exercised but only in accordance
with the plans, or visions, of the leader. They arc a means of ensuring that the
leader can get the people in the socicty to do what he wants them to do.

The nature of leadership

Generalizations about leadership, mku: I'mm books on psychology, business

i ion and so on, are 1 i Some useful generaliza-
tions, especially in the field of ml:rn.movml relations, are cited by Richard
Stubbs.3 Some recent examples rightly affirm that the most important leadership
traits are not discernible by looking at the leader alone but by looking at interac-
tive leader—follower relations. However, although it may be true that a leader
retains his status to the extent that he meets the expectations of other group
members, is this enough? To be sure, it makes for acceptability that one should
be able 1o “get along” with followers. But is this the crux of leadership? A more
appropriate, though sterner, test is whether a follower trusts a leader enough to
follow him if he embarks on an unusual course of action. This is a necessary
qualification for a leader. As Mahathir remarked, “You have to lead. You should
be sensitive to what your followers think. But if you do exactly what they want,
you're not a leader™® In the long run, it must be supplemented by the leader
evoking sufficient feelings of loyalty, and providing enough material benefits, to
establish legitimacy.
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To try to explore in more depth the “Malay” characteristics or special traits of
leadership is not casy. It is cnough, perhaps, to suggest a few ideas. Some key
terms occur in Mahathir’s carly political testament, The Malay Dilemma: for
example, “feudal,” “adat™ (custom), “authority ritual.”? A description of “the
Malay way,” which, among other clements, indicates the desire to avoid conflict,
would include: emphasis on traditional courtesy and good manners, wide consul-
tation, avoidance of direct confrontation where possible, but leaving a role for
innuendo. Consensus is sought in preference to imposing the will of a majority.
Critics are wooed, rather than repressed, and defeated opponents are not victim-
ized but a way is left open for future reconciliation.®

Some “coffee-house” conversation was reported during the UMNO split in
1987, during which four qualifications were suggested as being desirable in a
Malay leader. The leader must fight for the Malay cause, should not be sombong
(stuck-up), should have fokoh (style), and, preferably, should be of aristocratic
birth. Other desirable traits or features were mentioned, such as tradition,
harmony, and peaceful jon, while disapproval of impatience and ambi-
tion was expressed. One difficulty in discussing Malay styles and values is that

they may be becoming somewhat old-fashioned for younger urban voters.

Mahathir's style is not typically “Malay.” While approving of Asian values
such as consensus and deference, his own style is confrontational and, indeed,
“Western."!0

Malaysia’s prime ministers

The first three leaders had features in common, which were not shared by the
fourth, Mahathir. Some are very well known. They were all of noble birth, and
Abdul Rahman, known to all affectionately as “the Tunku,” was a prince of the
Kedah royal family. All three studied law in England. All of them played golf!!
and all were administrators in the government service. Mahathir was also bricfly
in government service, but engaged in his profession of medicine.

All four prime ministers had one feature in common: none of them was
entirely Malay Tunku had some Shan-Thai blood: Razak, some Bugis
(Indonesian); Hussein, some Turkish; Mahathir, some Indian.

Clearly, Tunku had a good deal of the playboy in him. When he was in
England, he was reputedly interested only in fast cars, fast women and not-so-
fast horses. Tunku did not take his studies very seriously, but when he resumed
them after the war he found time to revive the Malay Society of Great Britain,
and became its president. This was onc of his opportunitics for making contacts.
Tunku was naturally gregarious, which was a useful qualification for becoming
president of UMNO (in addition to his being a prince).

The choice of Tunku as UMNO leader was quitc fortuitous. He was
proposed by his friend, Razak, who had been asked to allow his name to go
forward, but who considered himself too young, The presidency was vacant
because of the acrimonious departure from office of Dato Onn (p. 5). He
worked well with the British during the transition to independence. In office as
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Prime Minister, he looked and played the part. Tunku found it casy to delegate;
he did not believe in working too hard. Ci ly, when Razak
him as Prime Minister, he was thoroughly equipped to carry out the job. It was
said that, while Razak preached delegation, he did not practise it himsell. He
assumed too many portfolios and headed too many committees, and when
dealing with one problem, hls mind was partly busy with others.!” He was a
confirmed workaholic. Hi ions were perhaps rei d when he learned
in 1970) of his serious illness (leukemia) and knew that he was working against
time.

His achievements, both before and after becoming Prime Minister, were
prodigious. As Minister of Education he produced a report for creating a
national system of education with a common syllabus (1956). Some of his
greatest achievements were carried out when he was Minister of National and
Rural Development, 1959-69. He adapted some of the techniques used to fight
the Communist insurgency, setting up a scrics of “operations rooms™ to record
which agricultural projects were p ing as planned, and which were lagging.
He promoted the entire range of rural development operations. He also
reshaped FLDA, later FELDA (the Federal Land Development Authority), a
government body that helped 10 put scttlers on the land and train and equip
them,

He traveled, on average, about 50,000 miles in a year. Officials in the ficld
looked forward to his visits with trepidation. One administrator was so fearful
that his work might be less than perfect that, as Razak's visit became due, he
visited the lavatory three times.!*

Razak was also used by Tunku as a trouble-shooter, for example, during the
period of C unl'nmmnuu with hldoncsla in the mid-1960s, and during the bricf
liscussions on the sef of

However, this kind of record of Rnnks activities would suggest that he was
mainly an administrator, though a talented one. But he was much more than
that. What is most misleading in regarding him primarily as an administrator is
that it gives no hint of his genius for innovation. This gift was most evident in
three of his achievements. Looking for a way to satisfy Malay grievances, which
had contributed to the Kuala Lumpur riots in 1969, he launched a carcfully
prepared New Economic Policy to reduce poverty and to enable Malays to have
an ing share in the and benefits of the cconomy, He
extended the scope of the multi-cthnic Alliance Party when he formed the
Barisan Nasional in 1974. He promoted the acceptance of the concept of
“neutralization” in the region, helped to persuade China to endorse it, and
established diplomatic relations with China also in 1974.

Hussein Onn was a man of principle, like his father, Dato Onn, who had had
to leave UMNO, which he founded in 1946, because it would not follow his wish
to make bershi lti-cthnic. Curiously, the temy of the two
were dissimilar. The falhcr had a m(nun.’ll personality, and he was over-
confident, and surprised by UMNO’s rejection of his plans to make it a
multi-cthnic party. Hussein was surcly born under the influence of a different
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planet. His temperament may have been a product of his military carcer before
and after the Second World War; so, maybe, were his directness and discipline.
When combined with legal training, the result was a passion for accuracy and for
close attention to detail. In his student days, he read carefully, page after page,
checking and counter-checking. He disliked taking action in response to
demands or pressures.!

Husscin was Prime Minister only from 1976 until 1981, and for much of the
time was not in good health. Yet he demonstrated his regard for the law and for
the rule of law. He was a determined foe of corruption, and on becoming Prime
Minister he believed that, if it were widespread, it could ruin a country. Razak,
following “the Malay way." removed Datuk Harun as Menteri Besar (Chief
Minister) of Selangor, but offered him a post as Malaysian ambassador to the
United Nations. Harun rejected the offer, and then was arrested in November
1975 on sixteen charges.

In May 1976 Harun was found guilty and sentenced to two years’ imprison-
ment. He appealed, and Hussein had o withstand pressures from his supporters
that he should be pardoned or have his sentence remitted. However, true to his
principles, Husscin stood his ground, and Harun served out his term. '

For his first two years as Prime Minister, Husscin suffered from having no

strong political base. His return to the political scene had been oo recent for him
to have established as close political ties as other politicians of his age and
seniority.'® Factionalism was almost beyond his control. Hussein strengthened his
position by a decisive victory at the 1978 general election, but, in his state of
health, he failed to exercise much leadership before his resignation in 1981.
Probably his most important, indeed fateful, decision was to select Mahathir as
his successor.
As will become evident, Mahathir has been an cager and dedicated modern-
the first Prime Minister who really strives for change, and usually acts as if
its benefits outweigh its costs. Projects that are his “pets” are often designated as
“national” projects, for instance the Proton automobile and the Bakun dam in
Sarawak.

The power of the UMNO deputy president (Deputy Prime Minister) depends
very much on the discretion of his superior. So do his prospects of promotion to
the top job. Partly because the Prime Minister is expected to “arbitrate” 0 as to
ensure the appropriate balance of cthnic interests, his deputy is expected 10 be a
guardian of Malay interests. Both Razak and Mahathir, when they took over as
deputy, were watched closely by non-Malays 0 sec that they did not lean too
much in this direction, and o was previous Deputy Prime Minister Datuk Seri
Anwar Ibrahim, especially because of his former Islamic connections, but all
these leaders acted fairly and dispelled these apprehensions, A somewhat similar
pro-Malay role is played, and is expected to be played, by UMNO Youth. Its role
is to defend the Malays, aggressively, against the demands of other ethnic
groups. The attitude of its members resembles that of “shock troops.” In 1979 it
was so militant that it was said that it sought to ensure that UMNO controlled
the government and not vice versa.!’?
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Continuity of families: turnover of prime ministers

Now (1998), just over fifty years after the independence of Malaysia, there are
already signs of possible political “dynasties” in Malaysia. A son of Razak,
N'\th, is a possible successor to Mahathir. Another already impressive achicve-
ment concerns the descendants of Dato Onn. His son, Hussein, held the prime
ministership for six years, and Hussein’s son, Datuk Hishamuddin Tun Hussein
Onn, is already acting head of UMNO Youth and a deputy minister at the age
of 37 (1998).

Any discussion of leadership raises the question: how long do, or should,
Icaders stay in power? Some Constitutions, notably that of the United States, sct
limits to the length of time that some leaders can remain in office, but Malaysia’s
does not. Two Malaysian prime ministers, Razak and Hussein, had their period
of rule cut short by death or illness. The replacement of the first Prime Minister,
Tunku Abdul Rahman, was more complex and gradual. Tunku felt that he had
not done all that he could to prevent the ethnic rots in 1969. The establishment
of the National Operations Council, headed by Razak, parallel to the cabinet
under Tunku, symbolized a shift in power which was already occurring. By 1970
power had effectively been transferred. To effect a formal handover; a constitu-
tional issue was invoked. The Sultan of Kedah, a nephew of Tunku, had been
clected by the rulers to take over as Agung (King) in 1970, and it was thought to
be inappropriate for Tunku, who would have to report to him as Prime Minister,
to remain in that office.

Currently (1998) Mahathir is the most contentious case yet. He has served for
over seventeen years, and, although he is still capable of ruling, impatience
would be excusable in a probable successor. According to Lucian Pye, Asian
leaders in general tend to cling to power. Objectively, continuity of leadership —
up to a point — may be advantageous to good governance, as Mahathir does not
neglect to point out. The leaders have “Asian,” “traditional” notions about it,
namely that leadership implies status but does not involve heavy responsibili-
ties.'® This docs not seem to explain entirely Tunku’s (mild) disinclination to give
up power or Mahathir's rather stronger reluctance, which contributed to his
decision to remove Anwar from office. One has the impression that, to Tunku,
power had become a habit. Certainly, after giving up power he regretted that he
was not consulted sufficiently often by his successor.'* Mahathir is so interested
in the completion of his favorite projects, and so doubtful that anyone else would
pursue them as successfully as himself, that he scems noncommittal about giving
up power. Nowadays it is hard to dislodge a Prime Minister who is determined to
stay on.

In 1986 the retiring Italian ambassador to Malaysia, and dean of the diplo-
matic corps, paid the ultimate tribute to the intricacies of Malaysian polixia
They were, he claimed, even more complex than political intricacics in Italy?®
Since then, there has been a growing perception that the complexity is centered
in the mind and policies of Mahathir.
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How Mabhathir came to power

When Datuk Seri Dr. Mahathir Mohamad became Prime Minister in 1981,
Malaysia was still quite a new country. As Malaya, it had atained independence
in 1957, becoming Malaysia when in 1963 it combined with two former British
colonies on the nearby island of Bornco (and with Singapore, temporarily).
Malaya, situated at the southern tip of the mainland of Southeast Asia, is only
about two-thirds of the size of Malaysia, but contains about 80 percent of the
population. It was here that the government structure was established, and wi
later extended with the addition of the Borneo territorics, It was also here that, 3
# vith independence approaching, the party system developed, including the chief
party of the Malays, the dominant ethnic group, UMNO, In that party
Mahathir began, and has continued, with only one brief interruption, his polit-
ical carcer.
What follows is a bricf political history of the country that Mahathir inher-
ited. Malaya was small compared with its neighbors, Indonesia and ‘Thailand, as

cgards arca and population. However, it had resources conducive to economic
growth — timber, tin deposits, and land suitable for rubber plantations. It was v
situated on several trade routes, which facilitated the exchange of goods. Under
British rule, an cffective civil service was created - a necessary condition for

cconomic expansion. ;
However, Malaya had one great potential disadvantage. It was ethnically

diverse, almost half the population being Malay, a third Ghinese, and about 10

percent Indian. World-wide, there are many examples of ethnic differences

leading to violence, which sometimes becomes endemic. Currently, the former

Yugoslavia and several parts of central Africa come to mind, With two excep-

tions, Malay has been free from major cthnic conflicts. One took

place after the end of the Second World War and the departure of the Japanese,

when there a (mainly Chinese) Communist rebellion, which caused i

numerous casualties and disruptions and lasted, effectively, for about six years.

The other occurred in the capital, Kuala Lumpur, in May 1969, when hundreds

were killed or injured during a few days. Although the casualties were small

compared with those incurred during the rebellion, the incidents made a deep

impression on the government and the public. Since then, no general election

has been held in a year ending with the number nine, and for several years after-
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wards rumors circulated about a recurrence of ethnic violence as the date, May
13, approached. As a direct responsc o the violence, the government not only
took measures to tighten provisions to pr:scn'r Ol'dl.r :u:d curtail free spccch but
it also acted so as to assuage Malay i f by I a pro-
Malay New Economic Policy.

“Today, Malaysia’s cconomic success seems truly remarkable. It has gone from
depending on its natural resources 1o moving into manufacturing. Its annual
cconomic growth until 1997 averaged about 8 percent for the previous decade or
so. It has newly industrializing cconomy (NIE) status. Its smallness has become
less of a handicap — from the economic or sccurity point of view — through its
membership of ASEAN (the Association of Southeast Asian Nations), which in
1998 contains nine states and about 500,000,000 people. It is also 2 member of
the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) forum and the World Trade
Organization (WTO). Much of its prominence on the world stage and its reputa-
tion as a champion of the “South” {less industrialized countries, as opposcd 0
the more industrialized “North”) has been duc to the energy and persistence of
its Prime Minister, Mahathir.

From the sixteenth century onwards, the territories that later constituted
Malaya, and the surrounding arcas — especially the present Indonesia —
produced spices, notably pepper, cinnamon, cloves, etc., which were greatly in
demand by west European countries. These countries sought agreements and
concessions from Southeast Asian rulers in order to secure their sources of
supply. Portuguese expeditions were followed by Dutch and then by British ones.
In Malaya, the British connection took the form mainly of “indirect rule.” As the
term suggests, the British exercised their power through local, Tslamic, rulers,
mostly known as “sultans,” with whom the British concluded agreements,
ensuring peaccful conditions for trade in and near the main ports. The rulers
powers were not removed; the British appointed “residents™ to their courts who
conveyed appropriate “advice.” In some ways, the rulers” powers were actually
stengthened. The British regarded the influence of Islam as a force for
promoting stability, and the sultans were reinforced by recognition of their reli-
gious status and by the introduction of more elaborate ceremonials.

ll \muid be tedious to provide a blow-by-blow account of constitutional and

ive devel A di was made between “federated” and
“unfederated” stat Bnu»h control was tighter in the former, while the latter
were less affected by the impact of colonialism, for example they were more
likely to conduct some of their business in Malay rather than in English. Four
more (northern) states, which had previously been under Siamese (Thai) rule,
were added to the structure in the early 1900s. The closest British control was
exercised over the three “Straits Settlements” — Singapore, Penang, and Malacca
~ ports that were the most vital for British trade. The whole complex was tied
together through the Governor of the Straits Settlements in Singapore, who was
responsible to the British Colonial Office in London.

By the carly 1900s, major economic and social changes were occurring, Tin

miines were being developed and rubber plantations were in production. Indeed,
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rubber was the leading export, and its role in the economy was now so dominant
that its price had become the accepted measure of the condition of Malaya’s
cconomy. Social changes were also taking place. There was an increase in immi-
gration to provide labor for the tin mines (mostly Chinese) and for rubber
plantations (mostly Indian — although there were many Malay laborers). The
expanding cconomy also provided other jobs for immigrants. Although these
immigrants were needed, their rapid arrival altered the ethnic composition of
Malaya, and ethnic competition led to occasional ethnic “incidents.”

This broad ethnic picture needs amplification. For instance, Chinese immi-
grants were made up of several dialect groups, some not easily comprehensible
by others, although geography dictated that nearly all the immigrants came from
southern China. The majority of the Indians were from South India and Sri
Lanka, and they were mostly Tamil-speaking. The Malays were more homoge-
neous, though not completely so. In fact, for administration purposcs,
government tended to lump groups together as “Chinese,” “Indian,” etc. The
British accorded a special status to the Malays. They were regarded as the orig-
inal inhabitants, although, as their name suggests, the fifty thousand or so orang
asli (“aborigines”) had been there longer. The British believed that they should
offer “protection” to the Malays, thus supplementing the protective role of the
rulers. This was thought to be necessary because the Chinese and the Indians
were excep itive. They were compelled to be so, for them to have
undertaken the j JOI.“’"E\’ to Malaya, survived and made the necessary adjustment
to local conditions. Protection took the form of protecting the Malays' occupa-
tion of land and according them preference for some government employment
and for acquiring various permits and licenses. The consequence was that the
Malays, for the most part, continued to live in rural areas, while Chinese and

Indians tended to ¢ in urban seul the main exception being
the Indian plantation workers.
The J: i the “E ”

After the Japanese occupation (1942-3), it was clear that the old days of white
supremacy could never be restored. Apart from British “loss of face,” the wind of
change that prompted Britain to grant independence to many of its colonies also
reached Malaya. An unintended consequence of the Japancse occupation was
that it exacerbated ethnic divisions. The Japanese wooed some Malays to
support them, a similar policy to the onc that they pursued in Indonesia. On the
other hand, Japanese-Chinese relations had been strained by the Japanese occu-
pation of, and atrocitics in, parts of China. Some Indians were attracted by
Japanese support for the Indian National Army (INA), which was pro-Indian
independence and anti-British, and they provided recruits for that army.

The most determined resistance offered to the Japanese in Malaya came from
the Malayan People’s AntizJapanese Army (MPAJA), supported largely by the
Malayan Communist Party (MCP). In 1948, the party had attempted unsuccess-
fully to infiltrate the trade unions, and, after that failed, resorted to “direct

T




Malaysia: how Mahathir came to power 11

action,” which took the form of armed attacks. The vast majority of the rebels
were Chinese; very few were Malays or Indians. At its peak, the number of
armed rebels, as opposed to sympathizers or those who helped by hiding arms,
providing food, etc., was more than 10,000. There were several reasons that the
rebellion (which the British, with characteristic understatement, officially termed
the “Emergency”)! lost its force in the mid-1950s and was declared to have
ended in 1960. The rebels suffered from two main handicaps, which caused
them to be less successful than their counterparts in Vietnam in the 1970s. There
was no country bordering on Malaya that was sufficiently friendly to the rebels
to facilitate the passage of men or arms. Also, for the very reason that the insur-
gents were mostly Chinese, the Malays and Indians were unsympathetic to the
rebellion.

British sck for

g 8
Soon after end of the war, the British, who had been considering what to do
about Malaya’s future, produced a scheme called the “Malayan Union,” which
excluded Singapore. The aim was to streamline the complex pattern of rule, and
to make it more “democratic.” However, the scheme was strongly challenged by
the Malays and by many of the British “old Malaya hands,” who had been
administratars there, and now wrote irate letters to The Times of London. In
Malaya itself, for the first time cver, Malay women joined public UMNO demon-
strations in the streets. The Malays and their supporters objected that the
position of the rulers, of great symbolic value to the Malays, would be down-
graded, and attacked political concessions to the non-Malays, in particular
claiming that too many of them would be given the right to vote too soon. They
also protested that some jobs that had hitherto been reserved for Malays by the
British would now be opened to others. Also, the scheme was introduced in a
coercive, rather than a consultative, manner. The Union was withdrawn and
replaced by a “Federation of Malaya A " again without §

Most of the objections were met. Citizenship would not be as casy to acquire as
was contemplated in the Malayan Union scheme, and the rulers’ roles and the
preference for Malays in certain positions would be less affected.

The Agreement differed from its unfc d in two i
respects: there was no direct attack on the posluon of the rulers, and provisions
were made for di ion and 1 about impl ion. The British

acknowledged that they had tried to alter too abruptly the pattern that they had
evolved for governing Malaya over the previous three-quarters of a century. The
Agreement became law in 1948,

Discussions about, and criticisms of, the proposals tended to be phrased in
cthnic terms, because they contained items that secmed to benefit or disadvan-
tage cither Malays or non-Malays. Ironically, although the British plans were
devised to secure concurrence on the form that government should take, in a
multi-cthnic society, the immediate cffect was to strengthen cthnic sentiments
and to stimulate political activity along ethnic lines.
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thnicity

The disputes about what ought to be the future shape of government reflected

the significance of ethnicity. There were fears that, after the changes culminated

in independence, not only might some cthnic groups be worse off, but that also

ethnic violence might break out.

Ethnicity, of course, is of interest not only to political scientists but also to
social scientists in general. In broad terms, an cthnic group has a common
ancestry and shared memories of history (real or imagined). From past experi-
ence it has derived certain symbols, such as geographical continuity

language,

religion, etc., to which it has become attached and which contribute to its sense
of “group worth."? Additionally, cthnicity entails that not only the groups them-
selves have a subjective feeling about their ethnicity, but they also seck
recognition that other groups accept this feeling. The symbolic elements referred
to may coincide, a situation sometimes described as “coinciding cleavages.” In
Malaya, for example, all Malays, by definition, are Muslims. The reverse is not
true, although the authors” Malay cook, in Penang in 1974, impressed by the
publicity given to Mohammed Ali, when he came to box in Malaysia, identified
him as the second most famous Malay in the country, behind only Tunku Abdul
Rahman, the country’s first Prime Minister.

Of course, groups can be further refined into sub-groups; for instance,
“Chir could be split into the main dialect groups. However, sub-groups, such
as Cantonese or Hokkien, might be too small for a party to direct its appeal to
just one, or two or three, of them. This might not appeal 1o @ sufficiently large
number of clectors. When dealing with ethnic politics in Malay

, it is usual to
speak of the broader groups, conventionally Malays, Chinese, and Indians.
Another category, although the definition of ethnicity given here does not quite
apply, is “non-Malay" which is often used o apply t Chinese, Indians, and
others. Who you are is defined by who you are not. Use of the term has been
encouraged by government policies which designate special benefits for Malays
onl

“thaicity is also related to occupation and location. At the time of indepen-
dence (1957) most Malays were rural, working on the land or as fishers. Malays
were also well represented in government service. Apart from mining and
farming, Chinese tended to be urban, mostly employed in small family busi-
neses or working for European firms, Rural Indians were ofien employed on
rubber, or other, ions. Those in professi cupations were likely to be
non-Malays. A degree of separation nrnnl]y contributed to cthnic harmony.
One of the dangers of “modernization” is that it may bring different ethnic
groups closer to cach other under itive conditions. The ial move-
ment of Malays to the towns stimulated by the New Economic Policy (NEP)
(1970-90) may have had such a tendency. Much depends on the speed with
which intermingling occurs and the extent to which the newcomers are seen as
competitive rather than complementary. The carly and gradual influx of, mostly
male, Chinese into the Straits Settlements was followed by a high degree of
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peaccful assimilation. Most Chinese who arrived there were quick to pick up the
Malay language, as well as Malay culture and a taste for Malay food. The later
arrivals were not so casily assimilated.

A class npprom:h

A | approach in investigating causes of tension is through differ-
ences and conflicts between social clasm Indeed, in Kelantan, a statc where
practically everyone is Malay, it may be the only approach. However, it would be
too simple to think that class explains everything* Nor would it be correct to
assume that only clites derive advantages from the status quo. Government
parties, which confer benefits mainly on clites, may still provide limited but
tangible benefits for non-clites even if they may occur only in the future.® These
include patronage m the form of providing jobs, permits, licenses, expenses-paid
trips, and loans, etc.® Sometimes the choice of an ethnic or a class approach may
depend on the interpretation of a given situation by the beholder. A conflict
between Malays and Chinese may be seen cither in terms of ethnicity or of
economic interest. An example might be the reactions of Malay rice producers
to what they perceive as inadequate payment offered by Chinese intermediaries.
In his classic account of social class in Malaya/Malaysia, K.S. Jomo begins
with the mluuml period, but remarks that government efforts to create a mal]y
capitalist ¢lass had made litle progress by 1969.7 Consequently, if onc is
discussing an internal capitalist class, the choice of an ethnic or a class approach
(or the appropriate “mix” between them) would scem to depend on the period
under study. Failure to use an cthnic approach in considering, say, the mid-1960s,
would be as unproductive as treating class divisions o lightly in studying the
1990s. In the former case, the ethnic approach is not just “conventional,”® it is
also entirely appropriate. Even as recenty as 1994, a voting study on Malaysia
found that, although class differences were emerging as a potential force in
differentiating attitudes, they were not as strong as political cthnic differences.?

Ethnicity and political parties

Given the salience of ethnicity in the carly 19505, it was only to be expected that
most of the effective parties formed to contest the first federal elections in 1955
would be ethnically based. Even those that claimed not to be ethnically based
found that their support came mainly from one ethnic group. Which parties
were formed around this time, and to what extent were they “ethnic?” UMNO
was an ethnic party par excellence, having been formed (1946) principally to resist
the Malayan Union proposals aimed, it scemed, at the heart of Malay power
and status, hitherto strongly backed by the British, Underpinning this specific
reason for ishing the political ization, UMNO, were Malay nation-
alist sentiments, Some of these came from abroad — for example, from those who
had studied in Britain, or in Egypt, or had been influenced by Indonesian
nationalist feclings — or from inside Malaya, for example, from religious schools
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or Islamic literature. By the end of the 19305, nationalism was starting to assume
a political form.'” Whatever the sources of nationalism which led to the creation
of UMNO, there was litde doubt about where it would have to look for leader-
ship. In the virtual absence of a Malay middlc class, or of a religious leader with
y chari ic powers, leadership could come only from “aristo-
crats,” in a broad sense. The founder of U\lN() Dato Onn Jaafar, and his
successor, the Tunku, both came from this source.
founded in 1951, later changed its name to PAS (Partai
). As the name suggests, it laid more emphasis on Islam than
did UMNO, and also, having gained most of its following in the mainly rural
northeast of the country, it campaigned hard for more development for the peas- |
ants. It came to power in the state of Kelantan in 1959,

The Malayan Chinese Association (MCA),'! founded in 1949 with the assis- |
tance of well-off Chinese, was led by Tun Tan Cheng Lock, and later by his son,
Tun Tan Siew Sin, who became Malaya's/Malaysia’s able and responsible
Finance Minister. The party was well supplicd with money, but also wanted to
make a wide appeal to the Chinese. One of its chief aims at the time of the
Emergency was to counteract the communists efforts to increase their following,
The MCA thercfore launched a scheme to improve living conditions for those
who had been relocated, at the time of the Emergency; in “New Villages,” which
originally had few amenities. The MCA's relations with the Chinese Associated
Chambers of Commerce were good, but it did not get on very well with two
Chinese educational bodies, the United Chinese School Teachers' Association
and the All-Malaya Chinese Schools M. A iation. Their prog
for improving Chinese education were thought by the MCA to be unrealistic.

The standing of the Malayan Indian Congress (MIC) was suggested by a !
saying, current at the time it joined the Alliance (1954), that its initials stood for
“May T come in?” Almost from the start, it was troubled by factionalism.
However, its presence in the Alliance filled a gap, ethnically. Now all three main i
cthnic groups were represented.

Among the parties, not ostensibly cthnically based, which were founded in the ]
19505, the most important were “socialist.”'? But, to avoid being harassed by the |
government, they had to try to distance themselves from communism, which 1

A b A
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they were often suspected of favoring, especially while the Emergency existed.
Tiwo parties founded in the carly and late 1950s respectively, the Partai Rakyat ,
(later the Partai Sosialis Rakyat Malaysia) and the Labour Party, suffered from 3
this handicap. Because onc was rural based and the other located mostly in 1
urban arcas, onc’s membership was mainly Malay and the other’s mainly
Chinese. They established a “Socialist Front,” an Alliance-type structure, which,
however, failed to ensure its survival.

The Censtitution of 1957

The Constitution was intended to provide a viable basis for ethnic understanding
and good government. Behind it there was a great deal of bargaining, mainly
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among ethnic groups and political partics. There are two basic points to keep in
mind in order to understand the nature and significance of the political process
at this time: cthnicity is the key; the Malays have been the strongest group, not
only in terms of numbers, but also by virtue of the high positions they occupied
under the British and would occupy unchecked by British constraints after inde-
pendence. The Malays would control the executive — it was inconceivable that
the Prime Minister would not be a Malay. The Malays would also hold most of
the top posts in the judiciary and the civil service,

The Constitution'? was the product of a conference held in London in the
previous year. The draft was drawn up by a Constitutional Commission, with an
FEnglish judge as chairman, and one mcmhcr cach from Bnmm Austﬂlxa India,
and Pakistan. Over a hundred indi or bmitted memo-
randa. Obviously, more weight was given 1o the views of the Alliance Party
(which had substantial backing from both Malays and Chinese) than, for
instance, to those of the Central Electricity Board. The Commission’s recom-
mendations were mostly, but not entirely, accepted, and the Constitution took
effect in August 1957.

Broadly, the Constitution followed that of Britain — except, of course, that
Britain has no written Constitution - or India, but with variations to meet
distinctive features of Malayan history, socicty, or culture. The “British” model
was adopted in one important respect. A “parliamentary” system was chosen in
prcfcrcmc to a “presidential” one, as used in the United States. After a general
ion, the Prime Minister and his chosen ministers would come from the party
iament that could command, possibly in a coalition, a majority of the
seats. Ministers would be responsible to the lower, elected, House of Parliament.
There would be an independent judiciary. The other differences from Britain
were of two kinds. Sometimes a “translation” from the British model was made
10 fit Malayan conditions. For example, there is an appointed Upper House of
Parliament, the Senate with limited powers, which has functions somewhat
resembling those of the House of Lords. Finding the equivalent of the British
monarch, who would be head of state and would be available to resolve constitu-
tional conflicts, was more difficult, because in Malaya the rulers function only at
state, not federal, level. A happy solution was found. Every five years, they were
required to vote for one of their number to perform, in rotation, the dutics of
“King" (Yang di-Pertuan Agung).

A feature that departed from the British model was that the Malayan state
was federal, not unitary. The explanation lay in the existence of the rulers. A
unitary system would have entailed downgrading their powers and would have
reminded Malays of the hateful Malayan Union scheme. In fact, the powers
allocated to the states were very few. The only really important ones concerned
land and Malay customs and religion. Another feature, taken from the United
States, was that the courts had the power of judicial review; they could rule that
astatute passed by Parliament was invalid.

Most clauses in the Constitution may be amended with the approval of at
least two-thirds of the members of each house, although there are exceptions,
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e.g, where the powers of the rulers are involved. The Constitution is surely one
of the most frequently amended constitutions in the world. It was amended
fifteen times in the first fourteen years of its existence.

Some provisions in the Constitution do not amount just to “translations” of
other constitutions, but are based on differences between British and Malayan
society. The Constitution was drawn up with ethnic considerations explicitly in
mind, and some of its clauses lay down basic rules on this, The Malay rights and
privileges which are mentioned in the Constitution, or are based on these, arc
impressive. The privileged position of the Malays and the status of Malay as the
national language are both of profound symbolic value. The well-known Article
153 provides that a proportion of positions in scctions of the public service
(including the military and the police) has to be filled by Malays. A similar provi-
sion applies to scholarships for Malays. The existing system of land reservations
for Malays was continued. Anti-subversion powers of detention (Articles 149 and
150) also had a pro-Malay aspect, because they were dirccied mainly against
those involved in the Emergency, very few of whom were Malays.

The Alliance Party: consociationalism

In the approach to independence, Malaya's main political problems could be
casily scen (but less easily solved). To operate the system of government after

dependence, the main ethnic groups would have to work together, but the
parties had been constructed along ethnic lines; the main exception, the
Independence of Malaya Party (IMP), had been a noble aspiration but a disas-
trous failure. So what common ground did they have? The mere achievement of
self-government would not, by itself, provide an answer. It was incorrect 1o
regard self-government in a plural socicty as a way of bringing the races
together. In plural societies self-government had to arise from a unity that was
already felt.

On the other hand, in the existing political and party context, unity could not
be expected. One could only hope that ethnic parties, not being able to achicve
unity except maybe in the very distant future, would work together towards it
The creation of the Alliance Party was fortuitous. In the 1952 Kuala Lumpur
municipal clections, Dato Onn's IMP, which he formed after he failed to
persuade UMNO to be multi-cthic, seemed likely to be the winner. As a purely
ad hoc tactic, the local leaders of UMNO and the MCA struck a deal. The two
parties, intent on defeating the front-runner, decided not to put up candidates
against cach other. At that time there were many more Malay than Chinese elec-
trs, because not many Chinese had citizenship. So UMNO was allotied most of
the seats. On the other hand, the better-off MCA contributed most of the
money. The tactic was successful, and the election was won by nine scats to two.
Success at this level for a limited time inspired the parties to repeat their arrange-
ment at national level for an extended period. An Indian component was
supplied when the MIC joined the Alliance in 1954, At the gencral election the
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next year, the party proved successful - it won fifty-one out of the fifty-two scats.
The Alliance leader (and UMNO president), Tunku, became Chief Minister.

Although the formation of the Alliance was “accidental,” some kind of inter-
cthnic party would almost certainly have come into existence anyway. The
British were anxious to hand over power 0 a party whose legitimacy would be
recognized by substantial numbers of all major ethnic groups. It would not be
enough just to win a numerical majority. The British had worked hard on this
question by forming a Communities Liaison Committee to bring the ecthnic
groups together, paying particular attention to gaining Chinese participation in
spite of the competing attraction of communism for some Chinese.

A realistic requirement for the successful formation of an Alliance-type party
is that the leaders of the constituent parties should be prepared and able to work
together, without losing the support of their followers. This the IMP had not
managed to do, maybe because its structure did not contain an intermediate
ethnic grouping to consolidate its appeal.

The Alliance-type system resembles the system of elite cooperation, described
and analyzed by several authors,'S ofien drawing on the experience of the
smaller European democracics, and given the name of “consociationalism.” The
reliance of this kind of system upon clites has sometimes been seen as a disad-
vantage, because it appears not to be very democratic. On the other hand, the
system seems to work quite well under certain conditions - morcover, some other
quite successful political arr: nts are not very d ic. The form it
assumied in Malaysia differed from the “idcal” model in some respects. To take
the writings of Arend Lijphart'® as an example, his concept of consociationalism
contains the principle of proportionality: the benefits reccived by the groups or
parties in question should be roughly proportional to their numbers. The
country should be relatively small, thus enabling leaders to get to know each
other well and to communicate casily — this requirement is nowadays less diffi-
cult to meet, because of the increased case of communication.

The Alliance system in Malaysia did not fulfill such “ideal” criteria. The
country was indecd small, although it became larger with the addition of
Sarawak and Sabah when Malaysia was formed in 1963. “Segmental isolation™
of groups was desirable, in Lijphart’s view, in order to lessen the prospects of
cthnic competition. Initially it was quite marked in Malaya, but decreased with
modernization. Proportionality was never a feature in Malaya/Malaysia,
because of the existence of Malay privileges and, later, the pro-Malay features of
the NEP. While Malay benefits have expanded, the main Chinese gain —
concessions to make it easier for them to become citizens — was of decreasing
significance over time. Again, ing to Lijphart, fationalism with
several groups of not too disparate size is more viable than the situation in
Malaya which contained only two main groups. Additionally, the Malay position
had been buttressed by the British and had been included in the 1957
Constitution. Nor was another of Lijphart’s recommendations present: a mutual
veto was lacking. In one important respect, the working of the Alliance met the
conditions for ideal consociationalism quite closcly. Followers did indeed
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generally follow their leaders. When the Alliance candidate for a seat was
chosen, for example, from the MCA, directions from UMNO leaders to UMNO
followers that they should vote for that candidate were generally obeyed and they
resisted any urges to vote for a Malay candidate from another party. Actually,
some MCA leaders ran in scats with Malay majoritics, and were returned princi-
pally by the votes of pro-UMNO clectors.

The most ing breach of prop concerned the top levels of
government. The Prime Minister will be a Malay for the foresceable future, and
so will the Deputy Prime Minister. In the 1970s, the MCA made what seemed to
be a reasonable proposal, that a second deputy would be appointed who would
be Chinese. The request was refused, even when the person appointed would
have been the eminent MCA leader, Tan Siew Sin. The other parties in the
Alliance are represented in government and their views are listened to. But
UMNO both proposes and carries through most major items of policy; it alsa
disposes of proposals from other quarters with which it disagrees. As opposed to
“ideal iationalism,” the ar adopted are best described as
“hegemonic consociationalism,”!?

The 1957 Constitution: the bargain

Preliminary discussions about the provisions of the 1957 Constitution obviously

d to include bargaining, particularly between UMNO and the MCA. Tt was
never claimed that the bargain was completely embodied in writing although
some of the bargain was made part of the Constitution.'® Politicians i
have tried to summarize its terms very broadly. In essence, they think, it ok the
form of a trade-off between political and economic power. More specifically, the
Chinese would acquire greater electoral strength, because more of them would
become eligible to vote, through the more liberal requirements for becoming citi-
zens. It also seemed 10 be assumed that the cconomic role of the Chinese under
the British, significant except at the top levels of the cconomy, would persist. On
the other hand, the Malays would keep their special position, through the reten-
tion of the rulers and their privileges on land and jobs enjoyed under British
rule. What the Malays were 1o receive cconomically was never precisely stated,
but the expectation was that their cconomic lot would be improved.

The acal terms of the bargain have become less relevant. Increasing
numbers of Chinese, and other non-Malay clectors, never brought non-Malay
partics even close to a victory at a general election. Rural electors’ votes had
greater weight, which benefited the Malays. On the other hand, initially
economic improvement came t0o slowly to match the Malays’ expectations, so
that when, after 1969, it was accelerated through the NEP, the cffects were
plainly visible - and to some non-Malays disturbing,
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The formation of Malaysia: Singapore’s exit

Malaya extended its territory and increased its population in 1963 when,
together with two former British colonics, Sarawak and Sabah (the former
British North Borneo), it formed Malaysia. Singapore joined as well, but political
and economic tensions led to its peaceable expulsion in 1965. The motives
behind the formation of Malaysia, announced by Tunku in May 1961, were
complex but turned on compensating ethnically for the predominanty Chinese
population of Singapore, perceived as a Southeast Asian Cuba. Indonesia
reacted to an uprising in Brunci in December 1962 by adopting a policy of
“Confrontation,” which took the form of a series of small armed incursions, first
into northern Brunci and then the Malayan mainland. The impulse to create
Malaysia came from several directions. The British, who administered the two
Borneo territories, wished to follow the current trend towards decolonization
and give them independence. However, it feared that they might not be viable,
even if they were combined. Together, their poy to litde more
than a million. They were not yet developed, cconomically, although they were
rich in some natural resources, particularly timber. They were not very safe from
the security point of view, especially given the contiguity of a radical Idonesia.

For some years, UMNO leaders had entertained the idea of joining Malaya
with these two territories.'? This possibility was supported by a report from its
ambassador to Indonesia, Datuk Senu Abdul Rahman. In his opinion, the local
inhabitants, excluding the Chinese, could be classified as “Malays,” a somewhat
simplistic view (later, when the territories were part of Malaysia, if anything
went wrong in them, Tunku would jokingly put the blame on Senu). The third
impulse favoring the creation of Malaysia came from Singapore. Successive chief
ministers in Singapore had been advocating a Singapore-Malaya “merger.”
Economically, it made sense to revert to the “borderless” situation which existed
under British rule until the Second World War.

Additionally, by 1961, a sense of urgency had been injected, because of polit-
ical changes. Singapore Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew raised the issue with the
Tunku. Lees People’s Action Party (PAP) was in danger of being replaced as a
government by a lefi-wing group which had scceded from it and formed the
Barisan Sosialis party. Tunku’s concern at the possibility of having a neighboring
country that was governed by pro-C ists was pared to the p
rary United States’ concern over Communist rule in nearby Cuba. There was
another reason that the picces in the Malaysia “jigsaw” now scemed to fit
together. Without the inclusion of the Borneo states, a simple “merger” with
Singapore would have upsct the existing racial balance by adding more than a
million Chinese to Malaya. But now, with the inclusion of the Borneo states, the
impact would be neutralized by the inclusion of people most of whom, though
not exactly “Malays,” were certainly not Chinese.

After a series of negotiations, and a report by the “Cobbold Commission”
established by the British government, which estimated that the degree of
support that existed for Malaysia in the two territories was sufficient, the details
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of the proposal were worked out. As regards Singapore, among the most impor-
tant details were the limited representation that it should have in the Malaysian
Parliament, that it should have its own policies on education and labor, and the
allocation of revenues between it and Peninsular Malaysia. In the Borneo
states,”” in addition to the financial aspects, the main issuc was how to fit into the
Malaysian framework two states that differed from Malaya in their stage of
development and in their cultural heritage. The Malayan Constitution required
very extensive amendments. The staws of non-Muslim religions (more promi-
nent in the new territories than in Malaya) received attention, as did how to
designate natives who were not Muslims as beneficiaries from the special position
accorded to Malays in Malaya. The advent of Malaysia prompted Indonesia to
intensify Confrontation. F Iy, partly as a of unpubli
talks between Kuala Lumpur and Jakarta, and, later, the end of the Sukarno
regime through internal upheaval, Confrontation was less actively pursued, and
officially ended in 1966,

The formation of Malaysia did not proceed exacty as planned. Originally
Brunei was to have been included. However, the small British protectorate, after
negotiations, decided not to join, partly because it would not be left with as much
of its large oil revenues as it wished to retain. It became independent eventually
in 1984,

More seriously, Singapore remained in Malaysia for only two years.?! Iis

vernment was discontented with the low share of customs duties it was
receiving Also, at a time when Singapore and Peninsular Malaysia were both
industrializing, the latter resisted the formation of a common market between
them because it feared the prospect of greater competition. On the other hand,
the PAP took advantage of the “political common market” that had been
created, by putting forward candidates in Peninsular Malaysia (not very many
and with not much success) in the general election of 1964, The two issues were
connected, because some Malayan Chinese business people, who would suffer
from economic competition, felt challenged as MCA partners in the ruling
Alliance coalition from the PAP’s political foray.

Malay nationalists in UMNO, sometimes labeled as “ultras,” made inflamma-
tory speeches against Singapore and its government, and ethnic riots broke out
in Singapore later in 1964. The Tunku reviewed the possible options when he
was recovering from a particularly painful auack of shingles, and decided that
separation was the only solution. As he remarked later, without separation there
would have been “bluc murder.” Singapore scparated in August 1965.22 In spite
of its limited natural resources, Singapore went on to prosper as an independent
state. However, the disputes that arose between the two countries from time to
time were exacerbated by memories of their previous tempestuous relationship.

The addition of the Borneo states did not make the task of governing the
country much more oncrous. Electoral consequences, of course, had to be taken
into account, and were rather unpredictable, because of changing party
membership and realignments in both Sabah and Sarawak. However, generally,
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the Prime Minister and his ministers gave the states close attention only when a
political crisis arose, which seldom happened.

1969 and its aftermath

The crushing Alliance victory at the 1955 clections was not repeatable. The
Alliance pereentages of votes and scats fell at the 1959 election, but recovered in
1964 — perhaps because of the unifying effect of the threat from Indonesian
Confrontation. However, in 1969 the Alliance sccured only 48 percent of the
votes and 66 percent of the seats (not including the Sarawak and Sabah elec-
tions, which had been postponed because of the “May 13” riots in Kuala
Lumpur, described below). 22

The drop of about 10 percent in the Alliance vote applied to both its Malay
and non-Malay components, although the drop in seats was higher for non-
Malays. The reduced Alliance majority was unexpected.

The occurrence of three minor racial “incidents” in various areas of
Malaysia during the mid-1960s did not suggest that major cthnic riots were in
prospect. Nevertheless, the election campaign was heated, and cthnicity and
personalitics were prominent topics. The result was not a loss of power by the
Alliance, but, rather, a reduction in its margin of victory. Yet the public response
was curious. The Alliance “winners” were depressed. The MCA, dejected after
its losses, decided, perhaps too subtly, to “cducate” the Chinese electors by with-
drawing its representatives from the cabinet. The opposition Democratic Action
Party (DAP) losers (the DAP was the successor party to the PAP in Malaysia)
were clated, because they believed they had made a substantial breakthrough.
The DAP and the Penang-based, mainly Chinese, Gerakan Rakyat Malaysia
party (Gerakan) held “victory” processions, and the militant UMNO Selangor
Menteri Besar, Datuk Harun Idris, launched a massive counter-procession.

The riots were limited almost entirely to Kuala Lumpur and its environs.
Officially, 196 deaths occurred over a period of two and a halfl weeks, which
may be an und The ratio of Malay deaths to Malay deaths was
about six ta one. There were, officially, 409 injured.** The riots made a deep and
saddening impression, and fear of making things worse had strange and some-
times inhibiting effects on the actions of some parties. The MCA reversed its
carlier decision to withdraw from the cabinet for the sake of stability. The
Gerakan party refused to join anti-Alliance groups which might have been able
to form successful governing coalitions in Perak and Sclangor, because the
Malays in these three states were counting on the Alliance forming governments
there, and might, in their frustration, have resorted to violence.

Apart from the epithets and abuse that accompanicd the 1969 campaign and
its aftermath, there were deeper criticisms of the status quo from both major
cthnic groups. Malay criticisms, which the government took more seriously, were
voiced by Deputy Prime Minister Razak and others, who believed that the
Malays’ cconomic grievances had not been sufficiently addressed.
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Mahathir intervenes

Mahathir, elected to Parliament in 1964, lost his scat in 1969, but was already
recognized as a coming man in UMNO, because of his ability and forcefulness.

To students of how power is acquired, as opposed to rescarchers on the
causes of ethnic violence, a well+ pubhuud letter from Mahathir to Tunku about
the 1969 riots was perhaps more significant than the riots themselves. Tt might
well have been entitled “J accuse!” The letter was ostensibly confidential, but,
according to Tunku, was circulated by the thousands.? Tt was in fact an open
letter. Why should Mahathir want it not to be? It made two main points. Tt
complained that the Tunku was out of touch with the opinions of most Malays,
who were angry because the government had been weak in dealing with the
Chinese and the Indians. Tunku, it claimed, had also lost the trust of the senior
civil se army, and police personncl, and he should resign as leader of
UMNI

The letter originated from the question — should the MCA members of the
cabinet who left it after the riots be readmitted or not? Mahathir made a state-
ment on this, to which the Tunku replied, and the well-known Mahathir letter
was in response to that reply. Mahathir's letter was doubly offensive, because, in
addition to its anti-Tunku contents, the writer was from Kedah, the same state as
the Tunku (the Prime Minister), and where the Sultan was Tunku’s close relative.
#Was Mahathir's action the product of passion or deliberation??’ Part of the
vehemence may have been engendered by Mahathir's loss of his seat at the elec-
tions and his fecling that he had received all, or nearly all, the Chinese vote in
1964, while in 1969 he won only about half, He auributed this drop to MCA
opposition in 1969 because he had been chairman of FIMA (Food Industries of
Malaysia), a government corporation, which had allegedly caused damage to
certain Chinese business interests. 2

What is not in dispute is that the letter acquired the status of an unimpeach-
able testimonial to Mahathir’s credentials as a Malay nationalist. It reached
many Malays, including university students, who were sympathetic to Malay
ationalism and were eager to find a forthright exponent of their views.
The allegations against Tunku were repeated, though in a more moderate
form, at the beginning of The Malay Dilemma,* written several months later,
published in Singapore and banned in Malaysia — but not very effectively. The
allegations of Tunku's appeasement of the Chinese and the failings of his
government in general are repeated, but passion has been tempered with delib-
cration. Most of the book, with the exception of some excursions into “social
Darwinism,” constitute a serious inquiry into why the Malays were not economi-
cally better off. The failings of the Malays in conducting business are clinically
dissected and the other side of the coin, the “Chinese dilemma” in Malaya, is
fairly presented. Khoo Boh “Teik’s analysis of the book and of Mahathir's other
writings could hardly be improved upon, 3
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Policy changes after May 1969

Major changes in government policy following the riots were in accordance with
the Malay criticisms just summarized. Long-term changes embodicd in the NEP
are dealt with later (pp. 51-5). Apart from economic matters, the emphasis was
on restoring law and order and clamping down on dissent. Some arrests were
nmdc A State of Emergency wa.s drclared and an Emergency (Essential Powers)
" was. | ing authority (usually exercised by the
cabinet in the name of the »\gung) toa dircctor of operations, the Deputy Prime
Minister, Razak. He was assisted by a National Operations Council (NOG),
composed not only of politicians but also including civil servants and members
of the military and the police. The cabinet remained; its functions overlapped
with those of the NOG, but coordination was achieved through Razak’s
membership of both and by his daily reports on NOC activitics to the Tunku,
Other organizations were set up, including a non-elected partial substitute for
the now suspended Parliament — the National Consultative Council (NCC),
ing some ion from the Opposition, and a Dep of
ional Unity, which produced a “National Idcology,” the Rukunegara. The
latter listed a number of unobjectionable precepts, such as promoting national
unity, a just society, ete. The DAP leader, Lim Kit Siang, commented that few
would dmgrcc with them, just as few would disagree with the Ten
C 3 Before Parli met once again (in February 1971) some
new restrictions on free speech were imposed. In Parliament itself, the use of
words that were likely to promote feclings of ill will, ctc., between the races was
ruled out. (An Opposition member was said to have commented that members
must now avoid four-letter words, and had to find equivalents consisting of three
or five letters.)

Generally, the definition of sedition was enlarged, and it became a “seditious
tendency™ to question the rights and privileges of the rulers or of the Malays,
including the reservation of positions or permits for the latter (Article 153 of the
Constitution). The scope of that article was extended o apply also to the provi-
sion of places in educational institutions for Malays. The events of May 1969
and the provisions enacted to prevent their repetition and to remove some of
their underlying causes, led to a basic change in the nature of the. political
system — as well as of the economic system through the NEP. There were other
concessions to Malay sentiment. The implementation of the rules governing the
acquisition of citizenship was tightened. A change in the use of languages used
in English-medium sccondary schools was announced; English would be
replaced by Malay over a period of years.

As head of the NOC, Razak gradually took over power from the Tunku,
although he sedulously observed constitutional niceties and showed respect for
the Tunku, who resigned as Prime Minister in September 1971, and whom he
then succeeded. Tunku’s departure left the way open for the readmission of
Mahathir to UMNO, with the backing of Razak, and for his subscquent rise in
the party and the government.
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The fc ion of the Bari Nasi 1

Soon after the 1969 riots, Razak and a small group around him, cons ing of
paliticians and civil servants (but not containing Mahathir), set their minds to
devising policies that would supplement the NEP. Principally, they focussed on
remodelling the party system so as to coopt other parties into an enlarged
Alliance, thus removing some sources of opposition and enhancing national
unity. To use a word often employed by Razak, hc wished to minimize the
amount of “politicking” in the system. The Barisan Nasional (National Front),3?
first mentioned in public in August 1972, was not formed officially until June
1974, It was originally presented as a “concept,” but was realized, step by step,
through arrangements with particular opposition parties. The main “hold-out”
was the DAP, which had emerged as the only substantial non-Malay party. The
first entrant was the Sarawak United People’s Party (SUPP) which at one time
had a lefi-wing reputation, but later became increasingly pragmatic. It entered
the evolving Barisan in 1971 through a coalition with the Sarawak Alliance.
Several parties on the mainland followed suit, including Gerakan based on
Penang, and the PPP (People’s Progressive Party), concentrated around Ipoh,
Perak. The most important party to join was PAS, which held power in the state
of Kelantan. This was a triumph for Razak, because PAS had always been a
threat, partly because it was UMNO's main rival for the Malay vote, and also
beduse of its strength, and potential for expansion, in the north of Malaya. The
asons that such parties were willing to join the Barisan were various, and some-
1 one incentive. A powerful reason was that a party in
the Barisan could qualify o receive patronage from the federal government,
including paid p on boards, ¢ ete. Other motives varied.
Gerakan was plagued by internal dissension and its leaders needed federal
support in order to contain it. The PPP wished to ensure that it maintained
control of the Ipoh municipal council. PAS was attracted by the prospect of
affirming Malay unity after the 1969 riots, and of cooperating to make the NEP
a success.

In rewurn, the Barisan recruited increased support for the implementation of
its national policies, and strengthened its ability to obtain the two-thirds vote
required for the enactment of changes in the Constitution. Most of the arrange-
ments mentioned above were originally temporary, just as, at first, the Alliance
agreement had been. However, as in that arrangement, entry into the Barisan
usually was permanent. The exception was PAS, which lcft, after a party split, in

977.

Razak once said that the Barisan was not much different from the Alliance,
only larger. However, its operation was not quite the same. In the Alliance there
werc only three member parties, each based on an ethnic component. But, in the
Barisan, some parties have more than one cthnic group supporting them, while
an cthnic group may spread its support beyond onc single party. This made it
passible for party members to move to another party and still remain in the
Barisan. Morcover, there was a difference in the role of the party leader. In the

times there was more th:

EEvey——
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Alliance it was less formal and more personal than in the Barisan, In the latter,
the leader is less accessible, and can deal with leaders of the constituent partics
on a one-to-one basis. If so inclined, he can play one off ‘against another. In this
r.csgcl, the power of prime ministers (including Mahathir) has grown appre-
ciably.

How UMNO works: how Mahathir became Prime
Minister

Mahathir's attack on Tunku in 1969 resulted in the latter's fall, though at the
cost of Mahathir’s sustaining a bricf check to his own carcer. His rise to be
UMNO president and Prime Minister in 1981 may be attributed to several
factors. His rebellion effectively removed Tunku from power; Mahathir turned
out to be not just a brave rebel, but also a successfl one. To skeptics, in retrospect
the end perhaps justified the means. Sccond, his behavior after readmission was
exemplary. His batis had ly been s Also, he
performed ably in managing successively two difficult portfolios, Education
{often regarded as a necessary position to have held in order to qualify.as a Prime
Minister) and Trade and Industry. In the latter he demonstrated his skills by his
management of the NEP. The third factor was that the succession process, in
which two prime ministers, Razak and Hussein, played a major role, trned out
to be unexpectedly favorable to his chances of advancement.

The General Assembly of UMNO mects every year, but votes for its office-
holders every third year. (Until 1987, clections were held bicnnially; among other
things, supporters of the change claimed that it would reduce “politicking”)
There is no direct correspondence between prime ministerial appointments to
the government and popularity as measured by voting in the General Assembly.

A few words about UMNO'S structure may be in order. At the base are party
branches, and, above them, divisions. The delegates who attend the annual
conferences are chosen by divisions, and divisional chairmen arc important
people, as is indicated by the amount of money they can command in exchange
for delivering votes. At the top of the structure, there is the president and the
supreme council, which may make decisions overriding the decisions of all other
UMNO bodics. Below that, there arc the deputy president and five vice-presi-
dents, three of them elected by the General Assembly. The other two are, ex
officio, the heads of the Women's (Wanita) and Youth wings of the party, elected
by their own separate assemblies. The supreme council, which has twenty
clected members, also contains vice-presidents (¢x officio) and several members
appointed by the president. The party-government link is embodied in the presi-
dent also being Prime Minister and the deputy-president being Deputy Prime
Minister. No UMNO election has ever resulted in the president/Prime Minister
being defeated, although the 1987 clection was close.

The delegates to the General Assembly include many influential persons,
notably ministers and Menteris Besar (or chief ministers in states without a
ruler). The composition of the delegates has changed considerably over the past
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forty years. Previously, about half were teachers, but by carly 1987 these
amounted to only about a fifth. Almost a quarter were from the civil service.
Business people now constitute about 30 percent. Two “waves” of business
people have been identified, one that arrived before the NEP had started to take
effect, before, say, the mid-1970s, and a later contingent, which brought to poli-
ties the aggressiveness of the business world.* This group is also prominent in
UMNO Youth, alrcady well known for its aggressive defense of Malay rights.
The number of graduates who are delegates is also rising rapidly.

Another change is that delegates have shown less deference to authority than
formerly, and there has been more disposition to be critical,

An important procedural change occurred in 1975, Voting was made secret,
which diminished the power of a Menteri Besar to impose a “block vote” on the
delegates from his state and to verify that his wishes had been carried out.
However, a Menteri Besar’s influence still carri weight, and it is widely believed
that, in order to become a vice-president, it is advisable to have the support of at
least one Menteri Besar.

Money politics in UMNO

As deference has declined, the expenditure of money has soared. A distressing
aspget of UMNO politics has been the prevalence of “money politics,” morc
gudtdedly referred o as “lobbying.” and more blatantly known as “vote-buying,”
“We've put an end to vote-buying in UMNO™ was the confident assertion of
the head of a 1995 UMNO committee appointed to look into this question.
Actually, the practice has been going on for years, Twenty years previously, the
Tunku deplored the fact that lobbying was more common than in his day,
adding, characteristically, that he didn't remember that there had been such a
fuss made then about UMNO clections.®® In the mid-1980s, Mahathir was
lamenting the evils of money politi aying that, if it continued, UMNO would
no longer be a national party but a rich man’s club 3’ Sizeable payments had
gone far beyond the originally more common provision of free lunches, The
success of the NEP in enriching some M was shown by the fact that in the
mid-1980s, for the first time, the UMNO elections attracted more money from
Malays than from Chinese.38

A major effect of the spread of money politics must be 10 increase the
chances of the incumbents in UMNO's top offices being re-elected. In conjunc-
tion with the new rules giving greater security to incumbents in the two. top
offices (p. 154) and the funds available o them from UMNO's vast reserves,
incumbents, unless blocked by other incumbents at a higher level, are almost
unbeatable.

The fact that certain members win top UMNO posts at party clections
strengthens the chances that they will also be appointed to high gocernmental posi-
tions. However, the flow of influence does not move only from the UMNO
General Assembly to government. The Prime Minister/UMNO president has
some discretion about government appointments, as will be scen from the last
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three paragraphs of this chapter. (Indeed his powers vis-d-vis the Assembly have
grown ever since the establishment of UMNO. Some UMNO positions became
appointed instead of elected.)* Morcover, as president, the Prime Minister is in
a strong position to give the General Assembly convincing reasons that it should
support did: for office r ded by him. The classic example
occurred at the 1975 General Assembly, which is worth looking at in some detail.
The ultimate beneficiary, as it happened, was Mahathir, who emerged as one of
three strong candidates for the presidency after the president and the deputy-
president, both in had health, would pass from the political scene.

Since UMNO's foundation, there had been hardly any question about the
accession to the prime ministership. Razak’s appointment of Ismail as Deputy,
who unfortunately died in 1973, was uncontroversial, as was that of his next
appointment, Husscin. However, by 1975 there was clearly a problem. Both
Razak and Hussein were in bad health, although only Hussein’s illness was then
widely known. At the 1975 General Assembly, Razak and Hussein decided to
express their views on the succession, The crucial election was for the three
posts of vice-president, because the winners would constitute the obvious “pool”
from which the successor to Hussein — or to Razak, if Hussein pre-deceased him
— would be drawn. There were four “serious” candidates for the three posts.
Alphabetically, they were: Ghafar Baba, senior vice-president, ex-Chief Minister
of Malacca, with the disadvantage of not being fully proficient in English;
Harun, ex-Menteri Besar of Sclangor, a militant in 1969, and under suspicion
of implication in corruption in Bank Rakyat; Mahathir, who had won the
highest vote in the UMNO supreme council elections of 1972; and Razaleigh,
currently a vice-president, a prince of the Royal House of Kelantan, a prime
favorite of Razak’s, and previously head of Pernas, a huge state trading organi-
zation.

Razak’s purpose was to climinate Harun from the running. His speech was
carefully prepared, but some off-the-cuff remarks were inserted. He proceeded
by saying that honesty should be an indispensable condition to qualify for elec-
tion. He made references, understandable by those familiar with Malay folklore,
to certain animals with evil traits, which should be shunned. He praised the
achievements of all four major candidates, but his order of preference was clear.
(Hussein's speech, among other things, warned his listeners against any modern
“Rohin Hood.”) What effect these speeches had on the results is not known, but
Razak’s speech was acclaimed as a triumph. The results were: Ghafar, 838;
Razalcigh, 642; Mahathir, 474; Harun, 427.

When Razak died in carly 1976, Hussein, his successor, had alrcady suffered a
stroke in the previous year, and had not fully recovered, even afier heart surgery,
in 1981. He took time to nominate his deputy. The timing had to fit in with the
requirements of his illness and his UMNO duties. Apparently, in addition to
considering the three vice-presidents, he also gave some thought to Tan Sri
Ghazali Shafie, an incumbent minister. After he selected from among Ghafar,
Mabhathir, and Razaleigh, he revealed that he had lost count of the number of
times he had changed his order of preference, and that he had made his final
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decision only the night before the announcement. His predicament was under-
standable. Choice of any of the three could be defended; equally it could be
attacked. Ghafar was the senior vice-president, but did not project an image of
modernity. Razalcigh, in spite of his political and administrative achievements,
could be considered too young and was unmarried. Mahathir was the least
senior, but had proved his administrative ability and also his dedication 1o the
defense of the Malays. He was also a medical doctor. Mahathir was the final
choice.

Comments on  Husscin's decision were largely favorable, ~although,
predictably, there were a few “no comments.” The MCA had reservations, which
was understandable in view of Mahathir’s lack of sympathy for the party in
1969. However, it concluded that, as the leader of a nation and not Jjust the
Malays, he would be expected to act accordingly * Mahathir himself said he was
surprised by the choice, adding, perhaps unnccessarily, that he would not hesitate
w0 express his opinions.!! Hussein said that he did not expect 100 percent
approval of his choice.#? A later comment, denicd by some, was that Husscin
hoped he had made the right choice, but afterwards had said that he was sorry.
Tunku’s version is that Hussein visited him in 1981, soon after Mahathir became
Prime Minister, sat for about twenty minutes without saying anything and then
left.*3 In spite of Mahathir's qualifications for the post and some deficiencics on
the part of the other contenders, many things could have happened to block his
pml&ao the prime ministership. Razak could have lived longer (and the longer he
survived, the less Razaleigh's youth would have counted against him); Tun Dr.
Ismail (Razak’s first Deputy Prime Minister) could have lived longer; Hussein
could have lived longer — and acquired more information on which to base his
decision; Hussein could have died eardier, in which event the choice might have
been the senior, Ghafar. Finally, by his own account, Hussein's near-decisions
might have ceased their rotation at a different point ~ possibly to Mahathir's
disadvantage.




2 Mabhathir’s assertion of
executive power

Mahathir became Prime Minister in 1981. During his first year o so in power
he strove to impress his personality, and priorities for governing, on his
colleagues, the civil service, and the country generally. He wanted to run a
“clean, efficient and trustworthy government”, in the words of the Barisan
Nasional election manifesto of 1982. He made ministers and civil servants wear
name-tags, insisted on the observance of office hours, and stressed urgency,
particularly in conveying information. Hard work and discipline were to be the
order of the day. Governme: p were not workaholics, but they ought
to be.!

Concerning government policy, two main themes were stated and pursued.
He made known his position on the role of Islam, which was a continuing theme
(discussed in Chapter 4). The second theme (or, rather, slogan, as he himself
suggested), was a more elusive concept which taxed the comprehension of some
of his colleagues. As stated in Chapter 3 (pp. 55-6), it seemed to combine an
emphasis on instilling in Malaysians some desirable cconomic values and prac-
tices current in Japan and South Korea, with increasing Malaysia’s economic
transactions with such countrics. Khoo Boo Teik has discerned some aspects of
“liberalism” in this carly period of Mahathir’s rule,? but they seem to have been
substantially circumscribed.

From about 1983 to 1990, Mahathir was cngaged in three great contests for
power. The first, against the Agung and the states rulers, was intended to make
their powers more strictly defined and consequently more predictable. It did not
end in a complete victory for Mahathir and the government, but some of the
“magic of monarchy” was tarnished. The second was a struggle for the control
of UMNO, partly explainable in terms of supply and demand. There were no
longer sufficient rewards, in the form of power or money, to satisfy the growing
number of educated Malays whose expectations had been raised by the opera-
tion of the NEP, particularly as the cconomic recession of the mid-1980s had
decreased the supply of these rewards. Combined with ity diffe
and the rise of factions in UMNO, this led to a split followed by the creation of a
new Malay party which contested the general clection of 1990 against Mahathir
and his adherents, who had successfully retained control of the UMNO name, as
“UMNO Baru”.
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This conflict reached its climax in 1987, an annus horribilis for Mahathir. In
order 1o retain power he engaged in a third contest — against the Jjudiciary (pp.
16-9). He had Malaysia's highest judge and several of his colleagues dismissed,
thus humbling and subordinating the judiciary. Concurrently, human rights
suffered, most notably by arrests in 1987, and Mahathir’s rule became increas-
ingly authoritarian. By the 1990 election, which Mahathir won with relative
case,! the political scene was transformed. Three possible rival centers of power

the Agung and the rulers, his opponents in UMNO, and the judiciary — no
longer presented a serious threat to his dominance. It is hard now to imagine the
Malaysian political landscape without him. Outside Malaysia, age was endowing
him with the familiarity and acceptability of Suharto or Lee Kuan Yew, He did
even better at the 1995 election.® His mind then had time to meditate on
broader problems than outmancuvering opponents, although these were dealt
with when necessary. He became more and more concerned about the plight of
the relatively non-industrialized “South,” and with visions of how Malaysia
could become a less cthnically divided society. There were few signs of his relin-
even though he had announced that Anwar Ibrahim would be

quishing powe
his successor.

The constitutional crisis: UMNO versus the Agung and

the gulers

Beyond ceremonial dutics and symbolic privileges, the Malaysian Constitution
provides the monarch with certain “powers.” All bills passed by Parliament
require royal assent (Article 66) before they can be gazetied as laws. Further,
there are certain “entrenched” articles of the Constitution, which require the
Agung’s (and the Conference of Rulers') consent rather than assent. The Agung
has discretionary power in the appointment of a Prime Minister, in the with-
holding of consent to a request for the dissolution of Parliament, and has a

supposcdly non-discretionary power in the declaration of a state of emergency
(Article 150). For these political functions, the Constitution adds the phrase
“upon the advice of the cabinet,

The problem with a “constitutional monarchy™ is apparent in the title, which
seems 10 embody a contradiction in terms. How can a monarch who rules, be
bound by the will of the people? Likewise, how can the state preserve the pre
tige and important symbolic role of the monarch without also according him
some genuine political power? In fact, while the monarch appears to exercise
political power — in signifying royal assent to bills, making appointments, and so
on - he is “above” politics and exercises no constitutional discretion. The rules
(whether established by precedent or written) require that the monarch fulfill
these functions on the “advice” of the elected government. However, there are
two problems with this formulation. Does accepting “advice” really mean that,
in eflect, power rests not with him but with the elected government? Also, a situ-
ation might occur where he could be expected to act on his own discretion. For
example, in the ualikely event of the Barisan Nasionals losing its absolute
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majority in Parliament after an election, and a three-party system arising, the
monarch might play a role in the formation of a government. Where these rules
are well understood, where the personalities involved do not clash, and where
the relationship between the monarch and the governmental elite is based on
trust and cooperation, the system works well. Where these conditions are not
met, trouble is likely.

The Constitution assumes, but nowhere states, that the monarch must accept
advice (except possibly on a few occasions) and must not withhold royal assent.
Further, the Constitution scems especially open to different interpretations
concerning emergency powers, saying, ambiguously, that the Agung must be
satisfied that “a grave emergency exists...." Finally, the Constitution offers no
clue as to how the government could overcome an impasse if the Agung did not
accept advice or acted unilaterally. Tt is just “not done”. But what if it is done?
The courts arc not 1 to rule on the itutionality of an
declaration, and can rule only on parliamentary laws — not bills that have not
received the royal assent.

The smooth functioning of this system in the past was due in part to the fact
that the early prime ministers were from the aristocracy and their personal rela-
tions with the rulers were such that they could consult dircctly and as equals. In
the carly 1980s, Malaysian political leaders at the time (including Mahathir and
his deputy, Musa) were almost all commoners, thus making casy rapport with
royalty less likely than in previous years. Absence of friction was also due to the
Agungs’ accepting a “narrow” interpretation of their role and not challenging
the government.

The problem

The immediate problem in mid-1983, from the government's perspective, was
that at the forthcoming clection of a new Agung in February 1984, the rulers
next in line were from Perak and Johor — the former was then senior. They were
considered “independent-minded.” Both had records of interfering in state poli-
tics to the extent of exceeding their constitutional roles, and through obstructive
tactics each had forced out the respective Menteris Besar of their states. (Other
had similar, but less serious, problems.)” These acts resulted in minor crises
which did not become major, because the government gave in — highlighting the
Malay quandary of how to say “no” effectively to a ruler. Further, the Sultan of
Perak in 1982 and 1983, and the Sultan of Johor in 1983, clashed with the
federal government over the date for the end of the fasting month of Ramadan,
thus causing confusion and consternation to Malays and disrupting holiday
timings. Finally, the Sultan of Johor had had a series of problems with the law in
his youth and had been convicted on charges of causing hurt, for which he was
fined, and on the charge of culpable homicide — he was pardoned by his father,
the Sultan, He was removed as heir to the Johor throne in 1961 and was rein-
stated only in 1981, when his father, aged 86, was on his deathbed.
“Understandings” might work quite well with rulers who were predictable, but

st
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cither of those would be a risky choice. The Sultan of Johor inspired fear. He
invited a government minister, along with his wife and young child, for lunch at
the palace. The minister accepted the invitation for his wife and himself, but was
afraid to put the child at risk.”

The * itutional crisis” was ipitated by reports, received by Mahathir,
that the Sultan of Johor stated at a gathering that when he was clected Agung he
would unilaterally declarc a state of emergency, and, with the aid of the army,
throw out all the politicians. Compounding this were storics that the Sultan was
close to certain key military men, and that the army chicf, General Tan Sri
Mohd. Zain Hashim, had criticized Mahathir’s approach and had questioned
where the army’s loyalty rested.”

The government saw trouble ahead and decided to take immediate action to
close constitutional loopholes before the election of the next Agung.

The attempted solution

Apparently with the incumbent Agung’s at least concerning Article

66, the Constitution (Amendment) Bill of 1983 went before Pardiament on
August 1, and quickly passed both houses. Hoping to avoid public debate on the
issue, which might alarm the population, especially the Malays, the Bill's swift
transit through Parliament was accompanied by a domestic press blackout. The
Billfimended Article 64 to read that, if such bills were not assented to within
fiftcen days of being presented for assent, the Agung should be decmed to have
given his assent, and the Bill would become law. Changes 10 emergency powers
gave the Prime Minister alone the right to declare an emergency. In accordance
with the Eight Schedule, provisions corresponding to the above would be
inserted in the state constitutions. '

The Agung was upset when the Bill was presented to him because, apparently,
he had not been bricfed about the Eighth Schedule which provided that the
amendment would also apply to the states. He consulted the rulers, and they told
him not to give assent w the Bill'! He complicd, and also withheld assent from
two other important bills. The rulers felt insulted, and wer united in their oppo-
sition, although some took a harder line than others. The very situation that the
amendments had been designed to prevent, was occurring; indeed they had
actually helped to bring it about. The government used intermediarics to try to
overcome the impasse, but its efforts failed. Mahathir met with a frosty reception
at the Conference of Rulers in October 1983, as well as having his proposals
rejected. The government now perceived that a genuine crisis existed.

The erisis: strategies and alignments

The public was not aware that anything was seriously amiss until former
UMNO minister Datuk Senu Abdul Rahman’s “Open Letter” to the Prime
Minister on October 3, 1983, opposing the amendments, was widely circulated
in Malay and English. This was followed by a press report confirming that the
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Amendment Bill was still awaiting royal assent. The reason, the report implied,
was that the Agung was indisposed following a heart attack. After this, rumours
were rife, for example that Mahathir had been assassinated, or that Malaysia
would be turned into a republic.1?

By the end of October the government had decided that, since the news was
out and rumors were frightening people, it should begin a newspaper campaign
to explain the government's position. There was a series of restrained and
learned articles explaining the Constitution and the role of a constitutional
monarch. Support also came from various sections of UMNO. The Menteris
Besar urged the rulers 10 accept the Bill, despite the fact that this put them in
very awkward and delicate positions in trying to govern their respective states,

The government then offered a compromise formula to the rulers, who
agreed 1o consider it at their November 20, 1983 mecting. However, they swiftly
rejected the new proposals, apparenty to the shock and surprise of UMNO
leaders, who thought the formula would resolve the crisis. At this point, the
government hardened its position. The cabinet gave a unanimous mandate to
the Prime Minister to take whatever steps were necessary to resolve the crisis. In
the last week of November the government started a campaign to demonstrate
the amount of public support it enjoyed, and to apply pressure. The first mass
rally was held in Alor Setar, Kedah, where Mahathir told about fifty thousand
people that he would not quit, and that he did not wish to abolish the monarchy
but just wanted to make sure that the rights of the people were not violated.
Further rallies were held throughout the country, featuring various UMNO
ministers. At these rallies, listeners were reminded that in opposing the Malayan
Union, UMNO had been more active than the rulers. During the rallies, the
rulers were sometimes referred to in unflattering terms — a great shock to them
after twenty-five years of being treated as sacrosanct. Exposés were presented of
their extravagant lifestyles, their lavish expenditures on palace renovations and
royal weddings, and, on the part of some, unbecoming personal conduct.
Further, it was found out that the government was compiling dossiers on the
rulers, and a year-long TV Malaysia program on the Constitution and the
monarchy was being prepared. Finally, a not-too-veiled threat was conveyed.
UMNO Youth passed a resolution asking the government to go ahead and
gazette the bills - regardless of the royal assent. The rulers were angry, but could
not think how to fight back effectively. They had been stunned by the wide
support given to the government, as shown by the success of its rallies, and by
the heavy press backing it received. They did, however, hold some rallies, which
were better attended than press reports indicated.

Support among the Malays was almost evenly split, generally following tradi-
tional-modern and rural-urban divisions. UMNO was for the amendments in
approximately 60:40 proportions. The split scemed to be roughly between politi-
cians who aspired to lead a new politico-economic power elite, and older-style
political figures, some with aristocratic connections, and their clients. One might
have expected that, since the rulers and the Agung were symbols of
“Malayness,” the Chinese would feel litde loyalty to them. Paradoxically, they
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were quite pro-royalty'* because they did not really trust Malay politicians.
Indeed they viewed the Agung and the rulers as protectors of their vital interests.
Further, Chinese business people believed that they understood the rulers and
knew how to work with them. This feeling was reciprocated. Chinese business
people quite ofien were mentioned in the honors lists of state rulers. Despite
these feclings on the part of many non-Malays, however, they did not make a
display of pro-ruler sentiments during the crisis. It was not deemed wise to
offend the government, and non-Malays tended to view the debate as they view
Islam — as a subject that is exclusively “Malay,” which it is politic to stay away
from.

The DAP, mainly a Chinese-supported party, opposed the amendments, both
because they put emergency powers in the hands of the Prime Minister, and also
because the amendments would actually increase the power of the Agung
beyond what was proper for a constitutional monarch, He could then have func-
tioned as a third house in the legislative process through his ability to delay
legislation.

In the first week of December 1983, Mahathir reiterated that the government
was willing to compromise, although it could not concede basic principles.' If
no setlement were reached, his offer would be withdrawn. Afier Mahathir had
rejected a counter-offer from the rulers, by a majority, they accepted his latest
veggion for the amending legislation.

Resolution

The Deputy Agung signed the Constitution (Amendment) Bill 1983 and it was
gazetted. The nation breathed a sigh of relief and the government elites seemed
jubilant. At a rally in Malacca, Mahathir told the crowd of eighty thousand that
the “feudal system was over.”'* However, some of the rulers were unhappy, and
the Sultan of Johor told the press that UMNO was against the rulers. On
December 20, 1983, the Chief of the Army, General Tan Sri Mohd. Zain
Hashim, opted for carly retirement in order to go into business. A wider “house-
cleaning” also occurred, and there were about 500 dismissals and carly
retirements. The timing of this army shake-up could have been coincidental, or
it could have been directed at weakening “religious extremism.” or in order to
improve efficiency. It might also have been made because, rightly or wrongly, the
possibility of a conspiracy had existed.

On January 9, 1984, Parliament reconvened and passed the Constitution
(Amendment) Bill 1984 in six hours by a margin of 141 votes to 10 (all DAP). It
then passed the Senate and received the royal assent. The new act had the effect
of repealing the 1983 amendments with respect to Article 150 and the Eighth
Schedule. It also further amended Article 6. The Agung would have thirty days
1o assent to non-money bills or return the Bill to Parliament, stating his objec-
tions. Any Bill reconsidered and approved again in Parliament would
automatically become law afier another thirty days, if not given the royal assent.
There were special provisions for money bills. Concerning the Eighth Schedule,

E——
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Mahathir said that he had a verbal understanding with the rulers that they
would not withhold assent to state bills without reasonable cause. Regarding
Article 150, on emergency powers, Mahathir said that there was no need for a
verbal undertaking from the rulers, as they understood the implications of the
original provision. It is belicved that the rulers reassured him that, if an Agung
tried unilaterally to declare an emergency, the rulers would remove him from
office.'® It is curious that a dispute that had occurred in order to clarify under-
standings was resolved, apparently quite happily, by leaving some of them in a
state of imprecision.

While everyone was relieved that the crisis was over, some, including UMNO
Youth, were critical, believing that the government had conceded too much.

The election of the new Agung: continuing irritants

Ten days before the date for the election of the new Agung, the odds-on favorite,
the Sultan of Perak, died of a heart attack. He was succeeded on February 3 by
Raja Azlan Shah, the Lord President of the Federal Court. Speculation was
current that the rulers might “play safe” and appoint him Agung, thas bypassing
the Sultan of Johor. He w expert on constitutional law, had been an inter-
mediary during the recent , and his relations with the government elite were
cordial. However, the Conference of Rulers chose the Sultan of Johor. Perhaps
significantly, the customary congratulations were absent. Some sought to explain
the rulers’ choice as expressing their anger and their desire to have a “strong”
Agung to protect their own position.

Quite soon, minor instances of cccentricity were evident. Ph phs of the
Prime Minister and Deputy Prime Minister were removed from government
offices and buildings in Johor, and, on royal instructions, the national flag was
removed during the Sultan’s tour of Johor. There was a “war of wills” over his
desire to wear a military uniform instead of the traditional costume for his offi-
cial installation. The government did not like the image conveyed by a military
uniform. However, the new Agung preferred it, especially the uniform of
colonel-in-chief of his (Johor) private army, complete with sidearm, rather than
Western dress or the Agung's formal dress, which he regarded as a
“Kedah-Siamese” outfit — the Tunku had helped w design it. Consequently, for
months after he began his duties, the official photographs of the Agung and his
consort in government buildings, hotels, etc., remained those of their predeces-
sors. However, on November 14, 1984 he was officially installed in the
traditional dress of the Agung,

By far the most sensational and talked-about clash was the so-called “mosque
incident.” The Agung had not forgiven the Deputy Prime Minister, Musa
Hitam, a Johor subject, for his remarks in speeches made during the constitu-
tional crisis, which the Agung regarded as disloyal. The Agung would not grant
an audience to Musa, and he did not want him to be at the airbase when he was
first received by the federal government (the Prime Minister prevailed upon the
Agung and the compromise was that Musa was at the airbase but not in the front
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where he should have been). At the end of June 1984, in the national mosque
after Hari Raya (end of fasting month) prayers, the Agung, omitting the title of
“Datuk”, asked Musa to stand up (all others were knecling) and make a public
apology. Musa kissed the Agung’s hand and apologized, and the congregation
broke out in applause. TV Malaysia cut off its broadeast, but Radio Malaysia
covered the entire incident live. Most newspapers did not report the event until it
was reported in the Star.!

While some Malays applauded the Agung’s actions, other Malays were
appalled by it (especially since it took place in the mosque, which was apparently
unprecedented), and many thought that Musa handled the confrontation with
considerable grace. Some people interviewed just after the event believed that
the Agung’s motive was a conciliatory one, whereas others belicved that it was
confrontational and meant to put Musa “in his place.” But all agree that,
however regrettable, the incident helped the government get over a hurdle in
that it made a working relationship between the Agung and Musa possible.

Fallout from the crisis

The crisis divided UMNO and the Malay community. Politically, the fallout had
some effect on the UMNO General Assembly 1984 clections. It also influenced
relggions between some Menteris Besar and their respective rulers. There were
also some new, but deeply etched, political alignments. For instance, it was clear
that the Agung and the rulers were now bitterly opposed to Musa, Anwar, and
some other UMNO leaders. There were other, related, factors, which played a
part in the UMNO General Assembly elections of May 1984. The 1984 voting
could be explained nearly as well in terms of “gencrational differences.” In the
most important contest in the UMNO 1984 clection, Musa once again defeated
Razaleigh for the position of UMNO deputy president,® Razaleigh had
supported the government only reluctantly in the crisis. The third contestant, the
formerly powerful Harun, considered a royalist, received only a handful of votcs,
while Anwar, not a royalist, easily won re-clection to the presidency of UMNO
Youth. In the contests for the three posts of UMNO vice-president, two were
making their first bid, while the third was the incumbent, Ghafar Baba. For
several years, observers had been preparing Ghafar’s political obituary,
convinced that his style did not fit in well with more modern political figures, but
his role as intermediary during the constitutional crisis may have helped his re-
election as vice-president.

For the twenty UMNO supreme council elected positions, sixteen of those
elected d the younger g ion who were openly government
supporters during the crisis. Four ministers lost their council seats, of whom at
least two — Ghazali Shafic and Datin Padukah Aishah Ghani — were identified as
“royalists:” all four were soon gone from the cabinet.

Another area of fallout from the crisis has been in the relationships between
the rulers and the Menteris Besar. As most people acknowledge, an angry, over-
acquisitive, and obstinate ruler can make the life of a Menteri Besar miserable.
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One apparent victim of this fallout was Kedah Menteri Besar, Datuk Seri Syed
Nahar Shahabuddin, who resigned on January 24, 1985.1° Officially, he resigned
for personal reasons, and it widely known as carly as 1982 that he wanted to
step down. He had taken a firm and courageous stand on the government side
during the crisis, thus finding himsell uncomfortably in the opposite political
camp from his uncle, the Tunku, and the rulers.

The future

When the crisis was officially over, all the protocol, propricty, and ceremonial
required to sustain royalty were carcfully observed. Personally, the Agung and
the Prime Minister reached an accommodation which exceeded the minimum
required. The Agung seemed to respect Mahathir. They enjoyed horscback-
riding together. Also, the Agung seemed to raise no objection to the
government’s removal later of the Lord President of the Supreme Court from
affice because it objected to his comments on executive criticisms (p. 4).

The longer-term question is whether modernization and the growth of a
middle class is compatible with feudal institutions. The process of modernization
tends to disrupt old customs and values and leads to a decline of deference, awe
of majesty, and blind loyalty to myth and superstition. Traditionally, in Malay
culture the worst of crimes was disloyalty to one’s ruler.?! The constitutional
crisis may have been a watershed in altering the sacrosanct image of the rulers
and undoing this feudal M tradition. Royal institutions arc not easily
accepted by either the rising technocratic-oriented young clites or “fundamental-
ists” who view the ideal Islamic society in more egalitarian terms (at least for
males).

Malaysia is not likely to be a republic soon, even after the shocks it sustained
during the crisis. Generally, especially in rural areas, the monarchy has become a
well-loved institution, although, being less than a half-century old, it still lacks
the decper roots of the rulers. The Royal Houses have the advantage that they
play a needed role in countering the destabilizing tendencies inherent in
modernization. In the face of challenges from Islamic purists, traditional struc-
tures cannot be torn down without unleashing forces that would damage
Malaysia’s secular, multi-cthnic political style. The Royal Houses have had an
important and positive role to play in helping 0 temper and direct change
without impeding progress. But, to accomplish this difficult task and ensure their
survival, the rulers must adjust, must exhibit philanthropic and exemplary
behavior, must not challenge the agreed political boundaries, and must be aware
that the feudal myths publicly repeated about themselves do not actually corre-
spond to current reality.

Another, ominous trend (p. 38) is that the rulers and politicians in office some-
times get along foo well together. Rulers are susceptible to the rewards that
business can offer them and towards which government can guide them. Indeed,
they are liable to create their own opportunities by putting pressures on Menteris
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Besar to bend the law. From another perspective, politicians may resent such
pressures and see the rulers as ¢ itors for business it

Mahathir’s role in the crisis

What exactly was the constitutional crisis all about? It did not seem to be driven
mainly by a desire for constitutional perfection, Rather, it was fueled by the coin-
cidence that the two most likely candidates to become Agung were “difficult.”
Actually, the Sultan of Perak, who died before the election for Agung, might best
have been described as cecentric and temperamentally not ideally suitable for
the job. Even the “more physical” Sultan of Johor did not wrn out to be disas-
trous. Was Mahathir 100 cager to launch a preemptive strike? Except for some
rural Malays (and, surprisingly, some Chinese), the rulers had acquired a legacy
of opprobrium because of their ostentation and acquisitive behavior, and their
interference with the operation of state governments. It could be argued that the
“problem” of the rulers was not “constitutional” in the narrow sense, but, rather,
that they impeded the operation of government by seeking too avidly their own
profit.

The government did not win an overwhelming victory in the dispute; “under-

lings” still remained open to the possibility of being misund 1

q:l::c Mahathir had initiatd the battle, he appears to have enjoyed it. A
popllist role brought out the actor in him, and he seems, as perhaps a natwrally
shy person, to have appreciated the approval of crowds. He was also given the
opportunity to voice his anti-feudal feclings, as he had in his letier in 1969, He
had no great regard for the Malay rulers.*? Yet the degree of support shown for
the rulers during the crisis suggested that they still atracted the loyaltics of many
even if their power to “protect” had lessened, while UMNO's had grown.
Mahathir’s object was surcly not o abolish the monarchy; it was rather, in the
short term at least, to put it in its proper place in his own scheme of things. He
was certainly not an opponent of all varicties of monarchy, although the Malay
monarchy may not have been the most likely 1o command his respect. Khoo,

iting Adshcad, makes the point that he found his heroes in modernizing
sovereigns, such as Peter the Great, who operated on a grand scale.2?

The rulers’ powers were circumscribed further in carly 1993, The
Constitution (Amendment) Act 1993 withdrew the immunity of the rulers in
their personal capacities, and also withdrew their power to grant royal pardons.
A special court was set up to try rulers facing criminal charges. These changes
followed an assault on a school hockey coach by the former Agung, the Sultan of
Johor. When the rulers resisted the changes, there was a repetition of the press
campaign unleashed ten years before. The rulers backed down, after having
sccured minor concessions.?* Additionally, the government also decided to with-
draw all privileges, allocations, and other entitlements from them, except for
those provided for by legislation or other regulations. Other new restrictions
provided that civil servants, federal or state, would no longer answer summons
for duties at the various palaces, unless permitted to do so by ministers or the
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respective Menteris Besar. Since 1993, the heat engendered by the disputes
between UMNO and the rulers over the last decade has faded somewhat.

The next struggle, in which Mahathir also played a leading role, proved to be
an even more divisive contest. It concerned nothing less than a fight for the
control of UMNO itself. Mahathir now showed that, in defending himself in a
situation where he might lose all his power, he was playing the role for which he
was preeminently suited, that of the authoritarian.

The battle to retain control of UMNO

Factions

A faction is a segment of a party, with views that are not entirely identical with
the party’s but which are close cnough to prevent cither from trying to end the
arrangement. There have been numerous party factions in Malaysia; Means lists
i ies f dex to his book on Malaysian politics.2

Many so-called “factions” arc little more than cliques. This would be true of
the “ultras” (radicals, or ultra-nationalists) during Tunkws prime ministership,
There were only about half a dozen of these, including Syed Jaafar Albag, Syed
Nasir Ismail, and, possibly, Mahathir and Musa. Tunku's own clique included
Scnu, Tan Sri Khir Johari, and Tan Sri Sardon Jubir. The clique surrounding
Razak, when he was Prime Minister, was hardly much larger; it included Tun
Dr. Ismail Abdul Rahman, Tan Sri Ghazali Shafie, Razaleigh, and Musa, and
extended to Datuk Abdullah Ahmad, a Deputy Minister in the Prime Minister’s
Office.

Hussein, when Prime Minister, did not have a strong power base, and ruled
principally by asserting his own views. There were factional skirmishes, leading
Mahathir to comment that Malaysian leadership was in an lleled state of
chaos. A bizarre clement was injected by the arrest of six politicians (two of
them deputy ministers, one of whom was Abdullah Ahmad) and a government
Jjournalist under the ISA (Internal Security Act) as pro-Communist.?® Hussein
himself declared that Malaysia could not afford factions.??

Several features of the UMNO 1987 split make it unique. Nearly all UMNO
members aligned themselves with one side or the other and differences among
leaders were transmitted to followers through the patronage system. There were
few who were uncommitted, waverers, or switchers. The rival groups were nearly
equal in numbers, Perhaps commentators realized that this was no ordinary
example of a “factional” battle. Maybe this is why they dignified the event by
referring to the groups as “teams.”

Origins of the UMNO split

The split is generally considered to have begun in 1987, when Razaleigh and
Musa formally joined forces to oppose Mahathir. Yet an carlier date could be
considered: 1986, That was the year when Musa, then Deputy Prime Minister,
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dissociated himself from Mahathir's government, indicating that he might be
receptive 10 invitations (o join an anti-Mahathir coalition. Somewhat fancifully,
the intricacies of the successive relationships among the members of the
“wriangle” — Mahathir, Musa, and Razaleigh — almost suggest that they were
following the directions of a chorcographer, interested in seeing how to produce
the maximum number of variations on a theme.

First of all, Musa and Razaleigh had been opposed, with Mahathir officially
neutral but actually favoring Musa. With Musa’s clection as Deputy Prime
Minister, he and Mahathir became formally aligned. Then Musa quit as Deputy
Prime Minister and after a while joined with zaleigh. After Razaleigh and he
suffered defeat, he rejoined UMNO, but without holding office — although he
performed some important international assignments for the government. The
contest was now between Mahathir and a weakened Razaleigh, but Razaleigh
was eventually persuaded to rejoin UMNO, bringing his new party with him,
Artistically, the end resembles the beginning — all three were back in UMNO.
The difference was that Mahathir was still in office while the other two were not.
The clue to these shifting alignments is that, in general, the participants were
pursuing power. If not actively pursuing power, they were recuperating to
summon up strength for the next power play, or had become disenchanted with
the struggle. Musa believed that there was a typhoon loose in the country, and

thagthere was nothing o do but lie low, survive, and wait for it to pass. Mahathir
would win, and could not be stopped.

When Mahathir became Prime Minister, he loft the choice of the deputy
president to the UMNO General Assembly, although he gave indications of his
preference for Musa over Razaleigh. Several explanations are possible. Both
Mahathir and Musa believed themselves to be “victims” of Tunku's adverse
reaction to their “challenges” to his power in 1969, Both had reasons to believe
that their fortunes would improve when Razak became Tunku'’s successor. Both
had expressed their dislike of “feudalism” as exemplified by Tunkus prime
ministership. Initially, Mahathir and Musa got on well together. They communi-
cated freely and ofien. They were jointly known as the “two M” administration,
although later Mahathir claimed that this stood for “Mahathir Mohamad.”

However, by 1985 there were rumors of differences between them, at least in
style and approach. Musa was the less confrontational of the two, and was some-
times thought o be the person behind any of the liberal measures taken - in
particular, the release of detainees when he became Minister of Home Affairs,
In 1986 Musa resigned as Deputy Prime Minister but retained his position as
deputy president of UMNO, thus keeping some of his party connections and
influence. The resignation was contained in a letter to Mahathir, which was also
sent to all UMNO supreme council members. Musa claimed that Mahathir did
not trust him, and had accused him of discrediting the Prime Minister in the
eyes of others. He added that he had disagreed with somic of Mahathir's policie
but accepted that he shared in the government’s collective responsibility for
them.*’ Some observers believed that Musa overreacted by resigning when he
did. One eminent politician from outside Malaysia thought that Musa should
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have stayed on as Deputy Prime Minister, while showing suitable deference to
Mahathir.* However, Musa felt too deeply about the issuc and was so resentful
of Mahathir’s manner that he could not bear to work with him any longer3!

In spite of the previous rivalry between Musa and Razalcigh, exacerbated by
Musa's unsuccessful atempt o persuade Mahathir to drop him from the cabinet,
Razaleigh, like Musa, was not happy in his relationship with Mahathir. He had
been moved from the Ministry of Finance to the Ministry of Trade and Industry,
an important but less prestigious post. It was the first step downwards in a carcer,
which, under his paton, Razak, scemed to hold almost infinite promise,
Although, unlike Musa, he did not find dealing with Mahathir really difficult, he
thought that he was not consulted very often, and that Mahathir originated
bright ideas, rather than plans.*?

Team A and Team B

Opposition to Mahathir was a strong incentive for Razaleigh and Musa to come
to an agreement. As the April 1987 General Assembly approached, they decided
that Razaleigh would fight Mahathir for the presidency, while Musa would
defend his deputy presidential post. The two opposing groups were now
commonly referred to as Team A, led by Mahathir and his chosen candidate for
deputy president, Ghafar, and Team B, Razaleigh and Musa. The choice of
these labels was said to have been made by the press, which is quite credible,
because the label "A” would seem to have conferred a decided advantage and the
press was strongly pro-Mahathir

This was not the only respect in which the teams were unequal. It seems
scarcely believable that Team A won the presidential race in the UMNO
General Assembly by only 43 votes out of about 1,500. Team B was outnum-
bered in its share of UMNO office-holders. It had the support of only one of
the three vice-presidents, Datuk Abdullah Badawi, eight out of twenty-five of
the supreme council’s clected members, and cight out of forty-two of the
supreme council’s total members. Above all, Team A benefited by being the
team of the incumbents and from being led by Mahathir. It received more favor-
able coverage than Team B in the press and TV and also through Bernama, the
official news agency. The police were more cooperative in issuing permits to it
for holding political meetings, although the meetings that Team B did hold were
well attended. Team B had to be resourceful in cire i ictions. Never
before had the Tunku held so many “religious” meetings on his property.? It
also resorted to using “flying letters,” small pamphlets distributed in unorthodox
ways, Menteris Besar and chief ministers pledged support for Mahathir, at his
request, in February 1987. The leaders of the other Barisan Nasional parties also
dutifully pledged support to him. The Agung, now Mahathir’s fricnd, expressed
public approval of Team A, regardless of constitutional propricty. Some promi-
nent ‘Team B supporters were harassed by the threat of bank loans being
withdrawn and by the vexatious inquirics of the tax authorities. Additionally,
Team A had control of UMNO's assets (until February 1988, ten months afier
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the UMNO clection, when access to them was blocked by the courts after
UMNO was declared illegal). Tt was always in control of the allocation of
government contracts, etc., and thus able to generate more funds,

The sources of Team B's revenues are not fully known. It may have been rele-
vant that Razaleigh was financial adviser to the Sultan of Brunei, one of the
richest men in the world. One rough estimate was that Team B spent between
ten million and wenty million dollars by July 1988.%

Mahathir did not answer Team B's frequent eriticisms of the government’s
“big" projects (pp. 64-8) by frequently extolling their virtues; instead he coun-
tered with the question: had Musa not known about these issues at the time, and
had he not in essence “approved” of them by not resigning earlier? On April 13,
1987, Mahathir impressively — though maybe not with propricty — released
confidential cabinet records on several of his projects to show that Musa and
other cabinet members were aware of them and had not objected to them.3? He
attacked by criticizing actions taken by Musa when the Prime
Minister was away from Malaysia (pp. 87, 100-1).

Other matters debated were charged with emotion. Each of the teams.
accused the other of trying to break up UMNO, Team A alleged that its rival
had been motivated by greed and the lust for power. Team B retort was that it
was not it, but Mahathir, who should be denounced as having destroyed the
pagy's unity: he had betrayed the Malay virtues of sincerity and togetherness. %
Team B also deplored Mahathir's wlerance of corruption and extensive use of
patronage. Mahathir's statements of his own position were not entirely consis-
tent. Near the end of the campaign, he warned that he might not resign from
office if’ he lost. Technically, he claimed, a Prime Minister could make his own
decision. Those who wished to remove him should move a vote of no confi-
dence, in Parliament. He also stated that UMNO's tradition did not permit its
leader to be challenged” — a theme he developed in the next decade t perpet-
uate his hold on the presidency of UMNO. He was now an advocate of
incumbency:

It was not unreasonable for Team B to fear that Mahathir's regard for democ-
racy, and the rules that have to be followed in order to sustain it, could not be
relied on. lts members could never dispel their apprehiension that he might
declare a state of emergency, or might take advantage of some ethnic dispute
(probably in a Chinese area), which could lead to widespread ethnic violence,
thus validating authoritarian measures. Their fears were Justified by the arrests of
Octaber 1987 (pp. 108-9).

Itis hard to discern many clear-cut differences in policy between the teams. *
The lack of success of some of Mahathir's projects — at least in cost-benefit
terms — e.g, the Dayabumi building and the heavily subsidized Proton Saga car,
provoked Team B's censure; it alleged that Mahathir was attracted by large-scale
projects that verged on the grandiose, usually with a view to enhancing
Malaysia’s national image. They were also unhappy over the timing of these
projects. Policy differences have been suggested concerning the role of govern-

ment towards business and their impli for p A ing line of
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political research would be to discover what kinds of capitalists were associated
with the supporters of one team rather than the other.3?

Once the lines of batle had been drawn, there were very few switches
among, say, the top hundred or so UMNO politicians. There were noteworthy
exceptions of people who were identified in the press as belonging to Team B,
who ended up in Team A. Suggestively, no top Team A politicians switched to
the other side. One, Badawi, a Team B member, was dismissed from the cabinet
in Mahathir's “purge” of Team B supporters (p. 43), but later reappeared as
Forcign Minister. One who switched sides was Datuk Najib Abdul Razak, son of
the sccond Prime Minister, the Culture, Youth and Sports Minister. Two reasons
were suggested for his move. He had been chosen as acting head of UMNO
Youth, with good prospects of being confirmed as head; he was also said to have
been motivated by personal pressures. The UMNO General Assembly elections
were held on April 24, 1987; the contest between the teams produced a close
result. For president, Mahathir defeated Razaleigh by 761 votes to 718, while
Ghafar prevailed over Musa by 739 to 699. Team A also won about two-thirds of
the supreme council elective seats and two of the three vice-presidential positions
- the other was Badawi. Some believed that Team A's strength swelled towards
the end of the campaign; in particular, on the Friday the long break for prayers
during the process of voting was used by Team A to practise some high-powered
lobbying*” Only a few days later, Mahathir removed seven ministers/deputy
ministers from office.*! In victory, no magnanimity had been shown — nor had it
been expected. Razaleigh and one other minister had already resigned.

Team B now had recourse to the courts. A group of Team B supporters,
known as the “UMNO Eleven,” brought a suit to nullify the election in the
General Assembly, because members of some branches who voted had not been
properly registered, thus making their votes invalid. The High Court's ruling was
a surprise. UMNO was declared an illegal organization. A rush began by each
group to register a new party, and lay claim to UMNO's substantial assets, frozen
until their ownership could be determined. After access to the assets was
blocked, things were temporarily financially so bad for Team A that UMNO
headquarters, according to the secretary-general, Tan Sri Sanusi Junid, had
hardly enough money to buy paper for its operations. ¥

The power to rule on registration was exercised by the Registrar of Societies,
who was under the control of Mahathir in his capacity as Minister of Home
Affairs. The upshot was that the application of Mahathir to register was
accepted, whereas the application of the two former prime ministers, Tunku and
Hussein, was rejected on the grounds that the Registrar had not yet actually
deregistered UMNO. Mahathir's party, after some delay, and after demon-
strating that it had recruited most of the original UMNO's members, was able to
gain control of the assets. It had been ruled that neither group could use the
original name, “UMNO.” The name chosen by Team A was “UMNO Baru,"
while Team B, their application to use the name “UMNO Malaysia” having
been rejected, chose “Semangat 46" (the Spirit of 46), referring to UMNO’s
founding in 1946. The former soon dropped the “Baru,” which of course helped
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10 suggest that it was the rightful continuation of EMNO, In 1997, the Regwirar
of Companies told the party that, for it 1o wse the name LMNOG, the Grenerad
Assembly had first 1o approve the change, which it did. Team B's hope of redres
via the courts was blocked beravse the overnment took drastic action o render
the judiciary subservient 1 its wishes PP #6-9). It was forced 10 continue the
sruggle in the political arena. where its chances were dimmer than before,
hecause it had lost some of its origimal impens and also the chanee of acquiring
UMNOY's assets.

The gowvernment was m no hurry o call an election, because it believed,
correctly, that time was on it vide. In fanuary 1998, Team B seized the opporm-
nity to demanstrate its appeal to the public by entering with ZUSIO INto a series of
y-elections. Not all the candidates put forward in these by—ciections were scn
AUymcmbnﬂo(dvlnmhmlhrywwvirfvrrcngmzdnmppanimgm The
small number of seats contested meant thar the @mple was not fepresentative.
In one inwance a sitting member of Team B, Danuk Shahrir Almad, resigned
s seat and fought as an Independent in the cnsuing by-rlection. He won, bur
the Barisan Nasional candidates won some of the other bv-elections. Sa,
although the by-elections aroused excitement and enthusiasm, they gave no clear
indication of what the result of 1 general election might have been.

A political economy approach
S0 fax. the account of the struggie beoween Team A and Team B has been told in
terms of ities. political ing, and, where di policies

T most important of these was probably Team B's oppasition to the sge s
aming of Mahathir's largecale. costly projects. However. another mam factor

torate, by altering its occupational and class, as well as us ethnie, configuration.
In the shorter term, the tuming of elections has the effect of causing various
groups of electors to vote differcntly at various phases of the economic cvle.
Governments are known to hold elections when the economy is doing well. They
abso like 10 give the cconomy a boost by increasing expenditure and lowering
taxation in the months preceding an clection. All this is hackneved. but indis-
pensable, political lore.
The recession, which reached its lowest point in 1985, collided, s0 1o speak,
with & wave of rising expectations encouraged by the promise of the NEP.
i engendering greater competition for the
limited political rewards available, and, later, contributed 1o 4 split in UMNO.
There was also a generational conflict. Mahathir stated the essence of the
problem when he addressed the UMNO General Assembly in 1987, He referred
fo remarks of the late Dr. Ismail about the generation born after 1957:

They did not experience the bitter struggle for independence, They tend to
take independence and all its fruits for granted. In addition, they will have
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high expectations. Because the younger generation had to be accommo-

dated in UMNO, many members who joined UMNO much earlier would
feel disappointed. 3

By the mid-1980s, the long-term effect of changes in the economy had been
to produce, through the NEP, a marked increase in the number of Malays in
business and in their expectations. However, the recession of 1985, when
Malaysia actually experienced negative growth, and the years immediately
following, abruptly checked these expectations and the rise in bankruptcies was
shocking. Consequently, support for the government declined. Team B, under
the leadership of Razaleigh. acclaimed by Razak as a financial wizard, offered
an attracuve alternative.

If an election had been held in 1988, although the economy was already
starting to improve, Team B would have had a reasonable chance of winning,
However, Mahathir succeeded in delaying an clection, and a political factor
came into play. Power d largely on patronage, and required
money. UMNO had a stock of capital, consisting of its assets, which were
temporarily frozen, pending the decision of the courts. It also, through govern-
ment activities (pp. 59-62), generated some income. Semangat 46 had only a
hape of securing the assets, which was not fulfilied. It did not have any regular
source of income except from its supporters, particularly Razaleigh himself,

The economy was in even better shape when Mahathir called the election of
1990 and won a clear victory. Between the 1987 Assembly vote and the 1990
clection. UMNO Baru’s superior financial resources enabled it to win back
grass-roots supporters who had deserted it, and fortify its patronage networks,
while Team B’s network withered because of diminishing resources.

Consolidation of power in UMNO

After Mahathir's victory at the 1987 General Assembly, he proceeded to reap the
rewards. The Constituton of UMNO Baru was amended to increase the power
of the president. He could nominate the heads of the Youth and Women'’s
(Wanita) divisions, who previously had been elected by the General Assembly,
The method of voting for the president and deputy president was altered 5o as to
benefit incumbents at party elections. The system adopted gave weight, not only
o the votes cast for these two posts, but also provided bonus votes for the
number of nominations cach candidate received.*> The votes that could be gath-
ered through nominations almost equalled the number obtainable from actual
votes. Incumbents, usually better known than others, and with more power to
influence others, were likely to attract more nominations. Considerable organiza-
tion, courage, and money would be nceded to make a dent in an incumbent's
majority. '
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The decline of Semangat *46

The weakness of Semangat's chances at the general election led Razalcigh to
seek reinforcement. On the Malay side, he concluded alliances with PAS d
some smaller parties, while on the non-Malay “flank” he formed an alliance with
the DAP. Razaleigh had some difficulty in explaining thesc alliances with partics
whose aims were so different from those of his own party — and even more
different from each other. Earlier, Mahathir had referred to the Razalcigh- Musa

iance as one between “strange bedfellows™ in the new arrangement they
were even stranger,

Semangat’s decline can be seen by making a very broad comparison with
previous indications of support. At the 1987 Gencral Assembly vote, Team B
won almost half and in the January 1988 by-clections — not a_ representative
sample — the two teams were running neck and neck. However, in the 1990
general election, Semangat won a much smaller proportion. Not all the 17.4
percent of the vote won by its candidates was cast by its own supporters; some of
it came from PAS and DAP supporters who voted for it because it was allied with
their partics. A ceurate estimate of its performance is given by looking at
the UMNO losses in votes from the previous clection, which were probably niot
much more than about 5 percent. UMNO and the Barisan did quite wel,
though not as well as in 1986, They suffered one major blow — they lost all the
parliamentary and state seats in Kelantan to a PAS Semangat 46 coalition.
They also came close to losing the state of Penang to the DA

Semangat performed even less well at the 1995 ¢l ion, It ceased to exist in
1996, when its members, led by Razaleigh, joined UMNO en masse.

The judiciary

By far the most far-reaching and devastating attack by Mahathir on the “checks
and balances™ system in Malaysia was his destruction of the independence of

ysia's parliamentary political system was modeled after Britain, which
would scem to indicate parliamentary supremacy: However, Article 4(1) of the
Constitution proclaims that the Constitution is supreme and, borrowing from the
US model, allocates certain powers, including judicial review, to the Mal ysian
courts, resulting in, at least notonally, a modificd and fragile “scparation of
powers” system. Accordingly, the primary duty of the judiciary was to act as @
sentinel for the Constitution, and to protect it from legislative and executive
attack.** This doctrine of Judicial review was also embedded as one of the five
pillars of the national idcology, the Rukunegara: “The rule of law is ensured by
the existence of an independent judiciary with powers to pronounce on the
constitutionality and legality or otherwise of executive acts.”

In response 1o expanding state control over political and eivil rights and a
decline in the avenues of recourse available, Malaysians in the 1980s increasingly
turned to the courts for the redress of grievances, In 1986-7, a number of
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important decisions in High Court cases went against the government. In 1986,
the High Court upheld a challenge to the government’s expulsion order against a
forcign journalist. In 1987 the government lost a citizenship case and had its
prohibition against Aliran Monthly (a social action periodical) publishing in the
national language successfully challenged. It also had an injunction " issued
against United Engincers Malaysia (de facto UMNO was the majority owner),
preventing it (temporarily) from signing a huge government contract (p. 59).
Also, in February, the government was unable to prevent the court from granting
awrit of habeas corpus to an ISA detainee (a first in Malaysian legal history), a
decision that was upheld by the Supreme Court in November.

These adverse decisions led to a sustained verbal attack by Mahathir against
the courts and these stirrings of judicial activism. Whereas the Prime Minister
encountered virtually no obstacles to his will in cabinet or in Parliament, he
found his actions blocked at times by the courts. Since he scems to equate
democracy with “majority rule,” and views the power of the Prime Minister as
being democratically mandated through elections, he interpreted the decisions of
the courts as unwarranted infringements of exccutive power that thwarted the
will of the majority.™ In his frustration and anger, he accused the courts of
trying to usurp power and run the country.’! He also believed that the judges,
lawyers, and the Bar Council were meddling in politics as a result of some of
them, including wo former lord presidents of the Supreme Court, having
participated in a scrics of conferences which called for a review of the
Constitution,

After UMNO had been declared illegal and Mahathir had successfully regis-
tered UMNO Baru, the ousted losers then filed an appeal to legalize the old
UMNO. At stake were UMNO?s vast assets. After this, Mahathir was preoccu-
pied, if not absessed, wih the UMNO lawsuits and he moved quickly beyond
verbal eriticism o change the ituti rules and g the
judiciary:

First, the number of “ouster™ or “finality clauses” attached 1o legislation,
which exclude the supervisory powers of the courts, was dramatically increased.
Then, in March, just one month after UMNO was declared illegal, Pariament
quickly, and without much notice or press comment, passed the Federal
Constitution (Amendment) Act 1988, By this Act, Articles 121(1) and 145 were
amended. Henceforth, the powers of the judiciary would no longer be
embedded in the Constitution; rather they would be conferred by Parliament
through statutes.” Also, by this Act, the High Courts were stripped of the power
of judicial revi iously granted in the Constitution. Further, the attorney-
general assumed control of instructing the courts on what cases to hear and
which courts to use, and assumed responsibility for judicial assignments and
transfers. Hence, virtally overnight, the modificd separation of powers was
terminated and the judiciary was stripped of much of its independence and
he president of the Malaysian Bar Council was horrified by Mahathir’s
tone in Parliament: “His speech, which was full of venom, hatc and spite,”
showed his ignorance of the role of the courts and the judicial process itself*

W pre




48 Mahathir’s assertion of executive powcer

Renowned former Lord President Tun Mohd. Suffian Hashim lamented that
crushing the judiciary for doing its duty was like shooting the referce just because
he interferes with the game by blowing his whistle.5

More blows were to follow: In carly May 1988, the Lord President Tun Sallch
Abas sct the date for the Supreme Court to hear the crucial UMNO appeal.
Because of the political ramifications, he noted later, he had decided it should be
heard quickly and by a full bench (all nine judges). Soon afier, on May 26, the
Lord President was suspended for “gross misbchavior and mi ct” over
some relatively minor breaches of protocol concerning a letter he had sent to the
Agung, after discussing it with the other Supreme Court judges, nearly three
months earlier (for example, there were breaches of protocol concerning the
form and method of transmission of the letter). %

A tribunal was set up by the Prime Minister’s Ofice in early Junc under the
presidency of Tan Sri Abdul Hamid Omar, a school friend of Mahathir’s and an
“interested party” because he was the Deputy Lord President and obvious
successor if Sallch were dismissed. Not only was Abdul Hamid in a conflict-of-
interest situation, but also he had participated in discussions with the other
Judges carlier about writing a letier to the Agung. The Lord President objected
to the composition of the tribunal, and refused to defend himself before it.

When the tribunal was about to submit its report 10 the Agung, the Supreme
Court met in special session on July 2 and handed down a restraining order on
the tribunal. Four days later the fiv Supreme Court judges involved were also
suspended for “gross mishehavior.” Soon after the reconstituted Supreme Court
set aside the restraining order, the Agung dismissed Salleh, and Abdul Hamid
was named as the new Lord President.” Tun Suffian summed up the situation in
a nicely nuanced statement, saying that Salleh was dismissed simply because he
was “a man of absolute integrity,” whereas the Prime Minister “only wants
Judges in whom he has confidence.” Three days later, on August 9, the
Supreme Court rejected the UMNO appeal, giving Mahathir his eritical
victory. ¥

The rapid shearing away of the powers and prestige of the judiciary, the ease
with which its constitutional protection was stripped. coupled with the intimi-
dating dismissals of judges and the cnhanced powers given (o the
attorney-general, have largely succeeded in taming the courts, Observers were
rather shocked that the whole judicial process was exposed as being o valner-
able and could be so readily and quickly altered. “We thought it was morc
difficult than that,” said one Kuala Lumpur lawyer.

Not unexpectedly, the situation concerning the rule of law in Malaysia has
net improved, despite a reorganization of the courts, In 1995, the High Gourt
was sent a controversial commercial case to hear, which was so unusual a move
that the newly instituted Court of Appeal said it constituted abuse of the process
of the High Court, since the implication was that those Judges would be friendly
o the plaintff, thus rising questions about judicial impartiality. The Bar
Council stated that it was deeply shocked, and its president wrote that something
was very seriously wrong. Then the special rapporteur on the Independence of
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Judges and Lawyers for the UN Commission on Human Rights complained that
smdmg the matter to the chcral Coun (fnrmcrh the Supmme Court) which

ly heard the because it ille-
gally included a High Court judge. o Howe ever, the Malaysian judiciary, which
can no longer constrain the vast power of the executive, is 5o subdued that it also
no longer appears interested in making rulings even on legal technicalities.

The end of judicial independence in Malaysia was further ensured by a 1094
amendment to the Constitution. It amplified the grounds for removing a judge.
‘The recommendation by the top judges to the Agung on this subject were to be
prescribed in a written code of cthics formulated after consulting the Prime
Minister. As the Bar Council pointed out, this provision would remove any sepa-
ration between the judiciary and the Executive,®

Conclusion

The three episodes described in this chapter showed Mahathir in an aggressive
role (against the Agung and the rulers), in a defensive role (in beating off an
attack on his leadership of UMNO), and again in an offensive role (when he
decided that the judiciary was the only remaining check to his exercise of abso-
lute power). These different adversaries called for slightly different approaches.
However, certain qualitics were required in all three, and Mahathir was amply
endowed with them. Two comments testify to Mahathir's determination. One
concluded that no one strong enough and tough cnough had emerged to chal-
lenge Mahathir.®® The other was that too many people had said that he couldn’t
or wouldn't do this or that, but in fact he could and he did.**




3 The economy and

development
Foundati for i the New E i
Policy

Malaysia is now emerging from being a developing country. A 1993 study
analyzed developments in Hong Kone, Singapore, Indonesia, Taiwan, Malaysia,
and Thailand in order to discover what the secrets of their success were i
having achicved, or almost achicved, the status of NIEs (newly industrializing
ceonomics). These countries have been distinguished by their high rates of

cconomic growth, although in the late 1990s the rate of increase has somew]
slowed down, and there has been a major check to growth from the second half
of 1997. The study found that three characteristics scemed to be essential for
growth, in addition to natural resources and other “givens:” outward orientation
especially concerning exports: stability; and invesiment through people.
Malaysia possessed these characteristics and also another feature that was auspi-
cious for growth - a high rate of saving. In 1995 its rate of gross savings was 34
percent of Gross National Product, comparable with South Korea and higher
than Japan.? Additionally, Malaysia, when it was still Malaya. started a series of
development plans, cnabling the government to check how closely implementa-
tion conformed to planning, making it casy 0 see what revisions had to be made
in future plans.

Apart from these generalizations, there were other factors, not dependent on
Malaysia’s own policies, that affected performance. For example, it benefited
from the administrative structure created by the British, and re-created by them
after World War Two. Past-war, it also gained from the British decision that, in
order for Malaya to recover from the Emergency, an adequate tax base had t be
an expendi-

created.? Fortuitously, Malaysia was also a beneficiary from Ameri
twre in Asia in the course of the war with Korea.t

Such advantages placed Malaysia in the ranks of the three ASEAN NIEs,
slightly behind Singapore but ahead of Thailand. Tts rate of growth, like those of
its neighbors', was checked by the recession of the mid-1980s, but later recov-

ered to an annual rate of about 8 percent.
The four-year cconomic plans, which began in 1957, were not nearly as clab-
orate as those that were prepared in later vears. Yet they reflected efforts to




The economy and development 51

antempt diversification, by moving away from an economy that was mainly agri-
cultural, and which concentrated on a few items. A manufacturing scctor was
developed for the domestic market, an carly example being the production of
wood and rattan furniture. New products also were introduced, for instance in
printing and publishing and in chemicals. Some existing products were
improved, or were produced more efficienty, for example by the use of higher-
yielding clones in rubber.

ding line occurred in 1969, when the ethnic riots led to an attempt to
sfy Malay economic grievances through a “New Economic Policy” It
emerged under the leadership of Razak, who was soon to become Prime
Minister, and a group drawn from various sources: Ghazali Shafic (a civil servant
so0n to become a minister), other civil servants, party officials, and Just Faaland,
a Scandinavian cconomist. The policy took an economic shape, but its declared
objective was political - to produce national unity.®

There had been previous attemps to help the Malays, but they had not been
comprehensive or determined. Their rationale was to be found in the
Constitution itself, which in Article 153 made specific provision to improve the
economic position of the Malays by giving them special access to certain jobs,
licenses, etc. Some institutions were established, c.g, FLDA, later FELDA (the
Federal Land Development Authority), MARA (Majlis Amanah Rakyat), a later
version of RIDA (Rural and Industrial Development Authority), which provided
finance and advice to Malays, as did Bank Bumiputra, which, as the name
suggests, was more financially oriented. Institutions such as these were
concerned principally with rural Malays. Firms that wished to qualify for
“pioncer status,” which entitled them to tax and other incentives, had to employ
certain minimum percentages of Malays. The government was sometimes not
too enthusiastic in providing help for Malays in business. On one occasion the
(Chinese) Minister for Commerce and Industry, while indicating sympathy for
such a request, emphasized that the existing rights of the non-Malays must be
observed.

The NEP was more explicit. This description applied both to the remarks
used in presenting it and to the official plans when they were printed. To use a
favorite phrase of Razak, things were no longer to be “swept under the carpet,”
they were to be spelled out. The plans abounded with targets and percentages.
Saying that anything was part of the NEP legitimized it. The NEP, not the
Rukunegara, was Malaysia’s true ideology, at least for Malays.

One of the Second Malaysia Plan’s two “prongs” was to reduce and eventu-
ally climinate poverty for all Malaysians, irrespective of race. The other was
directed at the ambitious task of restructuring socicty. Economic imbalances
among the races were 1o be reduced and eventually eliminated, and race was no
longer to be identified with cconomic function.” This entailed some moderniza-
tion of rural life and the movement of Malays to the towns, which, it was hoped,
would facilitate the growth of Malay commercial and industrial activity at all
levels. No ethnic group was to feel any scnse of deprivation. For this to be
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possible, given that the Malays would be making
t be predicated on economic growth.

Some distinctive features of the NEP deserve brief consideration: incomes
and poverty; employment; the ownership of capital. The average Malay family
income was about only half the non-Malay ane. So the problem of improving
the cconomic lot of the Malays partly coincided with the problem of relieving
poverty. However, within each cthnic group there were wide discrepancies in
income. For example, in contrast to wealthy Malay landowners, or cven civil
servants, in many area alays were found in the most backward sectors —
rubber smallholders, tenants in padi (rice) and rubber, inshore fishing, cte. The
NEP was intended to help the poorer Malays, not only by making their lot better
in their existing situation, but also by ing” them from the traditi to
the modern sectors of the economy.

The Malays were employed predominandy in the agricultural s
output per worker was lowest, while the Chinese were more casi ly found in the
manufacturing and commercial sectors, where it was highest. Employment
targets for Malays were based on the premise that their proportion in agriculture
mnd commerce should

conomic gains, the policy had

ctor where

should decrease, while the proportion in manufacturis
increase. In most employment sectors, however, the numbers (but not the
proportion) of Chinese and Indians would not decr

The intention was that the Malays should occupy higher positions in the job
hierarchy than before. Within one generation, Malays and other indigenous
peoples (Bumiputera ~ sons of the soil) would own and manage at least 30 per-
cent of all commercial and industrial activitics of the economy in all categorics
and scales of operation.” Extensive training facilitics would therefore be needed.

A main thrust of the NEP was to increase the numbers of Malay managers
and entreprencurs. (The two are not the same, although some government
pronouncements on the question did not clarify this.) Enucpreneurs are
distinctive — and comparatively rare ~ because, by definition, they have to take
risks in business; if the ful, they reap rewards, while, if unsuceessful,
they suffer losses. Managers' rewards are not so closely linked to risk-taking
Their decisions are more closely guided by orders from above, Generally,
managers predominate in government services and entreprencurs in business. It
is harder to find good managers than to find good entreprencurs.!” At the start
of the NER the government decided, therefore, 10 encourage small business, by
training and encouraging entrepreneurs of a corresponding calibre, but 10 train
and employ managers in larger organizations, which would act “in trust for”
Malays. Some time later (when Mahathir was Prime Minister), when more
Malay entreprencurs would evolve — some via functioning as managers - they
would be competent to operate as entrep running larger busi

Some of the difficulty in producing Malay business people arose from Malay
values. To be sure, the Malays available in the early 19705 were not the Malays
portrayed by Mahathir in The Malay Dilemma. et neither were they the Malays
envisioned by him as the “new Malays™ of 2020 (p. 163). Exhortations were
voiced by Razak and Razaleigh. The latter sounded a clarion call, but hardly

ase,

are succe:
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offered a guarantee of success. He told them that under the NEP Malays had “a
wonderful world of almost limitless opportunities,” but that only the fittest
survived and there was no charity in the world of business.!!

Advice and financial help were available from organizations previously
mentioned, such as MARA and Bank Bumiputra. Legislation enacted in accor-
dance with the NEP also provided that a proportion of certain government
contracts should be allocated to Malay firms. Another method of getting Malays
into business was for them to form joint ventures with Chinese. An obstacle here
was that, unless the Malays concerned already had some knowledge of business,
it was likely that the relationship would be unequal. The Malay would produce
the necessary license, available decause he was a Malay, while a Chinese would
actually operate the business, a common practice with taxis. The arrangement
was known as “Ali-Baba,” the Ali being the Malay and the Baba the Chinese.

The business environment was alien to most Malays, Even with all the assis-
tnce and training provided, they lacked the networks, including family
networks, available to Chinese. Notions of what kind of business to go into or
what scale of operations was feasible were vague. Initial expenditures tended to
be spent on the showy non-essentials of business, such as lavishly furnished
offices and impressi f-the-art equip

The Second Malaysia Plan (2MP) had a target, for 1990, of 30 percent for
both Malay corporate ownership and Malay management. The target for non-
Malays (mostly Chinese) was set at 40 percent, while the foreign share was to be
30 percent.™ The problems of the Malays in attaining the target were huge,
because they were starting from such a low level ~ 1.9 percent! The principal
administrative instrument for achieving these goals was the Industrial
Coordination Act 1975 (ICA). The overall percentages of cthnic owners was as
listed above, but arrangements for particular firms depended on the nature of
the business, the ilability of tech y, and the proportion of the product
that was to be exported. Calculations were more intricate for joint ventures, in
which the partners belonged to various ethnic catcgorics. In practice, there were
quite frequent “liberalizations,” in order to encourage forcign investment, in
many of which the broad decision was Mahathir’s. Important liberalization
measures, both for foreigners and non-Malays, were made during the mid-1980s
recession. There were similar relaxations in some cases for employment targets.

Targets of various kinds had to be coordinated. Setting targets for Malays in
employment categorics was one reason that the intake of Malay university
students had to be raised, especially where the existing intakes had been very
small, as in science, medicine, and engincering. Additionally, to equip Malay
students for university entry, the Malay language was made necessary for tertiary
education.

Another aspect of the NEP was the direct transfer of wealth to Bumiputera in
the form of shares, The main method used was via the Amanah Saham
Nasional (National Trust Fund) which distributed capital from foreign and
Chinese firms - originally many of these were derived from takeovers of British
firms, such as Guthrics, which had owned plantations. The government tried,
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not very successfully, to prevent shares being quickly resold by the Bumiputera
beneficiaries to reap a quick profit.

o
Malay and non-Malay reactions to the NEP

Few Malays were opposed to the NEP; was it not intended 1o contribute to their
cconomic advancement? On the other hand, many non-Malays were skeptical,
and feared that it would be a zero-sum situation — the Malayy’ gain would be
their loss. To those Malays who were in business, or wanted to be in business, the
NEP was especially welcome. It became widely believed that money was t be
made almost for the taking, and almost regardless of legal restrictions. Many
welcomed the NEP, but went an to wonder why it did not promise them even
more. Why should the Malay corporate ownership for 1990 be only 30 percent,
when the proportion of the population was over 50 percent? (The need to have
an allocation for forcigners was ignored.) Claims were also made, by UMNO
Youth and Malay Chambers of Commerce, that Malays should be given alloca-
tions for tenders by governmental and semi-governmental bodies, that more
nawral resources should be reserved for exploitation for Malays only, and so on.
There were some sources of Malay unhappincss. It was objected — not without
reason — that the NEP would lay the foundations of a new Malay capitali

Another complaint was that the large organizations created by the NEP, such as
Pernas (the state trading organization), actually competed with small Malay busi-
- (This was incorrect. Pernas and the like were too large to compete with
smaller State

nes
small business, whose potential rivals were more likely 10 be
Economic Development Corporations.)

Non-Malays who were in business had to contend with an accretion of irrita-
tions, although poor Chinese and other non-Malays could hope to derive
advantage from measures taken to reduce poverty. They were particulary frus-
trated by the controls imposed through the ICA. Except for very small firms,
licenses would be required from the Ministry of Trade and Industry, and these
could be revoked if a firm's operations conflicted with government requirements
concerning the empl of Bumiputera.™¥ There was room for some flexi-
bility in the administration of the Act, but this was perhaps more likely to benefit
foreigners, whose investments were recognized as vital to the health of the
cconomy. Many Chinese business people could not predict exactly how the Act
would be applicd. Some smaller firms took advantage of a legal loophole by
spliting a business among family members, so that the smaller units could
escape having the ICA apply to them. At the other extreme for the Chinese was
the strategy of secking bigness rather than smallness. This did not constitute 2
v of avoiding the ambit of the ICA, but it offered the advantages enjoyed by
some of the new semi-governmental organizations — large financial resources
ty to make cfficient use of managerial and technical human
resources. This kind of thinking was behind the establishment of Multi-Purpose
Holdings Berhad (MPHB) (pp. 92-3),4

Foreign investors were also concerned that the ICA should not be applicd too
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rigidly — to their detriment. However, in the Third Malaysia Plan there was
greater emphasis placed on the role of capital provided by the private sector
than there had been previously, and foreign investors were given appropriate
reassurances.

The “Look East” policy

Mahathir announced his “Look East” policy in 1981, soon after he became
Prime Minister. The policy was not casy to understand. Some of his ministers
had trouble in explaining it, and the Asian Wall Street Journal was also puzzled, as
indicated by its headline, “Malaysia’s Vague Campaign to Learn from Japan.”'5
Elements of the palicy had no doubt been in his mind for some time, and he
summed these up in what he described as a slogan. His fuller account is too long
t repeat. In essence, the idea stressed qualities that were worthy of emulation,
such as diligence, discipline, loyalty, the promotion of group rather than indi-
vidual interest, high quality and good management systems in business, etc. He
was at pains to make it clear that the phrase did not mean buying all goods from
the East or granting all contracts to the East. However, there was still an implica-
tion that economic activities would be carried on more extensively with the
East' Actually, the Japanese did rather well in gaining a large share of
contracts.

To him “the East” apparcndy consisted of Japan and South Korea, the
developed/rapidly developing countries that it might be most feasible for
Malaysia to emulate. Taiwan and Singapore were not mentioned; the high
proportion of Chinese in their populations might have made them confusing as
examples. He also stressed that not everything in the East was wholly good, nor
was cverything in the West wholly bad.!” The phrase was not intended to be
anti-West, although he had recently verbally attacked Britain because of the
London Stock Exchange’s change of rules in reaction to the takeover of British
firms in Malaysia and to Britain having raised the costs of university fees for
forcign students.

Mahathir also mentioned two features which Malaysia proposed to adopt
from the Japanese model. One was the concept of Malaysia Incorporated,
intended to encourage business owners and workers in the public and private
sectors to work together. Another was to create large companies based on the
Japanese sogo shoshas (the large trading companics), although in Malaysia these
were not developed as rapidly as the Prime Minister would have wished. Yet
another feature deemed worthy of adoption, which was prevalent in Japan, was
“in-house unions” which, as the term suggests, would have trade union “terri-
tory” delincated according to the place of work. This proposal was opposed by
defenders of workers' rights, and the government did not press hard for its
acceptance.

Some commentators perceived cultural problems in transferring some
Japanese practices to Malaysia. One was that long office hours, resulting in
employees working late, as in Japan, might meet with resistance from Malaysian

al
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wives. Also, educational training schemes, which would teach Japancse and
Korean, were started but, given the predominance of English as a sccond
language, did not make much headway. Neither did plans to make Japancse a
widely taught optional language in secondary schools.

“Look East” was never explicitly abandoned as a policy. But it became clear
that it was based on some premises that were not entirely appropriate. Habits of
discipline, diligence, and so on cannot be inculcated in a short period.
Furthermore, Japan was a developed capitalist state, while Malaysia (p. 50) was
still a developing one, however close it was to becoming an NIE. Tt was difficult
not 10 identify the relationship in terms of dependency. Japan was more devel-
oped industrially than Malaysia, which had a huge trade deficit with Japan in
carly 1984. Iis exports to Japan were mostly primary products. Japan, it
appearcd, held “three cards” - trade, aid, and investment — while Malaysia held
only one — trade ~ and even that was lower-ranking, because of Japanese restric-
tions on trade. Additionally; Japan was not very forthcoming in transferring
technology. In August 1984, a Mahathir speech accused Japan of conducting a
colonial relationship, '

It was a good idea that Malaysia should try to learn from the experience of
Japan and South Korea, But the respective historics and capabilites of Japan
and Malaysia had to be seen in context. It was unrealistic to believe that Japan
would act towards Malaysia as if differences in their economic power did not
exist, just because Malaysia admired Japan's achievements and desired to repro-
duce them. Malaysia could not replicate what Japan had done because Japan's
continued successes presented a formidable obstacle to their replication.!”

Privatization v
20

Mahathir's privatization policy, announced in 1983, reflected a world-wide
wrend, whose best-known exponent was probably the British Prime Minister,
Margaret Thatcher. The policy appealed 1o Mahathir's own inclinations, which
led him to believe that the profitsecking private sector had an incentive to
“deliver the goods,” which was lacking in the government sector. He had demon-
strated this view earlier when he made efforts 1o have the night-soil collection
service privatized, while living in Alor Setar.2!

There was another reason behind his support for privatization. It seemed an
ideal vehicle for achieving the aims of the NEP, and correcting some of the evils
that had resulted from previous policies. The NEP called for the employment of
more Bumiputera in business, particularly as entreprencurs (as well as adding to
the assets held by Bumiputera). At first, the government tricd to increase the
supply in two main ways. One was to train Malays to start small businesses by
providing training, credit, ctc., for them, through organizations such as MARA.
For training 1o undertake jobs in larger-scale business, Malays were to be
employed in state organizations, such as Pernas (the state trading company) or
UDA (the Urban Development Authority). The idea was that some of the
managers produced by such training would develop entrepreneurial abilities and
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would be able to run risk-taking enterprises. Somc lr;uxung took place at state
level through State Economic Develog Ui y, not
many of these were very efficiently run, and lhcy tended 1o be “bloated” with
excess human resources. These hodies at federal and state level, combined with
the civil service, employed a staggering share of the workforce — roughly a
quarter in 1983. They were a strain on finances, and their activities were neither
well planned nor conducted with an eye for costs. Intended to solve one problem,
they had created another.

Malaysia was fortunate, because the almost world-wide privatization “wave"
had started, and was seized on by Mahathir as a better way to implement *“the
sccond phasc of the NEP” It offered a way to develop Bumiputera
entreprencurship, while fulfilling Mahathir’s belief in free enterprise, These were
not the only prospective benefits. The proceeds from the sale of assets were
US$10bn. up to 1995, and savings on capital expenditure were estimated at
US$30bn. There were additional advantages from greater efficiency and produc-
tivity.* By the late 1990, privatization in Malaysia had been applied to many of
the activities that were candidates for ion to private ise all over the
world, Examples included airlines, airports, the generation of clectricity, rail-
roads, road construction, shipping, shipping containers, tclecommunications, and
so on. By 1995 about fifty entities were being privatized each year, either at
federal or state level, Recent examples, completed or in progress, have included
the Bakun hydro-electric dam in Sarawak, the Sabah Electricity Board, and the
“second crossing” between Malaysia and Singapore. There have been two
important examples of “corporatization,” putting an enterprisc on a more cost-
accountable basis, perhaps with a view to its later privatization: the University of
Malaya; and Bernama, the government agency for the distribution of foreign
news.

The methods of privatization are 100 numerous to cxplore here. There were
examples of partial privatization, with the government retaining some assets. In
many cases, shares were issued to groups or individuals. This was a way of
distributing benefits to emplayees, or of fulfilling the NEP goal of rewarding
Bumiputera. It also helped to implement Mahathir's policy of building up a
strong stock market in Kuala Lumpur. (He frequenty used the performance of
the stock market to gauge the health of the cconomy) Joint ventures were
common, and, when foreign firms were involved, they provided much of the
necessary technological expertise.

Although by 1997 privatization was still proceeding, the government scemed
to be mnsidrring alternative methods of achicving its benefits. One way was by
improving the working of puhhc cnwrpnscs without wholesale privatization.
“Thought was given to cor ions, without p: ding as far as
privatization.?

Privatization clearly had great advantages, and solved many of the well-
known defects of burcaucracy. Two broad categories of those affected by
privatization (apart from the new owners of the enterprises concerned and the
government itself), were labor and consumers. The former did rather better than
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expected, while some adverse effects on the latter were masked by the country’s
general prosperity. According to the Prime Ministcr, while, in many countries,
employees who were deemed 1o be inefficient could have their services termi-
nated, this was not 5o in Malaysia. Employces were given an assurance that their
salaries would still increase. Alternatively, they had the choice of a new scheme,
which would give them bonuses and the ability to buy shares.2t

Consumers have faced increased charges for such items as road tolls and tele-
Phone rates. Sometimes, also, they are compelled to accept “improved” products,
which they would not have chosen to pay for if they had been given the choice.
This is happening with toll roads. When they were constructed, akernative (and
free) routes still existed. But in 1997 Mahathir announced that sometimes there
might not be any alternatives available.3 Less well-off consumers are particu-
larly hard hit. However, consumers have not often stridenty objected. An
important exception occurred just before the 1990 general election, when there
were toll increases at Cheras on the North-South Highway2®

In privatizing, Malaysia, like other countrics, had to make a decision: how
much competition should be allowed? The dilemma is that i too many firms are
allowed to compete, some advantages of large-scale enterprise may be lost. Yet,
if 100 few arc permitted, regulation of the charges, provided by the market, may
be lost. OF course, there can be regulation by appointed regulators, but the
system is not simple and regulators may be “capturcd” by interest groups.
Mahathir pointed out that too much regulation might result in bankruptey. “The
government must ensure that existing competition...among companics involved
in privatization projects would not be too intense."?’ Most privatization in
Malaysia hias conformed to this pattern. For cxample, the postal services, energy,
and telecommunications have not been much ¢ posed 1o market forces,
Competition has been judged to be practicable in only a few instances, such as
telecommunications cquipment, or the use of containers in Port Kelang
Generally, public monopoly has been replaced by private monopoly;

What firms benefit from privatization contracts?

ms of the allocation of privatization contracts are not based primarily on
ity. When interpreted, the provisions of the NEP and the ICA permit a
Bumiputera sharc of at least 30 percent. As an example, the Bumiputera share
for the construction of the Kuala Lumpur international airport in the mid-1990s
was 40 percent of the total costs. However, many Chinese believe that, when
sub-contracts are taken into account, they are not receiving as much as 30
percent. Statistics need carcful handling The value of the proportion received by
Chinese originally is not the same as it is a year or two later. The Chinese and
foreign share increascs over time, while the Malay share falls. Many Malays,
folating the intent of the NEP, do not hold their cquity for long, but sell for the
sake of a short-term capital gain. 2

Allocations of contracts to Malays favored by the government are not
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restricted to privatizati i But, since privatization has become
popular, it has formed an increasingly high proportion of such contracts.

Mahathir referred to the need for qualified people when he told UMNO
members not to harbor ill feelings against Malays who had done well, especially
those who had benefited from privatization, Before they were awarded projects,
they had already proven their ability to run big operations. No doubt, this claim
was correct in some cases, but sometimes, although a firm might have had expe-
rience in handling big projects, it might not have been the same kind of project.
The North-South Highway project and the Bakun hydro-clectric dam in
Sarawak (pp. 39, 67) were examples. The highway project was the largest public
works contract to date, and ran from close to the Thai border in the north to
Johor Baru in the south. The contract was awarded to United Engincers
(Malaysia) (UEM),  holding of Hatibudi (p. 60). It was vigorously attacked by
Lim Kit Siang, the DAP leader, who alleged that UEM had been awarded the
contract despite the fact that it was inexperienced in the field, insolvent, and was
not quoting the lowest tender. This was only onc example of open tendering not
being enforced. There was a public outery, and a court injunction imposed a halt
to construction. This was only temporary, but the protest secured better terms
for the public; government loans to UEM were to be reduced, and the period of
toll collection was to be only twenty-five, as opposed to thirty, years2® The
North-South Highway privatization was important in eliciting evidence of the
links between privatization contracts and the operations of UMNO’s corporate
business operations (pp. 59-62).

UMNO in business

UMNQO in business is a much less publicized topic than “money politics,” which
was touched upon in Chapter 1. It was observed there that money politics
affected the party as far down as branch level. But UMNO's business activities
are known to a much more limited number of people. They involve only a few
persons at the apex of UMNO's organization,® plus a small number of people
(formerly described as “proxics,” nowadays known as “links”) who manage firms
whose operations provide finance for UMNO. It is probable that 99 percent of
UMNO members know nothing about these arrangements, and the proportion
of the employees of the firms in question who know may not be much different,
This type of arrangement is rare in the world; quite possibly it is confined to
Malaysi

s entry into business did not occur until the eardy 1970s, and even
then was initially only on a small scale. There seem to have been few formal
mechanisms in UMNO in Tunku's time, although money was transferred to
UMNO from the MCA.*' Emergencies might be dealt with by Tunku's receiving
help for the party from his Chinese friends. In the carly 1970s there were three
main motives for UMNO to try to raise money on a regular basis. One was to
limit forcign control of the media. Another was to become independent of
Chinese contributions. Another was to build up a fund for political use, and, in
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particular, to pay off the costs of UMNO's new headquarters building The orig-
inal estimate for the building was approximately USS48m, but the
figure wrned out to be about three times as much. The building was claborate,
even opulent, in comparison with its predecessor, a building on Jalan Tuanku
Abdul Rahman, which, literally, had a low profile. Its unostentatious exterior was
matched by standard government-issuc furniture. The elevator, often marked
with scurrilous graffiti, was nasty, brutish, and slow.

In accord with the reasons for raising money stated earlier, UMNO?s first
significant business venture was Fleet Holdings which, under UMNO's
Treasurer, Razaleigh, took over the Kuala Lumpur cdition of the Singapore-
based Staits Times, owned by Singapore and British interests® Later, the
holdings were extended, and passed into the hands of Mahathir's friend and
Finance Minister, Tun Daim Zainuddin. It was under Daim that UMNO’s
corporate activities really took off, extending into television, manufacturing,
mining, property, and so on. By 1990, the value of UMNO’s corporate holdings
was estimated at US$0.8bn. Before then, however, there were bewildering trans-
formations of the structure of the holdings, some the consequence of takcovers,
and others prompted by the wish to minimize damage to UMNO’s assets from
the court ruling in 1988 that UMNO was illegal (p-43).

A new element on the UMNO corporate scene was Hatibudi Senderian
Berhad, incorporated by a decision of the UMNO leadership in 1984. Tis top
personnel were linked to Fleet. One of its directors was Tan Sri Halim Saad,
who was also appointed a director of UEM - a not very prosperous public
y beforc it was acquired by Hatibudi. He was the best known of the
“proxies,” although others were prominent, such as Tan Sri Wan Azmi Wan
Hamzah. Acting informally for UMNO and visible as directors, the proxies
managed holding companics and excuted takeovers to advance the party’s busi-
ness interests.

According to Daim, the story was simple. UMNO's response, financially, to
having been declared illegal and having had its assets placed under the “official
assignee,” was to have Hatibudi, which controlled UEM, bought out by a new
company, Hatibudi Nominees. Additionally, Fleet Holdings was acquired by
unidentified partics, believed 1o be associated with Halim Saad. Fleet was taken
over by a new company, Renong; the proceeds of the transaction went towards
reducing Fleet's debis. These transactions were intended to meet two objectives,
They were meant to centralize all UMNO's assets. At the same time, the aim
was to sever all direct links between the party and the companies it controlled.
According to Daim: “Aftcr Renong takes over, 1 have no more say. Its purcly a
private company.”*} Mahathir was technically correct in telling Parliament that
UMNO was not involved in any business. 3

Daim's story is not simple, unless a key is provided. The key is the use of

compa

proxies, principally Halim Saad, but also others, such as Wan Azmi. Halim,
Azmi, and others were paid glowing tributes by Daim. They were intelligent,
financially astute and hardworking. They had a long association with Daim,
dating from the time when he was a dircctor of Peremba, the commercial and
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construction arm of UDA.* Halim had a reputation as a philanthropist, well
known for his donations for the building of schools and mosques. In 1995
Mahathir commended the activitics of Halim and others like him. In so doing,
he provided a useful summary of the highlights of the proxy system and its
benefits.

I think we should share the happiness of their success. These individuals
have not forgotten UMNO. They make all sorts of contributions to society,
but they prefer to maintain a low profile. But it's a fact that they help build
schools, provide scholarships, and undertake many other projects. Part of
their success was made possible through the government’s privatization
programme. Before these individuals were awarded projects under the
programme, they had alrcady proven their ability to run big operations.3®

The “insulation” of UMNO’s business activities from public view had several
advantages. To have public discussions on the topic could limit the freedom of
action of those in UMNO now concerned with the business side. Some of the
UMNO rank-and-file might be appalled at the size of the rewards reaped by the
proxics. Halim Saad was reputed to be already a billionaire several years before
1990; such wealth would buy several UMNO buildings, even at current prices.
Proxies are also said to be close to some UMNO leaders with whom they have
financial connections. Another reason has been mentioned, but it would apply
only during a period of UMNO instability, such as the laic 1980s. At such a
time, it would be better for party leaders not to have official party assets, which
could not be freely spent if a court order were successfully brought against the
party. Informal arrangements, such as proxies, may, in retrospect, have their
disadvantages. I, for example, a proxy dies suddenly, UMNO may be unable to
recoup any assets which, informally, he was holding for the party.*?

Seldom mentioned are UMNO's corporate business activities at divisional
level. In 1995, there were about sixteen thousand companies set up by UMNO
divisions, branches, and individuals. Many of these were established principally
in order to receive and allocate shares allotted to Bumiputera companies. In
1995 Mahathir deplored the practice by which these organizations sold them for
short-term profits, instead of being allocated to those who genuinely wanted to
go into business. Future applications for shares, he said, should be submitted to
the UMNO supreme council, to ensure that they were not linked to party divi-
sions or branches.

Contracts continue to be awarded to Renong and the other companies with
which it is associated. It is hard to think of ficlds into which it has nof expanded.
Recent instances of its activities include the privatization of electricity in Sabah
and the new bridge, the “sccond crossing,” between Malaysia and Singapore
(1997). UMNO’s corporate arrangements were not immune from the economic
crisis of August 1997, although they were aided with public money. In
November 1997, the cash-rich UEM bailed out Renong, UMNO's chief finan-
cial arm, the cost being RM2.4bn. The effect was to benefit major sharcholders
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at the expense of the minority sharcholders. An overall loss of investors’ confi-
dence was reflected in a fall of the ringgit.3®

In this transaction, there were, 50 to speak, wheels within wheels. Some of the
bailout money, allegedly, was taken by the government from the Employees
Provident Fund (EPF), without having consulted with the contributors, (For a
similar, carlier, government use of the EPF, sce p. 70.)

It should be added that UMNO's funds are not cntirely derived through the
arrangements just described. Some come from donations, not all of which are
from UMNO members; many well-off Chinese think that they will get better
returns from contributions to UMNO, in preference to giving to the MCA.

A chief objection to the Malaysian government's entry into business on a
large scale is that, although the government is a supporter of capitalism, it does
not practisc the free-market policies that offer the best prospects of achieving an
optimum allocation of resources, because of the business activities of the polit-
ical party with which it is so closely associated. As things are, a limited number of
not necessarily meritorious beneficiaries enjoy “rents” at the expense of a large
number of consumers, Why should the beneficiaries of government policies not
support political parties through campaign contributions, instcad of the govern-
ment imposing what s in effect a tax on the public? The present “system” scems
to have grown up as an ad hae cffort to meet UMNO's financial problems,
without thought being given to the wider imp

The New Economic Policy and the Malay middle
classes

Information about the Malaysian class system should help to explain the paticrns
and evolution of politics in the country. It may be of use in identifying the sources
of power and their shifts, and in providing clues about possible changes in the atti-
tudes of government, for example towards greater openness or democracy.

Unfortunately, there are obstacles to such endeavors. G are elusive and
ambiguous, as are terms such as “the middle class,” or even “the middle classes.”
Data must be considered in their social context, and de elopments in western
Europe or North America may not have parallels in Asia, including Malaysia. In
Malaysia, particularly; class interpretations, even as they chronicle class develop-
ments, have to pay regard to the constraining effects of a pervasive ethnic
framework.

One account of class, written in the mid-1980s. made no mention of business
people, propelled upward by the NEP, as constituting part of the “hegemonic
fraction™ of the ruling class. 3

Since the effects of the NEP have become clearer, attempts have been made
1 speculate on the changing composition and behavior of the Malay middle
class or classes. Between 1970 and 1993, the Malay middle class rose from 13
percent to 28 percent of the population. The working class tripled from 7.8
percent, while the agricultural population fell from 63.2 percent to 33.5 percent
~ it was cut almost in half.*
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Another calculation, covering almost the same period (1957-99), found that
the Bumiputera numbers in the middle class rose at a higher rate than their
Chinese or Indian counterparts. A morc refined version of this ruezrch sphl the
“middle class” into four groups — professi and technical, ad and
managerial, clerical, and sales. All four grew substantially, 1957-1990.4' Even
without direct benefits from the NEP, and even though some of them were
unhappy about “discrimination,” non-Malays, especially the Chinese, also expe-
rienced a rise in the proportion of those engaged in middle-class occupations.
Although the NEP was intended primarily to improve the condition of the
Malays, there was a “spillover,” by way of economic growth, to the advantage of
other ethnic groups. Had this not occurred, non-Malay discontent might have
been hard to contain. The NEP was predicated on growth, and, fortunately, for
about fifteen years this assumption held good.

Relying mainly on the analogy of western Europe, it is sometimes said that
the rise of a middle class Icads to a growing number of people being in favor of
increasing democratic tendencies in government. There is a degree of plausi-
bility for this view, as applied to Malaysia. Those who are members of interest
groups, particularly those that have a political approach, such as Aliran, the
Consumers Associations, etc., tend to be middle class, as do professional associa-
tions, such as the Bar Council. However, members of such groups, apart from
some eminent exceptions, tend to be idealists rather than activists. Moreover, the
focus of their efforts seems to be to assert human rights rather than to promote
democracy. The impact of such groups is lessened by government restrictions (p.
110-11). The government has also been successful in persuading many people
that Malaysia is already essentially a democratic country, because relatively free
and fair elections give the government, the winner of clections, a mandate to act
ammdu\g toits run\wruun&

A based on E ience, about the behavior of the middle
classes are misconceived.#? There are fow Asian counterparts of some European
institutions that have a high degree of autonomy; such as universities and a non-
government-controlled press. Those who believe that cconomic development will
lead to democracy underrate the fact that the process of cconomic development
in Southeast Asia was more state dirccted than in Europe. In Malaysia, the
government has the ability to dispense favors. So, one consequence of greater
material prosperity may not be to strengthen claims for more democracy, but to
intensify demands for whatever additional benefits can be extracted from govern-
ment.

The success of the NEP in nurturing, and consolidating, a Malay middle class
- and upper class — is undeniable. The consequences, however, do not — at least
so far — seem to have had all that much to do with promoting democratization.
Rather, the NEP has raised expectations of further material success.
Furthermore, the exclusive “club™ to which Bumiputera were given access by the
NEP, may soon have new “membership rules” when “Vision 2020” comes into
force (pp. 165-7) if it really does ha\r the effect of obliterating distinctions
between Bumi and Future g have to be
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awarc of possible pressures for more democracy. However, they should also he
prepared to cope with cthnic tensions which may actually be exacerbated
because expectations about the withering away of ethnicity may have been too
optimistic.

Beyond the NEP's declared purposes lay the attractive political possibility that
it might make a substantial number of Bumiputera so grateful that they would
support UMNO for many years 1o come. A 1997 government measure to help
the economic prospects of Bumiputera, while in conformity with the initial
thrust of the NEP, may also be attractive to Bumiputera electors. It is intended to
fill a gap in the training of Bumiputcra who fall between the extremes of
middle- or upper-class business people and those in low income brackets. Those
judged 10 be qualified would be trained for moving into service industrics,
trading, and franchises. S Politically, the new scheme might derive partly from a
perception that, at the 1993 clection, the behavior of the urban middle class may
key clement. H

have bee

The heavy industries policy \JY

Until the 1980s, manufacturing in Malaysia had concentrated on processing
imported raw materials, food, and chemicals, and assembling imported compo-
nents, such as of electronics and of vehicles. The domestically added value of
such items was quite low, technological transfer was minimal, and the contribu-
tion to developing a skilled labor force was limited.

Mahathir did not think that this was a pattern conducive to industrialization
and cconomic progress. He therefore launched a *heavy industrics” policy in
1980 when he was Minister of Trade and Industry. HICOM (the Heavy
Industry Corporation of Malaysia), later renamed HICOM Holdings, was estab-
lished to plan, identify, initiate, invest in, and manage such projects.

Heavy industries have been defined as having at least some of the following
characteristics: requiring large investments to match their large scale; possessing
long periods of gestation; yiclding initial rates of return that are low by purcly
commercial critenia. The sting is in the tail. Leaders who embark on such
projects have to believe decply in the worth of the long-term benefits to nurture
them devotedly in the early stages. Mahathir possessed such a belief, trusting that
a heavy industries policy would bring spin-offs and encourage links among
industries. He saw joint ventures with foreign firms as a way for Malaysia to
acquire know-how: His strategy was to inspire management with his own dedics
tion. He sought to dramatize the new products. For instance, he drove a model of
the Proton Saga car (an carly product of the policy) over the new Penang bridge
in Scptember 1985, six months before it was open to the public. A photograph
shows him framed by two testimonials to his commitment to modernization —
ar and the bridge.

Mahathir continued to have jurisdiction over HICOM when he became
Prime Minister in 1981. Looking beyond the immediate cconomic effects, he
thought that such activities were an expression of nationalism and would show
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that Malays could advance beyond the cconomic limits portrayed in the carly
Malaysia Plans. ¥

In the mid-1980s, when Malaysia was undergoing a recession and its
commodity exports’ carnings were declining, he claimed that setting up heavy
industries would reduce Malaysia’s dependence on world commodity markets.
The costs of promoting heavy industries were met largely from loans from
abroad. These could be incurred with some confidence because of the rapid
increase in revenues from petroleum sales. However, to estimate the costs of the
Proton, it is not enough to count the actual monetary costs to consumers and
others. The inclusive costs must also allow for “opportunity costs” - the costs of
giving up making other things that could have been made, if the Proton had not
been manufactured. ¥

HICOM set up companies in accordance with its mandate, which were incor-
porated in an Industrial Development Master Plan, drawn up by a group of
United Nations development experts. The two best known — the Proton Saga
(Perusahaan Otomobil Nasional) national car project and Perwaja Trengganu, a
sweel mill — are described below. The others included a gas processing plant, a
pulp and paper project, a small engine project (for motorcycles), cement plants,
ete. Not all the projects were undertaken by HICOM. Others were initiated by
the state petroleum company, Pe tronas, or by one of the State Economic
D X i Foreign participation, via a joint venture, with an
lnjccuon of technical know-how, was an essential component in the projects.

The Proton was launched without much consultation, either outside or inside
Malaysia. While still Minister of Trade and Industry, Mahathir contacted
Mitsubishi, apparently without sounding out any other possible Japanese part-
ners, and reached agreement with Mitsubishi. Only a narrow circle of
Malaysians was engaged in the negotiations.* Decision-making on heavy indus-
tries, and on some related topics, seems to have been centralized in the Prime
Minister’s Department.* A council of economic advisers had been set up, but
apparenty did not last long, the reason being, reputedly, that it was not very
supportive of Mahathir’s insistence on the importance of heavy industry,
including the Proton.*" There scems to have been reluctance to make use of
knowledgeable Chinese in the Proton project. However, on marketing and
selling, the government relied on existing Chinese firms. There was some truth
in comments that the Proton was not really a Malaysian car, but a Japanese car
with a Malaysian “chop” (name). In 1994 Mahathir accepted this, admitting that
Malaysia would not have the know-how to produce a fully fledged car for ten to
fifteen years.50

Some basic difficulties were encountered by the car project. One, which was
scemingly almost inescapable, was how to sell enough cars to reach an optimum,
or even viable, scale of production. One possibility was to widen the “domestic”
market. A previous attempt to agree on the production of an “ASEAN” car had
failed. So did talks with Ind, ia (1983) o perate in ducing a car.
(Actually, Indonesia started to produce its own car in the ]990;) Malaysia,
beginning with a production rate of 80,000 cars annually, saw two ways of
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expanding its production and selling it, and tricd both of them. (A third possi-
bility, of increasing Malaysia’s population to 70,000,000 by the year 2100,* was
floated by Mahathir, but was not very helpful in the near future.) One was t
place & high tax on imported cars, which was done. By 1996, dutics on imports
ranged from 145 to 300 percent. The remaining strategy was to develop an
export market, beginning with p i igns in Britain and the Far East,
and by 1996 a fifth of the Protons produced were being exported.

After years of losses, it was decided that structural adjustments were needed.
A team of consultants was recruited from Mitsubishi to replace the existing
directors, which was not replaced by Malaysians untl 1993.5 With better
management, and having reached the 60 percent local content necessary for
entry into Western markets, the Proton has been making profits (taking no
account of subsidies) since 1990.

The Proton was privatized in 1995, when the bulk of the government’s
controlling share in HICOM, which owned 27.4 percent of Proton, was sold.>
The buyer was a Malay businessman, close to Mahathir, who died shordy after-
wards in an accident. Proton is now cooperating with firms, some of them
Japanese, other than Mitsubishi, which was not perecived as having transmitted
technology very rapidly.

Other cars (including other “national cars”) have appeared on the scene, or
are schieduled to appear. There are different versions, including vans and sports
cars. The Proton pattern s followed, through a consortium of a local firms) and
a foreign firm(s).

A problem will soon face the Malaysian car industry. Malaysia’s membership
of the World Trade Organization will compel it, in 2002, to give up the benefit it
enjoys from its protective duties. The Proton is widely regarded as a success,
especially in Malaysia. While the benefits may be judged to have exceeded the
costs, critics believe that Malaysia’s essential dependence on Japanese auto firms
has not diminished.

The story of Perwaja Terengganu, originally a joint venture between the
Trengganu State Economic Development Corporation and the Nippon Stecl
Corporation, is onc of almost unrelieved gloom. In effect, the tragedy was in
two acts, separated by what is now (1998) seen to have been a temporary remis-
sion. Like the Proton, the “venture” was based on a subsidy. Perwaja attempted
t convert imported ore into “sponge iron” through the use of gas from offshore
oilfields. Unfortunately, the process had not been tested cammercially. The costs
exceeded those of the imported product, even though they were heavily subsi-
dized by cheaper gas and electricity prices. The local product was just not good
enough to be acceptable. Luckily, the project was less important for the economy
than was the Proton venture. Nevertheless, the consequences were bad enough.
Compensation paid by Nippon Stecl was not sufficient to make the project
viable, and in 1988 Perwaja was removed from HICOMs jurisdiction and put
under the management of Tan Sri Eric Chia, who had been in charge of
Proton’s domestic marketing Chia resigned in 1995, and the new managing
director ordered management changes and an investigation. It appeared that

4
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there had been production problems, and possibly bad management, and finan-
cial losses, w are being investigated by the Anti-Corruption  Agency.
Perwaja’s “recovery” under Chia was an illusion. The government had to write
off the losses,* which amounted to over US$1bn.

The Bakun dam in Sarawak is a heavy industry project that aroused interna-
tional criticism and demonstrations from people who were due to be resettled
(pp. 119-20). In August 1997, in view of the plunge in stock market prices in
Malaysia and the drop in the value of the ringgit, the government announced
that dates for the completion of the Bakun dam and some other heavy industry
projects would have to be postponed. Soon afterward, in late November 1997,
Ekran, a vital component in building the dam, stated that it was no longer inter-
ested. The government announced that it would rescue the operation, which
gave rise to fears that it might do the same for other projects, thus damaging
government finances even more, and undermining investment confidence. The
value of the ringgit fell to a record low.

Mahathir’s buildi hi
s

gs and

Mahathir has been a builder, but some of his constructions were designed not
just 1o be serviceable or to meet economic needs, but to impress, or even embody
some aesthetic aspirations. He was defensive about charges that he was building
too many “competitive™ monuments. In his opinion, people could, and should,
be proud of monuments or towers, but not of him. Building high was justificd,
because in the towns land was scarce. In fact, some projects were highly visible,
and public interest was stimulated by those that competed with each other to be
noted, however briefly, in the record books. The twin Petronas Towers in the
centre of the capital were a good example, visible from well beyond Kuala
Lumpur’s boundarics, unless obscured by the haze caused by Indonesia’s forest
fires (p. 120). For a time, they were the highest in the world, although there were
definitional conflicts with the claims of the Sears Tower in Chicago. Both will be
surpassed in 1998 by similar towers in China and clsewhere. Record-seeking
seems to be infectious. It was claimed for Malaysia that, in constructing the
towers, another world record had been sct — for the continuous pouring of
concrete.

A good deal of carc has been devoted to planning new building projects in
laysia. For instance, the new city center for Kuala Lumpur was chosen by a
committee representing the investors in the project, the city, and the government.
The result was intended to project the national vision and to be in harmony with
Malaysia's heritage, as well as (o constitute a prime example of building excel-
lence, including the New City Tower  the spectacular Menara Kuala Lumpur,

Dr. Mahathir said that he had visited nearly every country in the world and
it was his view that this was the most beautiful tower ever built. Noting that
there were people who likened it to a child's rattle, he said “These
comments only show that they are envious.”*
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It was hardly convincing for Ghafar to defend Mahathir’s projects by saying that
they were not lavish and were only in the interests of the economy’ They were
surely intended to astonish, rather than to be practical or utilititarian — that was
meant to be the essence of their beauty.

Nevertheless, to the politically aware, aesthetic reactions were sometimes
averpowered by symbolism. The Dayabumi Complex, completed in 1984, was
for a time the highest structure in Kuala Lumpur. It was completed ahead of
schedule by a Japanese consortium, but cost millions of dollars morc than a
tender submitted by a local firm. At the building’s completion, Mahathir
observed that it “held the attention of many not only because of its beauty but
also because a group out to defeat the Look East policy has made it a symbol.”58

Apparendly, not only did the Prime Minister identify himself with his new
projects, political considerations may affect the aesthetic judgments of others —
at least until the origins of the buildings have been forgotten.

Crashes and controversies

This section is concerned with financial disasters which involved politicians or
government officials in the main during Mahathir's tenure. They were of various
kinds. Some had to do with the misuse of public funds, others concerned indi-
viduals who misused their official positions or official information. In the
mid-1980s such scandals reached almost endemic proportions, so much so that
they promped the question: were they not at least partly the consequence of a
get-rich-quick mentality, encouraged by a policy of encouraging Bumiputera in
business, which led to the pursuit of wealth, untempered by cthics, or even by
fear of the law?

The outstanding Malaysian financial disaster of the 1980s occurred when
Bumiputra Malaysia Finance (BMF), a subsidiary of Bank Bumiputra, which
operated in Hong Kong, collapsed with losses of about US$1bn in 1983, What is
relevant to the theme of this book is not the precise financial details but, rather,
the lack of Malaysian direction of the organization’s activities, and the absence
of sufficient checks on those employees who contrived to extract personal bene-
fits from it. The former can be easily summarized.* Bank Bumiputra stood at
the apex of those organizations created to improve the economic condition of
the Malays and other indigenous peaples. Its functions were to train Bumiputera
in business methods and to advisc and support their business ventures financially.
It betrayed that endeavor. Unfortunately, not enough attention was given to
allowing for the inexperience of those employed, many of them young Malay
graduates. In Hong Kong, the financial aimosphere was hectic because of the
recent escalation of property values. BMF worked in the property market, espe-
cially through the Carrian group, and became the greatest source of its loans.
Although, apparendy, BMF had not been intended to operate in the property
market in Hong Kong, to the uninitiated the prospects of gain scemed Just too
tempting. Not only were BMF's transactions with Carrian inept, they were also
corrupt. Carrian made improper payments to BMF officials, in the form of
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“consulting fees,” etc. In exchange, BMF extended unauthorized loans to
Jarrian. It was unaware of the imminent fall in prices, and when Carrian, as a
consequence, went bankrupt, BMF was unable to recover most of its losses.
Operating in Hong Kong was intended to be part of a learning process for BMF
personnel, so the stakes should have been smaller. Hong Kong Chinese, maybe
correctly, pride themselves on being financially smarter than Southeast Asian
Chinese; to expose BMF personnel 10 their dealings was to plunge them into
more competition than they would have faced at home.

The losses suffered were equivalent to about 3 percent of Malaysia’s national
income. After the crash, most of them were taken over by Petronas, the state oil
company. However, this device failed to conceal that there kad been a loss — a
real loss, not just a “paper loss.” The money had been diverted from objectives
that had a higher priority than supporting unsuccessful speculators. The
Malaysian economy, then suffering from a recession, a large budget deficit, and
balance-of-payments problems, could ill afford it.

There was consternation in Bank Bumiputra and in Bank Negara (the
Central Bank), which denied that it was responsible for Bank Bumiputra, and in
the government. Neither the Prime Minister, nor anyone else at cabinet level,
admitted to knowing about BMF operations. In October 1993 the Prime
ister denounced BMF officials who had, in effect, awarded themselves
consulting fees. Three resigned, and one had already resigned. Later, a
committee of inquiry named those people and others as having received
improper payments from Carrian. No criminal charges were brought against
anyone by the Malaysian authorities.”” This seemed to accord with Mahathir’s
view that, although a “hcinous crime” had been committed, and those
concerned were morally wrong, it was within the law and we could not take
them to court.”” In Hong Kong arrests were made, and extradition proceedings
were begun against BMF officials in Britain, one of whom was extradited, tried,
convicted and sentenced.5?

The principle of ministerial responsibility did not operate. Names of people
at the highest levels of government were mentioned, but no action followed. It
seemed to be a government policy not to take any responsibility. The operations
of the bodies concerned seemed to be impenetrable. Lim Kit Siang denounced
the government for failing to take responsibility. A few prominent Malays,
including Hussein and Anwar, then Minister of Agriculture and head of
UMNO Youth, called for further inquiry, but without any response. Members of
the government were rumored to have been involved, from the top down. No
action was taken against them. However, action was taken by one of them —
Razaleigh. Tn 1996 the London Sunday Times apologized to him and agreed to
pay damages for allegations about a “corrupt connection” to a banking fraud in
Hong Kong 63

The majority of Malay politicians were not just ing th Ives. They
wished to preserve the reputations of the NEP and those, including employees of
BME who were now occupied in helping to implement it. They did not want
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further enquiries. This was the position of the Finance Minister, Daim, in 1984
the unpleasant episode of the BMF scandal was now a thing of the past.5

A previous banking controversy had been on a smaller scale, and had some
points of difference from the BMF casc. Harun, chairman of the Bank Rakyat,
and Menteri Besar of Selangor, was convicted of various charges, including
criminal breach of trust, in 1976 and 1977 (p. 6). He had shown his

7 ial spirit by ing a Muh d Ali-Joe Bugner fight in Kuala
Lumpur in 1975. If there had been a profit, it would have benefited the bank
and also a UMNO Youth complex. The fight was successful in obtaining great
publicity, but financially it was a loss. To recoup, Harun had recourse to using
the bank’s funds.*> The comparison with BMF was not very close. The loss was
only US$3m. There were also extenuating featwres; Harun claimed that his
actions had been sanctioned, unofficially, by Prime Minister Razak. Another
obvious difference was that Harun was acwally sent to jail where he was placed
in charge of the prison library. The larger BMF crime went unpunished, as far
as the principal figures were concerned. Those who were punished were
convicted, not in Malaysia, but elsewhere.

Other controversies during the period involved the use of government funds
or the stock market, and involved Daim, the Finance Minister.

A minor, and not very widely publicized, breach of propricty concerned the
government’s handling of funds in the EPF (Employees Provident Fund), It used
some of the EPF moncy to make investments designed to stimulate the economsy:
The transactions were not illegal. However, the government did not explain the
issue clearly cnough to prevent DAP charges of “share speculation” seeming
plausible.%

Two other incidents were more serious. The first concerned a risky and
unsuccessful government policy. The sccond had to do with Daim's private
fortunes. As regards the former, the government decided o try o establish a tin
cartel through a company. MAMINCO. However, despite the governments
support of tin, prices collapsed and the treasury suffered a loss of about
US$200m.°7 It is hard to say who was responsible for the failed policy -
Mahathir, the Prime Minister, or Daim, the Finance Minister. Whatever the
constitutional niceties, their personal relations were so close that on many occa-
sions they acted as one. They were born in the same kampong (village) in Kedah,
but, unlike Mahathir, Daim studied law in London, joined the government legal
service, and then worked for a private law firm. In the carly 19705 he specialized
i property development, and built his own fortunc on the basis of a gift of land
in Selangor from the Menteri Besar, Harun. After studying urban planning at
Berkeley, he entered politics, and in 1984 accepted Mahathir's invitation to
become Finance Minister. He was active in UMNO's corporate activitics. Even
after Anwar succeeded him as Finance Minister, Daim continued to be financial
adviser o the government. His power has been based on his competence in
finance, and on his close relations with the Prime Minister. He lacks a secure
base inside UMNO, and is not a credible successor to Mahathir. He has not
shrunk from power, but has wanted 10 exercise it where his own capabilities
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would be most effective. He probably would not have been averse to accepting a
really senior post in an important international body.

Relations between Daim and Mahathir have been so close that they exchange
telephone calls every day. They have worked well together, not only because of
their long association, but also because Mahathir is convinced that, unlike any of
his other colleagues, Daim could never be his political rival. One feature of their
relationship may indicate that either Daim was even tougher than was generally
supposed, or that Mahathir was less tough. Daim, apparently, was less tolerant of
incfficient management. For instance, it is said that he, rather than Mahathir,
was mainly responsible for firing some unsuccessful senior executives in heavy
industry projects.*

Daim was the lcading figure in a major scandal, which was unravelled by
professional journalism at its most persistent. In September 1986, the Asian Wall
Street Journal suggested that Daim had benefited from the sale of shares in the
United Malayan Banking Corporation to Pernas, the state trading organization,
and that he had acquired the shares shortly before becoming Finance Minister.
The key issue concerning Daim’s transactions was whether he transferred his
shares before or after he joined the cabinet. Mahathir declared that the transfer
came first, but the Asian Wall Street Journal maintained the contrary The conflict
of views provoked fierce reactions from the government, leading to temporary
bans on the Journal.™

Journalists, in search of words to characterize Daim, have had recourse to
terms such as “quict,” “shy" “reluctant,” and the like. To write a flamboyant
headline on him would have constituted a real challenge. It would be an under-
statement (o say that he was at his best in working behind the scenes. He
amassed money in a quict way. His publicly listed and private holdings were
valued at about US$250m. in 1984, just before the question of his wealth
became a matter of public discussion. They must be much higher now (1998),7!
In spite of his association with some of the scandals and “incidents” referred to
above, his performance as Finance Minister was fvorably judged. He was well
suited to be in the post at the time of the mid-1980s recession, and was adept at
implementing the downsizing that it entailed. When Mahathir was outside
Malaysia for two months in 1997, Daim's opinion on economic issues was widely
quoted, though not as much as Anwar’s. In the cconomic crisis of 1997, he
helped to moderate Mahathir's inappropriate initial reactions (pp. 75-6).

The cases referred to above were concentrated within a few years. It was not
farfewched for a Supreme Court judge to say, in 1987, that in his opinion they
were a by-product of the NEP. He asserted that many Malaysians in both the
private and public scctors had lost their sense of values and had lived beyond
their means.”? He added that increasing dishonesty among financial institutions
was attributable to the current economic downturn.

In looking for parallels in the 1990s, some similaritics and differences are
apparent.”™ Bank Negara's 1993 loss of about USS2bn. through speculating in
forcign exchange is reminiscent of “the tin caper” (p. 70). There are also dissimi-
larities. There has been nothing quite comparable, as far as financial institutions
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are concerned, to the examples of Bank Rakyat and also Bumiputra Malaysia

nance. Nowadays there are perhaps more cxamples of “mismanagement”
which, however, may include acting on behall of self-interest, rather than the
public interest, such as in Perwaja steel and the Bakun dam (pp. 66-7).
Deficiencies in the banking system were revealed during the economic crisis, 1997

and afier (pp. 175, 178). Comparisons are made more difficult by lack of data. An
oppo n belicves that financial scandals may not be less common

nowadays, but that reporting of such items would be checked by the government’s
use of the Official Sccrets Act, ete. He doubts if a 19905 equivalent of, say, the

North-South Highway scandal could safely be reported with the same amount of

detail.™ There seems to be no reason 1o auribute such scandals to any new
y * mentality still operates in a context of corruption,

which started to impinge seriously on the public consciousness only in mid-1997.

cterich-quic

The National Development Policy: the Second Outline
Perspective Plan

As 1990 approached, the terminus of the NEP, speculation intensified about
what would replace it. Some major NEP targets, among them the much-
publicized target for Malay corporate ownership, had not been reached,
according to the government’s statistics. Should the preferences for Malays be
extended, and, if so, for how long? Given that the Malays had made some
cconomic gains, was it now time to review the claims of non-Malays?
Fortunately, by the late 19805 the recession was practically over. If reconsidera-
tion of the NEP had been due a year or two earlier, the debate would have been
more acrimonious. IT it was now becoming almost a cliché to say that the NEP
was dependent on growth, it would also seem to be true that fruitful discussion of
the NEPs future was dependent on the perception of existing growth.

In 1988, to ensure that these issues were discussed, Mahathir (possibly
prompted by the MCA) set up a National Economic Consultative Council
(NECC) to consider possible changes.” The Council contained equal numbers
of Bumiputera and non-Bumiputera, covering a wide range of views, but did not
include top decision-makers. However, it was clear that the government was
already pursuing its own course. The Economic Planning Unit, in the Prime
Minister's Department, was currently working on the relevant sections of the
Sixth Malaysian Plan and the Second Outline Perspective Plan (OPP2),

A 1988 Mahathir speech in Singapore was illuminati g The NECC was
participating in shaping policy, he said, but it was unlikely that its members
would agree, and he thought that eventually they would hand over the task of
formulating changes in the NEP 1o the government. This was a correct estimate
of the extent of the NECC’s influence, and also sounded like a self-fulfilling
prophecy. After many vicissitudes, it did indecd submit a report. Some of its
recommendations were included in OPP2, which contains the best summary of
the National Development Policy (NDP), the NEP's successor.’s The NDP
restated some of the NEP's aims, such as promoting balanced development and
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optimizing growth, as well as social and ic i i
However, in some respects there was an evident shift in approach. There was to
be more emphasis on quality than on quantity. This was to be achiceved through
more stringent selection of partici when training Bumiy for i

business positions, and setting higher standards of products and services. This
was done, for example, by the states cooperating in identifying business people
who could be groomed into middle-class Bumip P © new
cmphasis was less on the transfer of wealth and more on the rapid development
of an active Bumig c ial and industrial ity, and the expan-
sion of’ capacitics to generate income and wealth. More attention would be paid
to strengthening the capacitics of Bumiputera to retain and manage their wealth
effectively.

As regards cthnic implications, the lack of attention paid to the NECC's
recommendations scemed ominous to non-Malays. No dates were set for the
atainment of the NEP's targets, nor were assurances given that quotas would be
setfor non-Malays that were close to their proportion in the population.
However, the non-Bumiputera actually did better than that — mention of quotas
and targets was simply avoided. The relaxations of the NEP, which were intro-
duced during the mid-1980s recession for hoth Chinese and foreign investors,
were continued.

OPP2 concluded that the NEP had been partly successful, but that it had
failed 1o meet some of the targets set, particularly those for greater Bumiputera
ownership of corporate wealth. Also, whatever increase there had been was due
mare to holdings acquired and kept in trust for Bumiputera than to shares held
directly by Bumiputera investors.” As contemplated in previous plans, Malay
gains in representation in the higher levels of the economy were mostly in sectors
where previously they had been most under-represented; for example, the
percentage of Bumi in the professions has risen steeply.

To supplement the findings of OPP2, it should be added that a change was
noticcable in the attitude of the Chinese and other non-Bumiputera.”® In the
carly years of the NEP, non-Bumiputera business people fought against the state-
controlled policies of the government. However, later many tended to cooperate
with Bumiputera partners, who were more active than if the arrangement had
been an “Ali-Baba” one (p. 53). Some Chinese adapted to the NEP by forging
links close to centers of Malay power, thus achicving more success than those
who remained within Chinese business circles.

An obvious question, to which there is no casy answer, is: did the NEP retard
growth? OPP2 asks the question, and makes some pertinent observations. It
asserts that, over a period of twenty years, Malaysia had not only achieved
growth, but had also effectively addressed the problems of poverty and of
cconomic imbalance. It added that, in the opinion of some, it had retarded
growth, because, other things being equal, it had interfered with the free play of
market forces. But other things were not equal. The NEP provided an atmo-
sphere of peace and stability that was conducive to growth and to reducing
poverty and inequalities. So the case against the NEP was not proven.™®
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The findings of OPF2 on povcrty were reassuring. Such policies, especially
those aimed at hard-core poverty, had been successful up to 1995, This was duc
partly 1o the expansion of the economy and o the work of unpaid people, as
well as of government officials, Increased employment opportunities in urban
arcas helped to diminish poverty because they auracted people from rural areas

where incomes were lower. The incidence of poverty had fallen to about 9
percent by 1995. Hard-core poverty had been tackled in various ways, including
the promotion of income-producing projects and the provision of free loans,
Inequalities in incomes were reduced, for example differences between the
highest 20 percent and the lowest 40 percent groups had narrowed, %

Bumiputera at various times have been given opportunitics to buy shares at
favorable terms. This privilege has been abused in two principal ways. The
recipicnis of shares have tended to be already at an advantage, through being,
for example, related to royal familics or connected with UMNO leaders, Second,
the shares, once reccived, are often quickly sold, ofien to non-Bumiputera, thus
making a welcome profit, but defeating the purpose of the scheme - to enable
Bumiputera 10 acquire and retain wealth. Names of individuals and firms have
not been released but the value of such transfers, 1992-5, was over USS1m.8!
Even if these defects were eliminated there would still be a conflict with one of
the main objectives of the NDP - 10 encourage the Malays’ capacity to generate
income (p. 73).

So far, the NDP has been much less controversial than the NEP. It has been
harder to attack, because it does not present identifiable targets to aim at. Also,
up o August 1997, Malaysia had a period of continued prosperity: Policy has
also been more accommodating to non-Bumiputera than before, thus helping to
moderate cthnic tensions.

The and probl

Until August 1997, economic prospects seemed bright. GDP growth reached 9.5
percent and 8.2 percent in 1995 and 1996 respectively, although the rate of
increase was expected to decline. Investment continued to incre

reached a record high in 1996,

se. having
here has been full employment since 1992:
indeed the labor market is tight, in spite of the presence of about a million
foreign workers August 1997 that the ringgit weakened, following
the fall in some other ASEAN currencics, particularly the baht. The stock
market also fell. The government's perception that the situation was indeed
serious was shown by the end of the year by its contingeney plans to slow down,
or even postpone indefinitely, the completion of even some of the Prime
Minister’s favorite projects, such as the Bakun dam.

Looking ahead, two relatively neglected issues claim attentjon, 5 The
Federation of Malaysian Manufacturers has proposed that tax concessions
should be granted for research and development. The 1996 amount was only
017 percent of GDP. the forticth position in the world rankings. The other ftem
that has 1o be tackled is increasing productivity, and the government ha
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committed itself” to doing this. It scems less willing to move on R&D; however, in
1997, R&D grants were for firms in the Multimedi Super Corridor.

Mahathir and economic policy

In conducting economic policy, the government relics on the services of an

blished b v, principally the E ic Planning Unit (EPU). Among
ministers, the Minister of Finance and the Minister of Trade and Industry have
the main cconomic (and arguably also political) roles. Under Mahathir, the
cconomic adviser, Daim, is also a key figure. The EPU is in the Prime Minister's
Department. Mahathir has more o do with it than his predecessors had, because
many of his main interests are focussed on construction, for which carcful prepa-
ration is essential. There has also been a special section in the EPU concerned
with privatization, a special concern of Mahathir's.

After he assumed control of the Ministry of Trade and Industry in 1977,
Mahathir became the main dircctor of economic policy. Even with Daim
playing a part, Mahathir has had the last word. He also has a number of fixed
ideas, on which orthodox cconomic theorics make little impact. Mahathir did
not help to formulate the NEP, but in interpreting it, he quickly liberalized it to
encourage foreign and non-Bumiputera investment,®? and is now in the process,
it seems, of de-cthnicizing it, through the NDP and, cventually, “Vision 2020,
Other policics were also given Mahathir's individual stamp, or sometimes had it
withdrawn. The “Look East” policy lived on in name, long after it had ccased to
be a potent influence. As an illustration, although there is a Japanese component
in the Multimedia Super Corridor, it is not strong by comparison with the US
contribution to the project.

The crisis of 1997

In August 1997 Mahathir's command of the economy was severely shaken, so
much so that his continuance in office became questionable, although the odds
were that he would weather the storm at least for a year or two. There were
preliminary signs of trouble which could be inferred from his own statements.
Investment was welcome, but local investors should dominate the scene. The
cconomy was not overheated, nor was the government spending beyond its
means; growth had been planned, the government contended. The crisis came
when the fall in the value of the Thai baht spread to the Philippines, Indonesia,
and also Malaysia. The ringgit dropped to a four-year low — in carly 1998 it
traded at nearly five o the dollar -~ and the share index fell by 40 percent.
Mahathir estimated that per capita income had fallen from about US$5,000 per
head 1o about US$4,000.

External analysts auributed the initial trouble to the combination of an
exchange rate that was pegged to the US dollar and a widening trade gap, which
gave speculators a good target to aim at. The problems were intensified by
government policies. Initially, it tricd to shore up the value of the ringgit,
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through a 60bn. ringgit fund, and also placed a ban on “short-selling,” which
caused investors 1o feel trapped. The result was that they sold as much as they
could as soon as they could. Many domestic investors also sold. Mahathir had
failed 1o control the market; it was not amenable to the power of his will,
Apparently Anwar nudged Mahathir into a reversal in early September 1997 by
cutting down expenditure on projects and introducing measures 10 reduce the
deficit, as well as by making it easier for investors to sell shares# Mahathir
regained the initiative in 1998, and followed a policy of expanding the cconomy
(see pp. 176-7). The crisis revealed insufficient central control of the banking

system, as shown on previous occasions (pp. 68-70).

Economic measures were  accomy by holding
Representatives of political parties — even from the opposition — were induced to
rally in his favor, as were members of a bank employecs” union. The technique
was reminiscent of North Korea. Mahathir was not trying 1o convince
foreigners. Evidence of forcign opposition, for instance by forcign magazines,
was usclul in stimulating internal support. While some forcign opinion, for
example The Nation (Bangkok), called for his resignation, he was resolute in
believing in his own analysis of what had gone wrong. He atributed his prob-
lems to the rogue speculative activities of George Soros. He, and some other
Jews, were said to resent any progress that was mad by Muslims. Speculation,
he believes, should be banned by international agreement. He was financially
innocent. He did not believe that an “invisible hand” was at work. He thought
that a visible hand was there and that it was part of a conspiracy. He saw global-
ization as infringing on his control of Malaysia, yet the foreign investment, which
he saw as essential for Malaysia's development, was a manifest

on of that same

globalization,
These. and subsequent, stormy reactions by Mahathir o the crises are used
(p- 174-8) to try to interpret his behavior in adverse situations

The Multimedia Super Corridor

The Prime Minister's latest and, until now, greatest project is the Multimedia
Super Corridor (MSC). It was conceived in 1994 as part of the final phase of the
country’s industrialization program; however, details are still vague in some
respects. At present (1998), its scale is so vast, and the risks and rewards so great,
that it has captured atention not only in Malaysia but also in the remainder of
Southeast Asia and beyond.

The MSC is multipurpose.” As well as being part of Mahathir's industrial-
ization policy, it is also meant to streamline the work of the government by
making it eventually “paperless™ It is also intended o represent a step beyond
even heavy industry. Malaysia's labor costs have become higher than those of
most of its neighbors, and its oil reserves may be limited. The aim is to move
Malaysia into an information-based economy, as trade barriers are lowered. The
MSC, as a potential money-maker, is also seen as a possible help against the
cffects of a recession.
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The MSC is a zone extending to the south of the present capital, Kuala
Lumpur (measuring 15km by 50km), which is scheduled to provide an environ-
ment for companies secking to create, distribute, and employ multimedia
products and scrvices. It is, broadly speaking, a planned, concentrated, and
government-directed variation on the theme of Silicon Valley. It contains three
elements. One is a high-capacity global ications and logistics infrastruc-
ture and a new large international airport, which critics say will be under-utilized
for some time. The second consists of new policies and “cyberlaws,” to facilitate
the develop of multimedi lications and to make Malaysia a leader in
the protection of intellectual property. The third aim is to create an attractive,
environmentally friendly area for living. There will be no skyscrapers, and 30
percent of the area will consist of green space.

Although the concept scems almost ethercal, compared, say, with factories or
dams, the physical development of 7,000 hectares will lead to the creation of
massive structures. It would not have been possible to locate anything so exten-
sive within the cramped confines of the existing capital, even with possible
extensions. As well as a new airport, Sepang, there will be a new high-tech city,
Cyberjaya (still liwde more than a blueprint in 1998), the nucleus of the corridor,
Il extend from the heart of Kuala Lumpur to Sepang® Also near
Sepang will be the new administrative capital, Putrajaya, whose site was chosen
in 1993, Its population is estimated to exceed 75,000 by the year 2000. Not all
government departments will move there; the Ministry of Forcign Affairs will
remain in Kuala Lumpur. However, the Prime Minister’s Office will be the first
to go there, in 1998. All these cstimates, of course, are subject to changes in
timing occasioned by the financial crisis of August 1997. As well, some states —
for instance, Penang — are already preparing to complement the MSCs funce
tions. Construction on the corridor is being carried out by a joint venture,
headed by a company comprising the well-known Renong group.

Because of the intricacy of the MSC’s operations, a good deal of coordina-
tion will be required. Two committees are involved. The higher one, which is
mainly I and supervisory, is comy of people from both the
private and the public sectors, The implementation committee includes two
ministers, the Minister for Energy, Telecommunications and Posts, and the
Minister for Education, as well as Anwar until 1998. Mahathir is chairman of
both committees. It is widely believed that he alone knows enough about the
project to be able to coordinate it effectively®

No matter how well structured or innovative the MSC may be, it cannot
succeed unless it attracts the best talent. One facet of this is to persuade the most
deservedly prestigious firms to participate. In order to do this, the MSC offers a
definite area of operations, defined policics, and a government friendly to the
investing companics.” Two other prerequisites are closcly linked. The govern-

its friendliness by S i 2

ment must d its fi y P g ¥ It
must provide gencrous tax concessions and also relax ions about employ-
ment for Bumi, and for forci On the other hand, if the

monctary incentives are o generous, the overall profitability of the MSC will be
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reduced. Both of these have been promised.® The MSC policy on employment
provides an lite version of what all Malaysia may look like after the implemen-
tation of “Vision 2020." Cyberlaws are also being drafied, designed to facilitate
clectronic commercial transactions. Among other things, they license and
oversee transactions, and impose fines for infractions such as hacking, implanting
viruses, and divulging sccret passwords. Other laws are being drafied to penalize
the infringement of intellectual property. By October 1997, sixty-six high-tech
companics had met the strict criteria demanded for acceptance as having “Super
Corridor” staws. About half arc Malaysian controlled. Forcign companies
willing and qualified to participaie included, 1o name only a few: Siemens,
Mitsubishi, Oracle MSC, DHL International Limited, and the Nippon
Telegraph and Telephone Corporation.?! “The United States was strongly repre-
sented because of Malaysia's decision that, although in the past Japan and Korea
had been a model for Malaysia (as in the “Look East” policy), the most appro-
priate (adapted) model would be Silicon Valley. Recruiting prestigious companics
is not enough to provide a good chance of success, Local talent must also be
obtained. Malaysia is short of high-tech professionals, and efforts are being
made to atract qualificd Malaysians living abroad, particularly in the Silicon
Valley.

Tiwo examples may illustrate the government’s determination that the MSC is
& top priority: In April 1997 Mahathir gave instructions 1o the states that they
should give MSC projects top priority*? Also, in Parliament, bills concerning the
MSC should be given prefercnce over other bills (they were also drafied in very
broad terms o as to be adaptable 10 rapid technological change).

Plans for the MSC have difficultics 10 contend with. Some are particular to
Malaysia. The shortage of professionals has been mentioned. Steps have been
taken to remedy it by setting up two technological universitics in the arca. Also,
in 1997 the country was suffering from frequent interruptions of clectric power.
The target is 10 reduce these by about 40 percent by 2000, The electricity
industry is to be reorganized, and charges raised to make more revenue avail-
able.

Other problems arise because the future of information technology is uncer-
tain. In a ficld where rapidly changing technological know-how can be decisive,
how can a country be assured that it has committed resources to employing the
most appropriace techniques and technology? Malaysia has attempted to be as
well informed as possible. It has assembled an impressive international panel of
advisers which the Prime Minister and the government can consult on the whole
range of relevant issues. The list reads like a Who's Who of the world of informa-
tion technology. Among the names are Bill Gates of Microsoft, James Barksdale
of Netscape, Lewis Platt of Hewlett Packard, cte, %t

Mahathir has devoted much effort o mastering the technological aspects of
the MSC, and shows great proficiency in the use of technical language, which
impresscs long-time experts. Curiously, Lim Kit Siang, the Leader of the
Opposition, is also well versed in the subject. I Malaysian politicians are asked
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which political figure should rival Mahathir's knowledge of the field (expecting a
Barisan member 1o be named), the answer is quite likely to be “Lim Kit Siang"

Lim Kit Siang commends Mahathir for having secured the services of accom-
plished advisers, but he differs from him on a broader issue. He thinks that the
publicity accorded o the MSC: has overshadowed previous plans for information
technology. He doces not want to see a division in the population between the
“information poor” and the “information rich."® An even more critical
comment is that greater information priorities exist than the MSC — that there is
a more pressing need to provide electricity to schools that are without it, particu-
larly in Sarawak and Sabah.

One of the closest rivals to Malaysia in the field of information technology is
Singapore. Singapare has no specifically designated MSC. It did not need to do
this, beea it is a small country — the corridor is larger! It has adopted an
approach similar to Lim Kit Siang’s through an “intelligent island” program, to
be completed by 2000. By that date, half the houscholds and practically every
business will be connected to a high-speed cable network, providing links to cable
television, Internet services, and government offices. This will be extended to
banks, libraries, and so on. The similarity is in the determination and political
will expressed by the leaders of the two countrics. These qualities of Mahathir
are evident. Correspond Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong “has taken
personal charge of the project and runs it as others would a war cffort,"%

Mahathir takes all his projects with great scriousness, but he is perhaps more
immersed in the MSC than in any previous undertaking. The possible fierce
competition, the risks, and the uncertainty of the market, have only steeled his
resolution. Not only has he mastered its technology; he also devoted his two
months’ “leave” from Malaysia in 1997 to tirelessly “selling” it to people whose
knowledge is perhaps exceeded only by their hardheadedness.

Despite Mahathir’s dedication to the Corridor and the construction that will
surround it, the timing will almost certainly be slowed down by the crisis that
began in 1997,




4 Containing ethnic discontent

The art of governing, in an cthnically diverse socicty such as Malaysia, consists
in ruling so that the interests and feelings of various ethnic groups are not
unduly wounded. Unless the government is watchful, resentment may accumu-
late and be expressed in a larger opposition vote at the next election, or worse, in
violence. In the early days of independence, because of the salient and contro-
versial naturc of “the bargain,” the focus in Malaysia was mainly on the Chinese
and, 0 a lesser cxtent, the Indians. Possible sources of discontent were
augmented in 1963 with the addition of Sarawak and Sabah, about whose
inhabitants the federal government knew litde.

There were sources of discontent among Malays; PAS represented a major
center of dissent which might outbid UMNO on its greater devotion to Islam or
its stronger commitment t0 Malay nationalism. Until the late 19705, the policy
lines between UMNO and PAS had been quite clearly indicated. About that
time, however, there emerged an Islamic “resurgence,” which transformed the
picture. Groups were formed, which added to the complexity of the Islamic
trends with which the government would have to deal, and both PAS and
UMNO received recruits from these new effervescent sources, who, in turm,
influcnced their own policies. What measures, or combinations of measures,
could UMNO employ in the face of a challenge that was not entirely uncx.
pected, but which was conducted with surprising and disturbing intensit

The first section of the chapter is devoted 10 this issue. The second is
concerned with the government's relationships with the Chinese and the Indians.

The third deals with the government's atiempts to control, and promote develop-
ment among, the diverse inhabitants of Sarawak and Sabah.

The “Islamic resurgence” and the government’s
response

There is no abrupt break between government policies on this issue before and
after Mahathir; nevertheless he put his own distinctive stamp on the govern-
ments policy. He felt strongly on the matter, and the full force of his personality
was w0 ensure the impl ion of his belies. In the late 19605,
Gordon Means abserved that government policies had inhibited doctrinal diver.
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sification within Islam, and had tended to check some dynamic and modernist
trends. The Islamic resurgence, a few years later, burst through the barriers of
government policies, although not much of it represented modernizing influ-
ences. Perhaps modernization was best typified by the government's reactions to
the resurgence.

The nature of the resurgence

Unquestionably, the roots of the resurgence lay in a new intensity of fecling
about the place of Iskam in people’s personal and political lives2 The resurgence
was aimed at making Muslims etter Muslims, not at converting non-Muslims. It
was motivated partly by a desire 10 assert onc’s Malay identity. The resurgence
was particularly attractive to the young, and originated among students at the
University of Malaya in the late 1970s, who had been affected by the events of
May 13, 1969 and its aftermath. There was a connection between the reactions
of such people towards the problems of the time — such as Malay poverty, Malay
Janguage and education, and corruption — and a search for what the teachings of
Isdam could suggest for solving these problems.3

The extent of the resurgence was hard to miss, visually, in its areas of concen-
tration, urban centers in general, and in and near the University of Malaya, in
particular. It was obvious in attire, most often in women's headgear, where
different versions of the veil conveyed to the initiated the degree of religious
fervor in the wearer. Such variations in dress, etc., were sometimes referred to by
anear-synonym for the resurgence — dakeak (a call to believe in Islam). Less obvi-
ously, there were distinctive dictary rules, not only about what could be caten,
but also about how it was prepared and who prepared it. Personal choices on
cating had deep social effects. Those with religious views on diet tended to cat
together, leading to less collegiality between Malays and non-Malays and even
among Malays themselves. Additionally, some of the resurgent groups encour-
aged, or even stipulated, segregation between the sexes in many aspects of living.

There was no single impetus for the resurgence, which perhaps helps to
account for the different forms it took in the various groups involved. There was
influence from abroad, e.g, from Libya and Iran, although some Malays found it
was disillusioning to visit and experience the ways things worked in some of these
countries. Internal influences were certainly strong It has been argued that the
NEP, with the increased opportunities it afforded to Malays, was a potent factor.
These greater opportunities increased the confidence of Malays who were able to
take advantage of the new policy. However, socially, the “beneficiaries” were often
placed in situations where they felt ill at ease, and they sought the security and soli-
darity that a supportive religious group could provide. Support was all the more
necessary for young people who were studying aboard, in Britain or elsewhere,
and had to cope with different mores and only partly familiar languages.? It was
observed that the appeal of the resurgence organizations was attractive initially
because it helped personally, but that this was sometimes followed by an interest in
Islamic ways of thinking on social and political issues.®
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In spite of the distinctive nature of the organizations in question, they had
some basic tenets in common, which may be briefly summarized Islam was not
only a guide to religion, but also the key for understanding the state, politics, law,
and society. This precept had sometimes been neglected by Muslim countries
that followed Western values, and the organizations believed that Muslims
should rewrn w0 swdying the Koran and the tcachings of the Prophet
Muhammad. Islamic law had 1o replace Western-inspired civil Science and
technology should be aceepted, but only if they were subordinated to Islam.5

The two most powerful Malay political parties in the 1970s, UMNO and
PAS, held opposing views on Iskamic law and the Islamic state. UMNO looked
on sl as the party of the Malays, who were Muslims, Consequently, it was an
upholder of Islam and Islamic values, but was seldom militant about it. Beyond
the purely religious perspective, UMNO did not see Islam as a source of trouble
or a threat to cconomic development policies. Except for irritating dissenting
views, emanating mainly from PAS, Islam was viewed as a source of stability,
especially in the 19505 and 19605 when it scemed to be @ necessary bulwark
against the spread of communism.
PAS’s religious stance was more forthright than UMNO's. From its inception,
it had supported the idea of an Islamic state. At the same time, it had a good
deal of common ground with UMNO. It reacted 1o the events of May 13, 1969
and afterwards in rather the same way as UMNO, namely as a threat to Malay
supremacy, and this attitude contributed to its willingness to join the Barisan
National in 1974. However, the accord did not last, and it was expelled from the
Barisan in 1977, The federal government, acting for “political” reasons, then
declared a state of emergency in Kelantan, and, afier a split in PAS, UNMNO,
with the aid of one of the resulting factions, took over the state government of
Kelantan after winning a state election in 1978.7

Actually, PASs commitment to Islam was not unalloyed. Its concern about
the 1969 riots and the damage o the Malays was a reminder that the party had
a strong Malay nationalist strain. Indecd this followed from its origins. One of
the organizations that came together to form it in 1951 was a Malay nationalist
party, as indicated in its title, Partai Kebangsaan Melayu,®

It was not until 1982 that the Islamic component became paramount. In that
year a group described (without much originality) as the “Young Turks” took
over the direction of the party from the “Old Guard L™ and in the mid-1980s
conducted a campaign against “cthnic chauvinism.” The new policy was exem-
plified the creation of a Chinese Consultative Committee, and in a
condemnation of the NEP as cthnically based. It is not certain that Malay
nationalist influences have been completely eradicated — they are so easily linked
with support for Islam. However, the official change in policy provided an addi-
tional reason that members of Islamic resurgence groups would choose 1o
become members of, and sometimes electoral candidates for, PAS,

Understanding of PAS has been obscured by claims that it was completely
opposed to economic development - rather than m ng the point that develop-
ment should be subordinate to Islamic principles. What did seem to be true was

e
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that PAS often found it difficult to implement policies based on the application of
Islamic beliefs to any given situation.

Components of the resurgence

The non-party components of the Islamic resurgence subscribed broadly to the
Islamic belicfs as summarized above (pp. 80-2). Yet the four examples cited here
showed - divergences in  their immediate objectives and  their spheres of
operation.!” Curiously, it was a “non-political” group, Darul Arqam, that was
most ruthlessly dealt with by the government in the 1990,

The first group, Jaamat Tabligh (often referred to as Tabligh) may be
described very briefly. Deriving from an organization based in New Delhi, and
exclusively male, it had a missionary function. It gave the government litde
trouble. The sccond group, Darul Arqam, was founded by Ustaz Ashaari
Mohammad; it had about 10,000 supporters, and manufactured about sixty
products, including chili sauce and soap. It aimed at putting into operation an
Isamic lifestyle, based on a high degree of self-sufficiency. The life was
communal, although the sexes were largely segregated. Polygamy was practised,
and women were not treated equally. It had its own markets, schools, clinics, and
hospitals. It wished to deepen its knowledge of Islam and to spread the Islamic
message, particularly to Muslim students. Because it believed that the influence
of Islam should originate first through the individual and then through commu-
nities, it appeared that activity at a national level, if indeed it was an objective,
would be contemplated only in the very long term.

The Islamic Republic Group (IRG) (whose name indicates its objective) was
an offshoot of ABIM (Angkatan Belia Islam Malaysia - Malaysian Islamic Youth
Movement), which took over control of the student unions from ABIM in the
carly 1980s. It planned to found a religious party, but its application to do so was
rejected by the Registrar of Societics. Some of its members joined PAS when the
Young Turks took over in 1982, and several of them later attained high office in
the party.

Unlike the IRG, ABIM was not political, although, through its discussions and
experience of promoting social issues, it provided useful training for future politi-
cians. It was the intellectual powerhouse of the Islamic resurgence. Its thirst for
knowledge led it w emphasize the img ¢ of education and the need to
upgrade the quality of training for Islamic groups. By 1997, ABIM was running
300 kindergartens, three primary and three secondary schools, and some study
centers. Ritual was a secondary consideration. At its inauguration in 1971 it had
only 153 members, but by 1974 this had risen to 17,000 However, its impor-
tance lay not in the number of its members, but in their quality. Some of its
members became PAS candidates in the 1978 elections.!! It was scen as a threat
by UMNO. Its leader, Anwar, seasoned in the 1969 campaign against Tunku, by
struggles against the authorities at the University of Malaya, and as the
spokesperson for the societies affected by the proposed amendments to the
Societies Act in the carly 19705, was well qualified to enter national politics. He
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was reputed by some to favor PAS, although he himself denied this, which he
confirmed by standing for election as a UMNO candidate in 1982,

Mahathir’s views on Islam

Mahathir's views on Islam were quite decided. He did not aspire to be a theolo-
i, or 0 offer a comprehensive view of the relation between government and
religion. Bui, as a politician, he believed that he could distinguish between
courses of action that he thought were unworkable and those that had a good
prospect of being successful in Malaysia. He had beliefs which applicd not only
to religion, but also had a wider reference. He repudiated the “either/or”
approach. He called for  balance between this world and the next.’? He was
Guick to discern, in any religous injunction. what was the relevant substance and
whist was the inconsequential form, onginally chosen to suit the circumstances in
which it was delivered but currently perhaps not so relevant. !

Mahathir was particularly indignant about proposals for hudud which the PAS
government in Kelanan wished to establish there. It was deterred by threats
from the federal government - which originally had not made clear pronounce-
ments on the issue, that it would intervene by declaning a state of emergency

1996). Hudut was an Islamic criminal code which stpulated punishments,
including whipping and stoning, for offences such as theft. robbery, uniawful
carnal intercourse, drinking alcohol, etc. He claimed that it was unfair thar such
laws should apply 10 Muslims alone. (On the other hand. non-Muslims all over
Malaysia, not convinced by federal government assurances, feared that some day
such laws might be applied 10 them.) Mahathir singled out for criticism the
requirement in these proposals that, to prove rape, four witnesses were required,
claiming that such testimony would be extremely difficult to obtain, '

Mahathir questioned the worth of forced conversion to Islam. What was
wanted, he thought, was that Muslims truly adhere 1o Islamic values, and non-
Muslims should adhere to noble values that certainly did not conlict with
Muslim values w0 be able 10 live in peaceful harmony, progress, and happiness.
Similarly, he believed that w institute Islamic laws would result only in outwardly
true Muslims.

He was not an admirer of the wama Islamic scholars), asserting that the
decline of Islam was due largely to their arrogant rejection of secular knowledge.
In the context of the present day, he preferred his views to theirs. As a final angu-
ment, he pointed to the ethnic composition of Malaysia, and contended that the
large prop of Muslims c “ bar 10 a government adopting
Isdamic law.'®

The ’s to the

These are examples of Mahathir's wntellectual veactions w the beliels of Islamic
resurgence. His political reactions, tw deal with the resurgence, were drawn from a
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standard repertoire: cooption, competitive institution-building, and the use of

force.

Mahathir's o ption, institution-building,
5

Mahathir made use of some well-known strategies, buldmemmzm:ih'ng
features in their impl ion. The new instituti icularly the Islamic
Bank and the International Islamic University, had both a practical and a
symbolic value. The cooption of Anwar into UMNO was a masterstroke.
ouside:hcpditicalpardcshc\ﬁsmmndylhrmminﬂumﬁzhhhkummli
_gionandpoﬁcim-mdhlcrmva!cdhimsd[asaﬂcmwmpu:nmduﬂyh
the top league of professional politicians. Cooption afforded 2 doutile benefit - it
represented an asset gained by UMNO and, simuhanmm,:apmml,p:rth;
cven probable, assct lost by PAS. This was not the only surprise about the coop-
ton. It was known that Anwar's father had been 2 UMNO Member of
Parhiament. It was not at all well known that, some time earhier, his muther had
had the forethought to take out 2 UMNO membership in ber son’s name. Many
in ABIM were somy 10 sce Anwar leave. On a non-personal Jevel, obviously
ABIM would now have greater access to government, but &t would lose, or
appear 1o lose. some of its independence. Some in UMNO asked who was using
ubom.zndwundaedu’hﬂbathcpnxmshonldbewnﬁdcmdmmrpmm
mfilration. In rerospect. the answer was that it was both. Amwar was asked 10
buuncan':me‘.\[\"O,zndhcdid.Oncddxcrnwnsbzw—ankcdlodon
was that he might contribute ideas and followers that might be wseful in shaping
UMNO's policy: He did. and they were.

The mstirunions with 2n “Islamic” aspect set under Mahathir were not the
ﬁmo!rhcxrkmdmbrmhﬁsbcd.sith!L\’thdhemdngummmLk
had sur d. both ionally and financially, 2 number of causes, as it
lboug?npmpainacumu—ynbmhhm“znhzmrd@nmdmm
the buiidmg and maimenance of mosques and the like, ing competi-
bmsandammngMuslmmgomlhchq.dkpilpim;gcmMmsw
Tunky had founded (1960, and continued 1o tzke 2 deep interewt in, Petkim
Pertubuhan Kebajikan Islam Malaysia), which helped comvens o Isiam to adjust
during the process of their comversion, it had been governsment assisied. Indeed,
dtaﬁchlmmu!ﬁrﬁmwmdumubyhxp«mu&mddka@nwiﬂw
2 comversion centificate 10 new converts,

By the kate 1970s, the Istamic resusgenor was being perceived as iuczeasingly
radical. und some government bodies dating from that time, betwern, say, 1577
2nd Mahathir becoming Prime Minister in 1981, appeared w bx A cesponse 10
this perception. Perhaps tie most important was Fusat fdam, estalisbed in 1980,
which wes in effect 2 governument-sponsored dubawah group invenged 10 comprie
with other dakwah groups and  report on their activitics. It was fully funded by
the government, and was placed under 4 cabinet minises iside the Prime
Minister's Deparunent. Other ingvasions might s be considesed 10 be
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responses. As early as 1977 there was an Islamic Rescarch Center in the Prime
Minister’s Office. There was also an Islamic Training and Dakwah Institute in
that office. In December 1978 a “dakwah month” was launched. In rural arcas,
state governments sct up educational foundations which could compete with
institutions established by ABIM. Without disparaging previous cfforts, it was
only after Mahathir became Prime Minister that calculated and coordinated
government responses were made.

A major larger-scale institution set up by Mahathis, the Islamic Bank, was a
“brainchild” of Anwar. Before proceeding with the creation of the Bank, the
relevant experience of other countries was considered. The Bank was not
intended o be the basis of a new parallel system competing with the xisting
one. Changing the basis of bank carnings from interest to profits - to conform to
Islam ciples — did not entail incompatibility. It did ot prevent it becoming
part of the existing banking system. According to Bank Islam's director, it fitted
quite well into the system, and relations with other bankers were good.'” The
bank provided services for some Malays, mostly rural, who were unhappy with
the concept of interest. Such people were reassured by the existence of a roli-
gious supervisory council, working joindy with the bank's board,

The International Islamic University, which started teaching in 1983, aspired
10 be the counterpart, in modern times, of the renowned Egyptian Al Azhar
University, where many Malay nationalists had been educated. Although the
new university was situated in Malaysia and sponsored by its governmens, it was
co-sponsored by the Organization of Islamic Conference, and was international
in the composition of its faculty and students. These did not need to be Muslims
if they accepted the concept of the university. Clearly, it intends 10 be an clite
institution, distingui: from other such instituti by a primary commitment
to learning more about Tslam and its relation o the modern world, '#

Anothier new institution was the restructured Islamic Economic Foundation
(1984), intended to collect contributions to charity (mostly from inside Malaysia)
from Islamic sources, such as the Tabung Haji, which existed to help intending
pilgrims to save tawards the cost of their undertaking the Agi. A less benevolent
body was created in 1994 - a commitice of religious experts, administrators,
ctc., chosen to prepare a program for dealing with “deviationist™ organizations
that had been identified as such.

Two other new institutions were directly engaged in promoting the govern-
ment’s policy on Islam.'” One was the well-funded Institute of P icy
Development, which was founded by Anwar in 1985, It was intended to arry
out human development training for student leaders, youth activists, junior
managers, and public servants. The second, 1992, was the Institute of Islamic
Understanding (IKIM), with a twofold task — 1o channel the challenge of the
Islamic resurgence long state-defined lines, and 1o establish a dialogue with
non-Muslims both inside and outside Malaysia. External relations were impor-
tant: Mahathir wished 10 project to the world that Malaysia's interpretation of
Islam was progressive rather than backward. Unlike some of the other newly
created institutions, whose functions to promote government policy were mainly
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symbolic or peripheral, the plainly stated purposes of the two just mentioned
sprang from the very core of government policy towards Islam. Indeed, the first
task of the Institute succinctly expressed the Islamic impact on Malaysia
according to his wishes. Another institution, to be completed by 1999, was an
“Islamic hospital.” In it, only women doctors will attend women, and prayer will
precede diagnosis and treatment.

The weapon of last resort for Mahathir was coercion. If parties or groups
resorted to violence or crossed the dividing line between dissent and “devia-
tionism,” he was ready to use force. PAS was one of the government’s targets. As
a prelude to its (successful) plan to take control of Kelantan, a state of emer-
gency was declared in November 1978, Three members of PAS were detained
under the ISA for incitement to violence and other unlawful means, in order to
achicve their aims. In another case, PAS was alleged o have supported Ibrahim
Mahmud - also known as Ibrahim Libya - who used violence which culminated
in a struggle between his followers and the police. Fourteen civilians (including
Ibrahim) and four police were killed. In 1985 the community he had created in
Memali (Kedah) had acquired arms and provoked local disturbances. The local
police were unable to cope with his followers’ tactics. The government used too
liule force at the start, and probably excessive force later, when its troops stormed
Ibrahim's house, where his supporters were concentraed 2’ The attack
contributed to deteriorating relations between Mahathir and Musa, and eventu-
ally to Musa leaving the government in 1986, Mahathir had lef the country just
before the attack on Ibrahim’s men occurred. According to Musa, Mahathir was
critical of him because the operation had not been more carcfully planncd.
Musa, however, asserted that the responsibility was his, as his deputy, and that he
had left the details of the attack to the police.?!

Mahathir's repression of Darul Arqam was, apparently, not primarily a
response 0 violence. Repression was used, allegedly because of the group’s devi-
ationism, although the government also said that the organization was training
armed warriors. Finance for this might have come from the movement's exten-
sive commercial activities. Apart from doctrinal differences, credibility was given
t the government’s charges by its allegation that Ashaari had claimed that he
was a prophet and had had visions of the Prophet Mubammad. The group was
disbanded in 1994, when action was taken under the ISA. After Ashaari and
some of his followers were arrested, they made confessions which were carried
on television. Two years later, after they had been released, there were arrests of
cighteen of the former members who were charged with attempting to revive the
movement.

Reasons have been advanced that the government's attitude to Darul Arqam,
which had carier been rather tolerant, had become so intransigent. Was not the
movement eccentric and idealistic rather than “political” and dangerous? The
most plausible explanation is that originally its objective of setting up
autonomous institutions  did not appear to threaten the government.
Nevertheless, as the scope of the movement’s activities expanded, the implica-
tions of its “autonomy” became ominaus. It scemed to be attracting numbers of
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upwardly mobile adherents. Its claims, originally limited, now increasingly
resembled those of a state. So the actual state, o preserve its sovereignty, thought
it wise to remove a competitor.?? The method was so sudden and severe that it
resembled a “surgical strike.” An alternative, or additional, explanation was that
Darul Arqam constituted a challenge to the government's rural development
which had improved the conditions of many Malay supporters. Darul
Arqam rejected thes programs as incompatible with Islamic principles, so they
constituted a threat to a major source of support for the government.23

Evaluation of UMNO policy

The summary (p. 84) of Mahathir's religious belicfs was intended partly to
explain the foundations of his policics. Beyond that, his speeches were part of a
campaign 10 define relations between the government and Islam in terms of his
own views. They reached a wide audience, because they were given prominence
in the media. He made a point of choosing Islam as a major theme in several of
his annual speeches to the UMNO General Assembly, his principal forum for
influencing opinion. The themes chosen most often for delivery at the UMNO
General Assembly were those closest to his heart,

As UMNO’s Islamic credentials grew. some of its leaders were led to make
bold claims; Sanusi asserted that UMNO was the world’s third largest Muslim
political party;** which scemed quite plausible and could not readily be chal-
lenged — while a claim that it was the first or second largest might have been
easier (o disprove.

In 1997, overlapping with the two months when Anwar was Acting Prime
Minister, during Mahathi’s absence abroad, questions were raised about the
applicability of religious officials’ decisions. One incident in Selangor, in July,
was the arrest of participants in a beauty competition. The other in Sarawak, in
August, was a ban on a male body-building contest. Mahathir denounced the
arrests, and the Chief Minister of Sarawak, Datuk Patinggi Amar Taib
Mahmud, was “surprised” (unfavorably) by the ban.23

Although Mahathir's approach to the Islamic resurgence, through cooption
and competing with the resurgence by institution-building, now appears to have
been vindicated, there were some apprehensions in the carly 1980s. Two of
Khoo's observations may usefully be considered together2 On the one hand,
some Muslims thought that the resurgence had shown that Islam should have a
larger role in the personal lives of Muslims and in the conduct of public affairs.
On the other hand, the familiar comparison of Mahathir's policy to an exercise in
“tiger-riding” might have had some validity: The question was: who would end up
in control? A UMNO minister was seriously worried that Mahathir had gone too
far with Islamization, and would not be able to stop where he wanted 0.7

From the perspective of the late 19905, Mahathir's methods for controlling
the develop of the Islamic resurgence in Malaysia scem to have been largely
successful. The worst fears of the early 1980, that concession would be followed
by concession, were unwarranted. To be sure, some thought that the various
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Islamic projects he sponsored made the government part of the resurgence. This
may have been true, but some of the “participation” had taken the form, not of
following trends, but of participating in order to try to influence them, Mahathir
drew a line, and would not go beyond it. He was prepared to back up his
eminently reasonable and tirclessly repeated thoughts on the role of Islam by
force, if’ necessary. The resurgence has spread knowledge about Islam, much of
which has been accepted. To an extent, thercfore, there has been an “interpene-
tration” between resurgence views and government (Mahathir) views. But this
has not resulted in anything approaching the adoption of Islamic law or the
Islamic state. The resurgence may not have run its course, but it has been
ially d i and d ified.

A question remains: what is ABIMs future role? Undoubtedly, UMNO
gained by the transfusion of people and ideas accompanying Anwar’s cooption,
but was this a zero-sum game? Did ABIM lose by the transaction? Probably not.
ABIM can surely play a necessary role, largely detached from government,
Among other things, it can continue to reflect on the broad issues of how an
Lilamic approach can be useful in suggesting solutions to social problems. In
1997 the new president of ABIM, Ahmed Azam Abdul Rahman, said that
“explicitly” it was leaning toward UMNO, but it guarded its non-partisanship.
“Neither PAS nor UMNO trusts us 100 percent,"2

PAS remains the main political stronghold of Iskumic beliefs. However, its
current prospects are not very bright. Except in Kelantan, where it is still domi-
nant, and possibly in the other northern states of Terengganu and Kedah, it
docs not have much prospect of improving its vote. Nor, since the takeover of
the “Young Turks” in 1982, does the party scem to have produced any new
vision of where an Islamic state would lead.2?

Non-Malays’ grievances

Most of this section concerns the Chinese, who make up about three-quarters of
the non-Malays in Peninsular Malaysia. However, first of all, it should be said
that in many ways other non-Malays share the problems of the Chinese. Like
them, they were cut off from the special treatment accorded to Malays and other
indigenous peoples by the Constitution and by other legis including that
which spelled out the working of the NEP. They also suffered from the imple-
mentation of policies in ways that were disadvantageous to them. For instance,
non-Malays i lained that develop plans did not provide for a
sufficient number of places of worship to meet their needs. Many non-Malays,
including Chinese, feared that, at least in Kelantan, they might be subject to the
penalties of Islamic law which had been proposed by the PAS government of
Kelantan (p. 82). Many were also fearful of the Tslamic resurgence, and even
thought that it was deliberately aimed at confirming the “second-class status” of
the non-Malays.®® The non-Malays were gratified at the modification of a
measure that they had resisted in its original form. In June 1997, it was
announced that there would be a compulsory “Islamic Civilization” course for
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institutions of higher learning, (Previously it had been taught only in some.) After
heated objections by non-Muslims, the title was altered to “Islamic and Asian
Civilizations."!

However, the Chinese scemed to be especially vociferous on language and
educational issucs where they were attacked on two fronts — from the govern-
ment’s sponsorship of Malay, as well as by global influences, via the increasing
use of English. They also resisted what they saw as the crosion of Chinese
customs and neglect of temples and burial grounds.

The Chinese: the MCA, Gerakan, and the DAP

The Chinese, especially those in the MCA, have suffered from delusions about
power. To be sure, they constituted the second largest ethnic group. They might
also have been proud - if they had known about it - that the MCA was the third
largest Ghinese parey in the world, after the Chinese Communist Party in China
and the Kuomintang Party in ‘Taiwan. In reality, this was not an important
consideration, compared with their sumber-two ranking in Malaysia, where the
party was the junior partner of a dominant Malay party. As number two, it
could try harder, but there was no prospect that it could ever be number one.

Originally, the MCA had high status as the co-founder of the Alliance, along
with UMNO. But the Alliance was founded in 1953 before the implications of
the “bargain” ip. 18) were cither recognized in the Constin
evident from the way in which the Alliance was operating. The power of the
MCA was further weakened by the dilution of the influence of the original
Alliance partics, when the Barisan was formed, by the inclusion of a rival for the
Chinese vote, Gerakan, in the Barisan. There have been further fluctuations in
the fortunes of the party, including several splits and one choice of a leader
which turned out to be disastrous. Beyond these troubles, however, there were
several “basic™ reasons for the declin

First, demographic projections indicate that the proportion of Chinese in the
population is declining. Most of the Chinese in Malaysia have acquired citizen-
ship, but some estimates claim that the Chinese percentage - a third in 1990 —
will fall to something between 13 and 24 percent by the year 2100.% Emigration
is one reason for this decline. Statistics are hard o obtain, but a high proportion
of the emigrants from Malaysia is Chinese. A common strategy for Chinese
contemplating emigration is to try to have children educated abroad and become
established in the country concerned, even if, at least for atime, the parents have
to remain in Malaysia,

Second, before 1969 the MCA was the recipient of more Chinese votes than
any other party. There were few competing partics, cthnically, and some were
subjected to harassment by the police, because of suspicions that, during the

ergency, they had been infiltrated by Communists. In 1964, when the
Emergency was over, the MCA received almost half of the Chinese vote.
However, in the late 19605, two partics were formed which were competitors
because, although they aspired to be multiracial, cach drew votes mainly from
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Chinesc. One of them was the successor of the (Singapore) PAP, which had
contested nine seats at the 1964 elections. It was registered in 1966 as the
Democratic Action Party (DAP). The other party, Gerakan, founded in 1968,
had its origins in the MCA split of 1959 (pp. 91-2). Lim Chong Eu, after he was
compelled to resign the MCA presidency, started the United Democratic Party,
and subscquently Gerakan. He atracted some members of the Labour Party
and a few Malay intellectuals to it, as well as Chinese.

Subsequently the fortunes of the three “Chinese” parties fluctuated.
Estimates of which votes came from where are hard to discern. In the case of
the MCA, many Chinese candidates are returned in scats that have a Malay
majority of votes, which complicates calculations. Both the MCA and the DAP
attract a larger vote than Gerakan, but Gerakan had two circumstances in its
favor. It has benefited from MCA splits, after which MCA defectors often joined
it, wishing to belong 10 a party that was also in the Barisan. Also, Gerakan is
based largely in Penang, where in state elections the DAP has a chance of
winning control of the statc government. The Barisan has decided that the
choice of a Chinese from Gerakan as Chicf Minister offers the best chance of
defeating the DAP and retaining control of the state government.

Another sign of MCA decline is that the weight of the party has diminished,
s judged by s allocation of scats in the cabinet. The proportion has dropped
from 29 percent in 1962 o 23 percent in April 1996. Even more distressing is
the decrease in importance of the posts that were allocated in the 1980s and
1990s. In 1957 both the portfolios of Finance and of Trade and Industry were
given to Chinese. The former was a key ministry, because the minister draws up
the budget which sets the parameters for economic policy for the coming year.
The latter also conferred power, because the minister had, virtually in their gift,
the ability to distribute cagerly sought licences, etc., which, under the NEP,
assumed cven greater significance than previously. However, the Trade and
Industry post was soon “lost” by the MCA, while the Finance Ministry, the last
bastion of Chinese strength in the cabinet, was lost in 1974,

It was gencrally accepted that a Chinese would never be Prime Minister, In
1973, Tan Siew Sin asked that he be appointed as a second Deputy Prime
Minister, but Razak refused the request.* It is difficult to imagine anyone with
stronger credentials than Tan, yet it now seemed that no Chinese could ever be
even a Deputy Prime Minister. Nietzsche was Tan's favorite philosopher, but
his insistence on the primacy of power had not quite prepared Tan to accept the
rebufl with composure.

It has been mentioned (pp. 24-5) that the formation of the Barisan increased
the power of the Prime Minister. The MCA also played a lesser part than previ-
ously. There were now more party leaders than before to compete for his auention.

Splits in the MCA

There were three major splits in the MCA. The first came to a head in 1959,
The original point at issuc concerned a government education bill. The newly
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elected MCA president, Lim Chong Eu, representing “reformers” in the party,
wanted the bill 10 include equal treatment for Chinese, and also proposed that,
at the coming general clection, the MCA should be allocated candidates for 40
out of the 104 seats. Lim had the support of Chinese schools’ and teachers’ asso-
ciations. However, the majority in the MCA supported Tunku, who refused to
accept Lim's demands and required that the chauvinists be purged. Many of the
reformers then quit and, soon afier, Lim, under pressure, resigned as president,

The MCA had been torn in two directions. If it had supported Lim, its rela-
tionship — and cven its political links - with UMNO might have been imperilled.
As it was, it paid a penalty. Criticisms of Tan Siew Sin gained force because it
was alleged that he had opposed Lim; it was believed that he was not sufficiently
“pro-Chinese™ he was a Straits Chinese, who did not speak Chinese, and who
hield his scat through Malay votes).? In his favor, it could be argued that he was
actually defending Chinese interests, although they were financial interests, not
educational ones. His closeness to Tunku added to his clout on financial matters,
which he could use 10 the MCAs advantage. According to him, before 1969,
when he was consulied as Finance Minister about introducing measures that
would have produced policies resembling those of the subsequent NEP, he
simply refuscd to consider the idea, and the matter was dropped.

The MCA suffered not only through the loss of Lim and other leaders. It had
also alienated the leaders of Chinese educational associations, who had
supported Lim. A second split occurred in the carly 1970s. In 1971, Prime
Minister Razak, in order 10 help the MCA recover from its “post-1969 depres-
sion,” appointed one of its Perak leaders, Dr. Lim Keng Yaik, as head of a Perak
Task Force to mobilize grass-roots support for the party. Lim was also made a
minister.*” Similar bodies were set up in other states. However, in Perak there
was heavy opposition from some established leaders, and Lim and some of his
associates were forced out of the party. He joined Gerakan, and, like his prede-
cessor Lim Chong Eu, later became its head.

The third major split in the MCA 0ok a different course. The actual split was
protracted and divisive, but the main damage came later. Tan Siew Sin's
successor (1974) was Datuk Lee San Choon, who had been challenged for the
presidency by Datuk Michael Chen, much esteemed by Razak. The bid failed,
and Chen duly joined Gerakan. When Lec resigned in 1983 there were two
main contenders visible. Unfortunately, Lee did not give decisive support to a
successor. One was Datuk Neo Yee Pan, who combined a science doctorate with
a non-flamboy lity. His opp . Tan Koon Swan, provided a vivid
contrast. Widely regarded as a financial wizard, he joined the MCA in 1977 and
was made managing director of the MCAs investment arm, Multi-Purpose
Holdings Berhad (MPHB). This was a huge enterprise, and many Chinese had
invested in it, hoping that it could provide for the Chinese cquivalent benefits to
those received by Malays through investment bodics set up as part of the NEP
Neo had been appointed acting deputy president in 1982, but the preliminary
stages of the contest between him and Tan were marked by polls to sce who
would prevail and by allegations that “phantom voters” (those voters listed who
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lacked legal residence requirements) might influence the result. After two years
of acrimony and dissention, in a general assembly meeting vote in November
1985, Tan was the victor, although Neo contested the result through litigation. A
few days later, one of Tan’s companics, Pan-Electric Holdings, collapsed, hope-
lessly in debt. On a visit to Singapore, Tan was arrested for criminal breach of
trust. Apart from other failing ventures, MPHB was reputed to have lost
$US60m. in 1985.% Tan resigned from his post, and was sentenced to two years'
imprisonment. He was succeeded as MCA president by Datuk Seri Dr. Ling
Liong Sik, who still (1998) holds that position.

These splits contributed to the MCA's decline but, even though one must take
into account their cumulative effects, they were haunted by a basic problem.
How could the party, on the one hand, satisfy its members and potentially
supporting organizations such as the schools’ and teachers' associations, and, on
the other, maintain its link with the UMNO leaders? Yet, if that link were to be
severed, all the perquisites which the followers of a government party enjoy
would be forfeited. The other two “Chinese” parties have also had leadership
problems, though not nearly as serious as the MCAs. A challenge to the
Gerakan leadership in September 1996 failed. The leadership of the DAP has
been in the hands of Lim Kit Siang ever since the party was founded. He still
displays resiliency in spite of the time and effort he has contributed to the party,
with few material rewards. When he does retire, there may be some difference of
opinion about whether or not his son, Lim Guan Eng, will fall heir to the
leader’s position.

Relations between “Chinese” parties

The policies of the three parties arc directed largely at Chinese electors, but
apart from the difference between the MCA, which has an exclusively Chinese
membership, and the other two parties, which must also cater for other ethnic
groups, the parties also differ in some other respects. For example, in economic
policy the class interests of the party members have some influence. In the MCA
the appeal is more to middle-class and higher-income electors than in the DAP,
and possibly also Gerakan. However, the DAP has attracted some support from
professionals. The DAP manifesto for the 1995 clection mentioned several non-
Malay (including Chinese) policies, some of which the DAP claimed credit for
having helped to promote. These included democratization, e.g, in the func-
tioning of Parliament and in restoring elections in local government, and the
independence of the judiciary. The DAP is encouraged to keep on going because
it is able 1o expose wrongs, and has been able to resist the assimilationist policies
of the government.*” In 1997 Lim Kit Siang attributed some DAP losses of votes
to professionals who formerly voted for the party, now having become more
interested in making money: ¥

Gerakan attracts recruits from a variety of sources. The party shows consider-
able concern for human values — it has sometimes been called the “conscience”
of the Barisan. An example relates to the Official Secrets Act, which Gerakan
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has denounced although the Barisan required that Gerakan members must vote
for it in Parliament. !

Not only is the MCA cthnically based, it is also tied to another party
UMNO - which is also ethnically based and is the dominant party in the
Barisan. The MCA cannot make its own policy, and is circumseribed in its criti-
cism of UMNO policies, including the more provocative forays of UMNO
Youth.

Despite thesc differences the three “Chinese” parties have a good deal in
common, as is shown by movements of individuals from one party to another.
Such movements are perhaps most usual — especially at higher levels — from
MCA to Gerakan. In 1997, however, two state assenbly members in Negri
Sembilan moved from the DAP to MCA. Occasionally, members of different
partics get together, for demonstrations or consultation, to show the depth of
their feelings on some issues. This occurred at a demonstration to affirm Chinese
unity in 1971. However, it had been organized by a newly formed committee,
which was denounced as a usurpation of MCA authority. At the low-key end of
the scale, in April 1987, when ethnic tensions were high, Dr. Ling, the new presi-
dent of the MCA, and Lim, the secreta: eneral of the DAP, met to talk for the
first time in several years. Also, in 1988-90, all three parties were involved in
irying to influence decisions on the futre of the NEP fin public and in the
NECC). They all questioned the government’s statistics,

Mahathir’s influence on “Chinese” parties’ leaders

There have been at least three occasions on which Mahathir may have had an
effect on the fortunes of the two “Chinese” parties in the Barisan and their
leaders. The most clear-cut example consisted of Mahathir's decision to
continue the practice of backing the choice of the Gerakan state leader to head
the Barisan-held Penang state government. Morcover, to derive the maximum
advantage from the decision, it had to be announced well in advance of the next
clection — which Mahathir did, Second, it has been said that Lee San Choon’s
resignation as MCA president was occasioned by his wish not to continue
working with Mahathic.*2 Third, in the Neo-"Tan contest for MCA president (pp.
92°3), Mahathir dropped two of Tan's key supporters from their posts as deputy
ministers, 3

Types of Chinese grievances: government responses

What are the main Chinese grievances? Which are unlikely to be remedied?
Which have recently been (partly) met? These questions arc not as simple as they
look. The ISA, for example, has affected some Chinese, but did not always affect
them a5 Chinese. Also, what constitutes redress? If there is a complaint that
Chinese are under-represented in a particular segment of the public service, has
there been redress if the proportion s increased, even if it does not reach the
percentage of Chinese in the population as a whole? Grievances are unlikely to
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be redressed with a fanfare of publicity. This was true about the improved
university entry quotas for non-Malays (p. 95). The government’s idea is to try to
avoid adverse reactions from other ethnic groups — in that instance the Malays.
However, sometimes a party cannot refrain from advertising its successes. The
MCA did that at the 1986 clection by issuing (in Chinese) a supplement to its

ifesto, providing a list of the ions it had achieved.** After the opera-
tion of the NEP was reviewed in the early 19905, no clear-cut announcement of
changes was made by the government.

There are two main types of Chinese grievances, Some are based on the prin-
ciple that Chinese should be hired in the public service, armed forces, etc., in
accordance with their proportion in the population. The principle of propor-
tionality has been regarded as desirable for the issue of permits, licenses, etc., to
operate a business. Chinese are prepared to see Malays and other indigenous
peoples receive more benefits as a temporary measure; hiring could be more
than proportionate to Malays until the numbers are proportionate. Chinese
would also urge that disparitics in the population of clectoral constituencies
should be reduced. (Actually, since independence they have increased.)

Positive responses to Chinese (and other non-Malay) voiced grievances were
few until the 1990s. One such response occurred in 1978, when Hussein was
Prime Minister and Musa was Minister of Education. After complaints that the
university entrance quotas for Chinese and other non-Malays were 100 low, the
quotas were gradually raised over a period. The MCA, until recently, has not
found it casy to obtain concessions. Mahathir is reputed to have assured the
party that, while opposition partics would gain nothing by shouting, an MCA
leader would need only to whisper in his car. However, although whispers may
imply access, they seldom led to action. Yet, some high positions were opened to
non-Malays in 1997, according to a deputy minister, although the details were
vague. The positions included armed forces chief of staff, police chicf, and state
government sccretary.* Significantly, the effects of the NEP led the Chinese,
including the MCA, ta issue publications containing statistics that showed that
the Chinese were obtaining less than a proportionate share of various benefits.
However, the last important publication of this kind was in 1988.4¢ Afier that,
the theme was much less publicized.

The second type of grievance concerns language, education, culture, and
customs. Questions of where Chinese is permissible in schools and universities
have been mostly determined by now. Proportionality is harder to measure here.
Contention remains on some issues, which might be regarded as relatively trivial,
except that the symbols are not just symbolic, because they stand for deeper
cultural issues. Respect is demanded for Mandarin, In 1987 there was

idespread against head; 2 i that were being
made in Chinese schoals. The point at issuc was not that those appointed were
not Chinese — they were: the grievance was that they were not trained in
Mandarin. The observed type of grievance is based on what are perceived as
attempts to thrust other cultures (in however indirect a way) upon Chinese. An
example was 1o try to compel Chinese, and other non-Muslims, to wear
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songkoks (a varicty of Malay headgear).#” Another example was a dircctive from

(Malay) chicf education officer that students, irrespective of ethnicity, should
be required to recite what seemed to them to be Islamic prayers, Other Chinese
cultural grievances are immediately recognizable as serious. Burial grounds are a
case in point. One of the author’s initial political interviews in Malaysia (1964)
provided an example. During the first five minutes of an interview with half a
dozen state leaders from the MCA, the question of burial grounds came up. One
of the MCA representatives observed that the government would not even let
Chinese dic properly in Malaysia*® (In 1997, Dr. Ling recommended that
Chinese should adopt the practice of crema ion.) There was a 1980 dispute over
a threat to the ancient temple on the Bukit Cina site in Malacca town. The
temple was threatened by development proposals, but the outcry was such that
the plans were revised so that the temple could be saved.* Now, in the 1990s,
lion dances which had long been discouraged were performed in the Prime
Minister's presence and with his approval,

Reflective of its defensive posture, the MCA was determined to preserve what
remained of the Chinese cultural component in the education system — particu-
larly the continuing status of Chinese (and Tamil) primary schools. Assurances of
their retention have long been requested and were authoritatively given by
Mahathir. He added that, to help national integration, these schools would be
located on the same campus as the national schools. In 1994 extra funds were
provided by the government for Chinese private secondary schools, %

One explanation of the government's growing willingness (o accommodate
the Chinese, is that it wished to recoup a loss in Chinese votes at the 1990 elec-
tion. Then, when it tried a “softer” approach at the 1995 election, it was so
pleased at its success that it continued the new policy. There has been a greater
change in government sensitivity towards the Chinese since the mid-1990s.
Briefly. there appears to have been an attempt to “encourage dialogue.” Since
1994 or 1995, speeches by Anwar and others — including those made at the 1995
clection — seemed to include themes that addressed the feclings and fears of the
Chinese. All this may represent a move towards multiculturalism, and to be
related to some thoughts expressed in Mahathir's “Vision 2020,” on establishing
# “united Malaysian nation” (p. 166). ** Needless to say, many Chinese welcome
the government’s more conciliatory mood, The MCA president, Dr. ng, no
doubt sces it as a vindication of his “step-by-step” approach. There were other
examples of government accommodation to the feclings of non-Malays in 1997,
For the first time, non-Islamic religions were given time on state radio and televi-
sion. They could not actually propagate religion, but could promote good
values.#?

The MIC

The Malaysian Indian Congress (MIC) is a small but useful component of the
Barisan. Economically, the Indians are the poorest of the three ethnic groups
that formed the core of the Alliance. They made the least progress of the three
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toward attaining the intended target that the NEP set for them for 1990, In the
decline of the agricultural sector of the ccmmmy, they have suffered the greatest
dislocation geographically, because the of
activity (in which they used to be well represented) now offers less employment.
Two circumstances have made Indians less unhappy than they might be, as the
year 2000 approaches. Until 1997, the general health of the cconomy was good.
Also, those Indians who are members of the MIC enjoy the benefits of
belonging to the ruling party, although their share is reputed to be less than
pmponmnnl to their 9 percent share of the population. Membership of the
party is officially estimated at 500,000 but may be as low as 200,000%, The
party docs not have a majority in any parliamentary seat, but is strong enough to
have been allocated seven seats in 1995, all of which it won.

Since its inception, the party has been faction-ridden. An editorial in an
Indian newspaper in 1973 affirmed that at that time there was no difference
between an MIC meeting and a clash between gangsters.”* However, one faction
has been dominant since the present leader and president, Datuk Seri S. Samy
Vellu, was clected in 1979, There is no credible and determined challenger. Also,
it is believed that the Prime Minister may tolerate the situation, because it is
uscful to have a leader who can keep the party under control. The system is
perhaps best described as “forced consensus,” in which his deputy, Datuk S.
Subramaniam, forbore from challenging him at the 1997 party elections. In
1997 Samy Vellu appealed for the party’s support, so that he could continue with
his projects for another seven years or so. He has launched a succession of
schemes to raise money to help Indians with business, c(lumlion, and so on.
Possible contributors may have been hat disillusioned by the I ip’s
handling of tclecommunications shares offered by the Ministry of Finance in
1990. The allocation of the shares was apy 3 {on b g
relatively few people.?®

Developing and controlling Sarawak and Sabah

To conclude this chapter, a word should be said about Sarawak and Sabah, terri-
tories that joined Malaya (along with Singapore, temporarily) to form Malaysia
in 1963.%° In them, the federal government intended to promote development
through plans modeled on those that had succeeded in Malaya. An additional
need was to exercise control over the populations in cach, some of whom
appeared to Malayans to be quite primitive. There was still an active Communist
insurgency in Sarawak. Elections were a novelty, and originally were accompa-
nied by rampant bribery and violence, or the threat of violence. A complication,
both for politics and business, was the huge rewards to be gained by exploiting
natural resources and the environment, initially mainly timber. A vicious circle
Wwas soon in operation — government contracts, money, government contracts,
and so on.

Mahathir’s preoccupation with development found scope for action when he
became Prime Minister in 1981, when there was still a pressing need to provide



98 Containing ethnic discontent

infrastructure for development in Sarawak and Sabah, especially in the form of
communications and cnergy. At times his drive to clear away and construct
seemed to be ruthless, and not sufficiently solicitous of the personal and environ-
mental effects. A much-publicized example was the MS1.5bn. Bakun Dam (p.
67). He had little sympathy with those, like the Penans in Sarawak, who were
resistant (o progress, intent only on preserving their traditional patterns of living
(pp. 117-19),

Changing party allegiance was frequent, and in the carly days of Malaysia
there were several parties in cach of these states. One Sarawak politician of the
sccond rank was reputed to have been a member of five parties in succession.
Mot parties were basically ethnic, but there was nothing as simple as the tripar-
tite division in Malaya. Ethnic groups were themselves still in the process of
formation and ethnic boundaries were fluid. It was difficult to decide whether
the Iban in Sarawak should be considered as a single ethnic group or several
groups, as a result of differen sing from their location and history. Also,
were the Iban more properly scen as a component of a wider group, Dayaks,
which would include other components, such as Bidayuh (Land Dayaks)? In
Sabah were those who proclaimed themselves as Kadazans really different from
the wider category of “Dusuns™? More ethnic components were recognized than
in Malaya, and the number of possible combinations was consequently greater.
Chinese, who in 1965 constitted about 30 percent of the population in Sarawak
and about 25 percent in Sabah, further enriched, but also confused, the ethnic
pattern. Ethnic groupings along religious lines were also possible in both states,
and, if’ Chinese were not included, Muslims and non-Muslims were roughly
equal in numbers.

Sarawak

In Sarawak, in 1965, Chiel Minister Datuk Stephen Kalong Ningkan, a feisty
Iban from the second division, put together a coalition, but it was unstable and a
rival coalition, led by a Muslim party, with links to Kuala Lumpur, threatened to
replace it by moving a vote of no confidence in the legislature, Afier the dispute
was taken to the cou: state of emergency was declared, which the federal
government “justificd” by exaggerating the dangers of violence. After Ningkan
had been removed, the resulting ruling coalition, from 1970, was Muslim domi-
nated. This type of coalition has governed Sarawak since, under only two chief
ministers.

Since the carly 1980s the term “Dayakism” has been used to indicate Dayak
aspirations. Socially and economically, it expressed dissatisfaction that the
Dayaks were less developed than the Malays/Melanaus or the Chinese.

cally, it lod to the conclusion that Dayaks could not exert their rightful share
of influence, unless one Dayak party was formed, which commanded the alle-
giance of nearly all of them. The PBDS (Parti Bangsa Dayak Sarawak — Party of
the Dayak Peoples of Sarawak), founded in 1983, was meant to embody this
ambition, but some Dayaks still supported other parties, particularly the Sarawak
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National Party, of which PBDS was an offshoot. The PBDS bore some resem-
blance to the Parti Bersatu Sabah (PBS; United Sabah Party) in Sabah, but for at
least two reasons it was less successful. It lacked the mystique and the decply
rooted cohesive cultural base of the PBS. Also, by the time that Dayakism was
gaining support, the number of constituencies in the state had been enlarged in
such a way that the Dayaks could no longer win a majority if votes were cast on
an cthnic basis.”

A change of Chief Minister took place in 1981 when Datuk Haji Abdul
Rahman Yakub was succeeded by his only slightly younger nephew, Taib.
Rahman Yakub was named as Governor. The elevation was in formal status
but not in power. Earlier, they had worked together politically, but later the
relationship turned sour. Taib made extensive use of timber concessions and
other favors, as Yakub had done before him, to fend off attempts by his
uncle to get him to resign. Simultancously, in response to non-Muslim pres-
sures, the government’s approach became more multi-cthnic. This change of
leadership was apparently approved by the federal government, now under
Mabhathir.**

At the 1996 state clections, the government, which had held all the seats, lost
three to the DAP, and o to independents. Incumbents can attract votes by
using large sums of money allocated to them for development projects, similar to
the practice in Peninsular Malaysia. Morcover, quite small areas that vote for

ppositi didates can be pinpointed and punished by having government
development expenditure in their areas reduced. >

Taib is acceptable to both the federal government and to many of the people
in Sarawak. The former is happy when it contrasts the political restiveness in
Sabah with the relative lack of trouble in Sarawak. Taib is acceptable ethnically
to many local ethnic groups. He is a Muslim who is also a Melanau, a small
group which contains some Christians as well as Muslims. For the present,
UMNO has decided not to take part in Sarawak politics, although one advan-
tage of doing so would be to sccure representation from Sarawak at UMNO
General Assemblics.

Sabah

Political developments in Sabah were less predictable. At first, there were two
main partics, one mainly Muslim and the other mainly non-Muslim. The leader
of the former, Tun Mustapha bin Datu Harun, backed by the federal govern-
ment, was born in the southern Philippines; he began his career in Sabah as a
houscboy, and had litle education. He would not have been entirely out of place
in a Joseph Conrad novel, although his doings would still have put some strain
on the reader’s credulity. He amassed great wealth which he used in many ways,
including buying a restaurant in London where, reputedly, he was known as Mr.
Brown. Mustapha was detested by nearly all non-Muslims, but warmly
supported by many UMNO leaders, especially Tunku, who were impressed by
his dedication to Islam. The costs of his palatial residence and of several state-
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of-the-art jets were paid for out of government funds. He was utterly ruthless. At
one election he so terrorized opposition candidates that nearly all of them were
prevented from campaigning. He had tens of thousands of non-Muslims
converted to Islam, following the reverse pattern of Spanish conversions to
Christianity in the Philippines four hundred years previously. Reputedly, he
helped channel arms from Libya to separatist Muslim rebels in the southern
Philippines. Eventually his dreams became so grandiose that he planned to have
Sabah secede from Malaysia, and to found a new state consisting of Sabah and
part of the southern Philippines. This was going too far, and the federal govern-
ment had him replaced.

The new state government, supported by the federal government, was formed
by a party, Berjaya, headed by a rival of Mustapha, Tun Fuad — Donald before
his conversion to Islam - Stephens. He re-entered politics as head of Berjaya,
and then, after an election, became Chicf Minister, Unfortunately, in 1976 he
died in a planc crash along with several of his closest political associates. He was
succeeded by Datuk Harris Salleh, whose tenuous local roots made him depend
largely on federal support.

Some aspects of Harris's rule were z y remini of Mustapha’s,
for instance his campaigns for conversions to Islam. There was also increased
immigration, mainly of Muslims from the southern Philippines, and many of the
immigrants became citizens with the power to vote. However, inside Sabah, part
of Harris's support base was non-Muslim. Reactions against such policies
assumed at first a cultural form and later were also expressed politically

Kadazans, who were mostly Christians, were, on some calculations, the
largest ethnic group in Sabah. Their assertiveness had coincided with the debate
on the conditions for entering Malaysia in the mid-1960s, when their views were
voiced by Donald Stephens and embodied in a demand that the “Twenty Points”
stipulated by his party when Malaysia was formed, should be accepted ! In the
1970s it became plain that some of these conditions had not been observed
under the Mustapha and Harris governments. There was high economic growth,
but it was not greatly benefiting Kad and other non-Muslims, They were
not sceuring anything like a fair share of civil service positions, and Mustapha
had violated the Twenty Points by declaring that the state religion was Islam.

Kadazan consciousness of these, and other, infringements of the Twenty
Points was fostered by the formation of the Kadazan Cultural Association in
1963 which contributed to a cultural renaissance, climaxing cach year in a
harvest festival. Significantly, the next person to be acclaimed as Huguan Siou
(Paramount Leader) since Donald Stephens was Joseph Pairin, who gave these
cultural feclings a political voice. Pairin, a lawyer who was a third-generation
Sabahan, had been in Harris's cabinet, but had split off and formed a new party,
PBS, which contested and won a by-election in 1984, When Harris called a
general election, the PBS won on a states’ rights platform which was based on
the Tiwenty Points. The PBS won an absolute majority:

However, Mustapha and Harris thought up a ploy which did not fall short of
Mustapha’s carlier standards of crudity. (He had made a previous attempt to
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grab power from Berjaya in 1976.) Harris and Mustapha phoned the Deputy
Prime Minister, Musa, and asked his approval for forming a government.
(Mahathir was officially out of the country) If permission had been granted, the
Mustapha-Harris coalition could then have nominated sufficient appointed
members to obtain a majority. Musa refused. Tt is not known how Mahathir
would have reacted if’ the decision had been his. However, Mustapha and Harris
gained access to the Governor, and persuaded him to swear in Mustapha to head
the new government. Pairin’s attempts to sce the Governor had been unsuc-
cessful, but, after hearing Musa's radio statement that he supported Pairin, the
Governor revoked Mustapha's appointment and Pairin was finally sworn in. The
government took no action against Mustapha or Harris.®2

In response to federal pressures, the PBS became part of the Barisan in 1986,
but the federal government was unhappy that it maintained its strong states’
rights stance. The PBS then decided on an action, which replaced UMNO suspi-
cions by an irreparable breach. In the context of the 1990 general election
struggle between UMNO and Semangat '46, PBS disassociated itselfl from
UMNO, and pledged its support for Razaleigh's party. UMNO won decisively,
except in Kelantan. UMNO then announced that it would go into Sabah poli-

ics, where it would directly challenge PBS. (In Sarawak, on the other hand,

NO decided not to enter politics in the state. The decisive factor, no doubt,
s that in Sarawak the federal government had a state government that was
willing and capable of furthering its interests without alicnating the federal
government, which seemed not be the case in Sabah.) The federal government
harassed the PBS through arrests of its members, and Pairin himself was
detained for a short period.5®

The 1994 Sabah state clection was marked by lavish spending by Pairins
opponcnts. The result was a narrow victory for the PBS; both Pairin’s party and
the ition partics seq 1 their supy to ward off their being wooed
to defect. The Governor took some time to announce that it was Pairin who
would be sworn in as Chief Minister; Mahathir was angered, and threatened
that police action might have to be taken if politicians were detained against
their will. Pairin’s government did not last long. Carrot and stick were used to
obtain the few defections necessary for the government to be toppled, and a new
UMNO-led government took office.%

In his fashion, however, Mahathir demonstrated his regard for cthnic equity
two years later. He had decided that the office of Chief Minister in the new
government should rotate among the three categories: indigenous Muslim,
indigenous non-Muslim, and Chinese. When the indigenous Muslim holding the
office was slow to relinquish it, Mahathir compelled him to give way to the
person whose turn was next, a Chinese.

Two things stand out in the rise and fall of the PBS. One was the degree of
support Pairin was able to attract, which far transcended the votes of indigenous
non-Muslim electors, let alone the numbers who, like him, were Kadazans. To
be sure, some of his support may have been due to a perception that he would
be the winner. His victories, also, were achieved in spite of the votes of those
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Muslim immigrants who had become citizens. (There may actually have been
some “backlash” among indigenous Muslims.) The other impressive feature was
the tenacity of Mahathir in dislodging Pairin, cspecially after he had been
“betrayed” in the general election of 1990.

Conclusion

It is difficult to generalize about Mahathir’s handling of cthnic grievances and
discontent in Sarawak and Sabah. The states are scparated from Peninsular
Malaysia by water and by the absence of a shared history. Fears and suspicions
aroused by the conditions for becoming part of Malaysia have not entirely disap-
pearcd, as shown by the Kadazan revival. In Sarawak, they have been partly
dissipated, because the federal government has been wise enough to avoid a
heavy-handed approach — except for Mahathir's insistence on possibly too rapid
development — and has left much to the state government, which is more sensi-
tive to local conditions and sentiments.

Mahathir’s views on balancing ethnic demands are realistic:

In order to satisfy everyone, we must actually dissatisfy everyone. Each shall
be deprived of his wants and needs to a degree that brings about a sense of
being equally deprived and dissatisfied.... The moment we find that one
race is totally satisficd, we can rest assured that the government is being
unfair and is giving more for one than for the other53

S



5 Human rights

The contemporary emphasis on human rights provides a stark contrast to society
in pre-colonial Malaya, say, roughly, in the seventeenth century. The relationship
between rulers and ruled in lhnt feudal period was very different. The

concern was loyalty to the ruler who, in return,
provided protection to the ruled. The politics of the feudal epoch was bascd on
this cardinal factor.!

The traits typical of “feudal” Malaya have left their tnark on current
Malaysian political institutions and behavior. They are to be found in the
Constitution, in the scctions that refer to the rulers, and in the creation of the
Agung. Chapter 2 demonstrated that the feudal remnants embodied in the
Constitution did not fit all that casily with the modern notion of constitutional
monarchy. Nor were the feudal elements totally congruent with the reality of a
strong party, confident of its mandate from the people. Feudal elements were still
found in politicians until quite recently. On one occasion Tunku referred to Dato
Onn as feudal, paused, and then added, engagingly, that he supposed he himself
was 100.2 A prominent UMNO politician arrived at a compromise between
feudalism and the role of a party politician. He thought that you should not
choose your leader blindly, but that once you had chosen him, you should give
him your blind loyalty.®

The ideal of human rights derived (mm the lhlang of cighteenth-century
Western philosophers and the p y ions of France and the
United States, However, the topic was not prominent on a global scale, or among
the many as opposed to the few; until afier the Sccond World War. The newly
founded United Nations promoted human rights by distributing information, by
encouraging discussion, and by inviting countrics to pledge themselves to take
action to promote human rights by signing covenants, protocols, and so on,
which some countries signed, others signed with reservations, and some others
signed and even complied with, These efforts were supplemented by the work of
organizations which operated at world or continental level, such as Amnesty
International or Asia Watch. Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) were
cstablished in developed countries, and then spread to developing countries.
Sometime: tional human rights iation was sct up by a

The ideas of such groups have been spread in three main ways. One was the
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United Nations conference in Vienna in 1993, which was attended by represen-
tatives of over 90 percent of the world’s governments, and members of over a
thousand NGOs, from all over the world. It publicized many important issues,
particularly about the extent to which human rights might be universally appli-
cable, although a lack of consensus on this was evident in the carcfully calculated
text.

The second way in which the human rights “message” was transmitted was
through the increasing reach of television and camrecorders, which made it
possible for millions to use the screen to bring vivid images of violence before
their eyes. Two notable examples in Southeast Asia were the shootings of ci
ians by the military in Dili, East Timor, Indonesia in 1991, and similar horrifying
scenes in Bangkok, Thailand in the appropriatcly named “Bloody May” in
1992. The third way was through Western governments, particularly the United
States. These governments took up human rights as a “cause,” in the United
States almost as a “crusade.” Their advocacy often cquated human rights with
democracy, although analytically the two concepts are quite different. Western
countries did not merely advocate the observance of human rights, they also
including Malaysia, to observe human rights by

tried to pressurize countries,
imposing *“conditionality,” cconomic sanctions, through the use, or threat, of
limiting aid or trade (pp. 139-40).

The scope claimed for human rights nowadays would astonish the eighteenth-
century advocates of rights. Until a few years ago, it was customary 1o classify
human rights into: civil and political; and economic, social, and cultural. The
former concerned bodily security and integrity, and the frecdom to function
politically, respectively. The meaning of the latter is almost self-evident, although
some claim that they are really “entitlements.” claims that may be hard for some
governments to satisfy, because their resources may be limited. Ideally, such
rights” should be enforceable, but this may provide litde consolation to those
who do not actually reccive any benefit. Two other categories of rights have
been aceepted by many. One has been named “solidarity rights.” which includes
environmental rights and the attractive-sounding “right to development.” The
other, sometimes called “group rights,” refers to the rights of ethnic minorities to
use their group’s language, practise its religion, and so on. Some supporters of
human rights still remain skeptical about the way in which their scope has been
50 widely extended, so that anything that is good or highly regarded has been

transformed into a human right.*

Human rights in Malaysia

Attempts to rate countrics numerically on human rights have not been ent ircly
successful. During the last fer rs, an annual publication has tried to do this
through an index on political rights and one on civil liberties.> On the former, it
generally ranks Malaysia slightly higher than Singapore, but slightly lower than
Thailand and the Philippines. On the latter, it is generally ranked cqually with
Singapore and Thailand, but slightly below the Philippines. In 1994-5, on both
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indices it was, unflatteringly, given the same ranking as Cambodia. Malaysian
protests were one reason that the United Nations Development Programme
dropped its “Human Frecdom Index™ in 1992 and replaced it by a Political
Freedom Index. Among other things, the previous index took into account the
personal right of homosexuality between consenting adults. Malaysia had been
given the same rating as Iraq and almost all the former members of the Eastern
European Communist bloc.

It may be more uscful to give the main strengths and weaknesses of Malaysia
on human rights, compared to other ASEAN states in non-numerical form.®
Malaysia performs quite well. Unlike Indonesia, in Malaysia the military is
under the control of the center. There is a complete contrast with the Philippines
regarding law and order. In that country, until very recently, the government has
simply not had much control of certain arcas. This is not just because of the
Communist rebellions or the *Moro” (Muslim) rebellions in the South. The rest
of the country (including places fewer than 50 miles from Manila) is subject to
the activitics of private armies and vigilantes which practise violence. Their
ranks have been swelled by police while they are off duty. There is nothing that
resembles the violence that sometimes erupts in Thailand. Annual reports on the
civil rights situation in Malaysia list no entries under “Political and Other
Extrajudicial Killing” nor are there reports in the sinister category of “politically
motivated disappearances.”

The general impression about Malaysia is that breaches of civil rights do not
arise from a lack of government control of law and order, or because the state is
not the sole body able to exercise force. The explanation is rather that the
government, including the Prime Minister, does not set a really high priority on
civil rights. Its main priorities are economic development and stability. Indeed,
the government thinks that human rights .xcmms. often ('mnumgcd Iry some
foreign countrics and izations, are a hind o
by endangering “stability.”

Concern for political rights in Malaysia is not high. Political competition is
not as great as it is, in different ways, in Thailand or the Philippines. Many of
the formal prerequisites for fair and free elections are observed. Physical force is
not exerted against opponents (except in the form of the “political” arrests of
some opposition leaders), nor are ballot boxes “stuffed.” But the government has
many advantages just by virtue of bang the government. In addition, the govern-
ment partics own much of the media, and the media are under government
control. The difficulty is that, without some transformation of the political scene
such as might possibly have occurred between 1987 and 1990, the Barisan type
of formula scems to be the only feasible one for maintaining Malay supremacy
yet tempering it so as to be acceptable to minoritics. So some imperfections in
the system are overlooked because of the need to preserve stability and an appre-
ciable degree of consensus.
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Constraints on civil rights in Malaysia

State of emergency

Many of the instruments that constrain human rights in Malaysia have their
legal basis in the declaration of a statc of emergency. After the declaration, the
executive is given wide legislative powers which suspend most constitutional
rights.” There is no recourse to constitutional or Jjudicial remedies. The only
means by which a state of emergency could be revoked, and decrees based on it
invalidated, would be through a vote in Pardiament. Realistically, this is unlikely
10 happen, because the ruling party (the Alliance and then the Barisan), which
exercises party discipline, is likely o be strong enough to prevent defeat. Nor is it
conceivable that the existing law validating a state of emergency could be
revoked. There would be an even greater hurdle to surmount - the need to
obtain a two-thirds parliamentary majority. Many of the restrictions on human
rights mentioned in this chapter derive from powers granted under previous
states of emergency. This does not apply to the best-known declaration, that of
1948, intended to deal with the Communists. When the “Emergency” ended,
most of the powers conferred it were transferred to new acts, for example, the
Sedition Act. There were four other emergeney declarations, which, technically
at least, are still law. One is also well known: the declaration made afier the 1969
riots. Another was made during confrontation with Indonesia (1964). Two were
essentially “policical” - being directed at opposition partics that were causing
difficulties for the ruling party.® The first was in Sarawak, intended to remove the
Sarawak National Party (SNAP) from power in 1965, and the second, 1977, was
aimed at PAS in Kelantan.

Civil rights: respect for the person

The following headings are adapted and abbreviated from those used by the US
Department of State in its annual reports to Congress.

The most serious challenge to civil rights in Malaysia is through arbitrary
arrest, or detention. Suspects can be detained without any charges being filed
and without judicial review. The grounds for arrest are ha ig acted in a manner
prejudicial to the sceurity of Malaysia. The statistics of arrests and releases,
which are provided from time to time by the authoritics, are not presented in a
manner that makes rescarch casy. The Internal Security Act (ISA) is used not just
for sccurity; in a strict sense. In 1996 the majority of ISA detainces were forgers,
who worked for criminal syndicates. “Political” detainees may have numbered
about wo hundred. There are also persons detained under the Dangerous Drugs
:in 1996 there were about 8,500 persons detained in

Act and its amendmen
this category. Immigration laws may also be used to detain possible illegal alicns.

Original periods of detention may be renewed. There is the right of appeal to
an advisory board,” but the power is only advisory and the government is not
obliged to accept the advice. An example of this occurred in the case of Datuk
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James Wong, a former Deputy Chief Minister of Sarawak, originally detained
under two other ordinances, but later put under the ISA. He appeared before an
advisory board, which apparendy recommended his release. However, the
government did not accept this advice.'” He had, it scems, some powerful polit-
ical enemies.

Detainees in all the i i have, allegedly, imes been
subjected to torture or other cruel, inhumane, or degrading treatment or punish-
ment. It is government policy to punish police and others who abuse their power,
or who deal violently with prisoners, and there scems to be a trend towards
implementing this policy more thoroughly.

Some former detainces have written about their time in prison after they have
been released. Nawrally, those who do this arc likely to be among the more
literate. A university professor, Dr. S. Husin Ali, an expert on Malay culture who
did so, said that, apart from his physical ill treatment, what seemed to be

pressing to him, as an intell was rigorous i g psychological
pressures, and the cumulative effect of “minor” items, such as the absence of
spectacles, toothbrush, comb, shaving kit, and so on.!!

Alter the Emergency was over (1960), detention was still used against a wide
range of persons including political opponents. It is sometimes not casy to
remember that, originally, it was used mainly against armed Communist rebels,
and those who helped them. Detention was employed against opposition leaders,
top leaders in the DAP, including Lim Kit Siang, the secretary-general, and
local-level leaders in PAS. James Wong, referred to above, was detained not as a
political opponent, but for allegedly having supported Brunei's claim to take over
the Limbang area of Sarawak, Among the academics was Husin Ali. Perhaps the
detentions that had the strongest claim to be headline material took place in
1976. Two prominent Malay journalists were arrested, one of whom, Samad
Ismail, had been an adviser to, and a confidant of, the late Prime Minister,
Razak. Two deputy ministers were also arrested, one of whom, Datuk Abdullah
Ahmad, was Razak’s own Deputy Minister. By virtue of his closeness to Razak,
both officially and through his being in Razak’s “clique,” he wielded consider-
able power. A complete account of just what happened has not been made
public.'? The story would have to include information on links with Singapore
Jjournalists, confessions on television, and rumors of contacts with the Soviet
authorities in Kuala Lumpur. If only because of the connections with Razak, a
factional interpretation of these surprising events would scem to be warranted.

The arrests of 1987; later arrests; conclusions

One might have thought there was too much clsc going on politically in 1987 (in
the form of contests inside UMNO) for Malaysia also to be embroiled in ethnic
violence that threatened to become almost as bad as in 1969. The Malays had
divided into two major, opposed factions. There was still an economic reces-
sion.” Government scandals, in i the one ing Bumij

Malaysia Finance (pp. 68-70), were also a fascinating topic of conversation. But
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a number of ethnic disputes, mostly between Chinese and Malays, many in
themselves not of great consequence, proved to have a cumulative impact. Even
Mahathir became embroiled in making assertions and refutations, and UMNO
Youth, perhaps because its acting head, Najib, wished to be seen as suitable for
continuing in his role, lived up 10 its usual standards of combativeness.

The contentious issues were not surprising and were typical of what
everyday ethnic disputes are about. Educational changes which provided for
greater use of e Malay language provoked adverse: reactions from Chinese (see
pp- 95-6). So did the continuing issuc of use of Chinese characters on certain
signboards. Allegations were also made that Malays were being subjected 1o
Christian prosclytizing All these reactions were decply felt and also ominously
recurrent,

However, the immediate precipitating issue was the appointment by the
Education Ministry of non-Mandarin- king Chinesc 10 administrative posts
in Ghinese-medium primary schools. Appeals to reason, and for order, by the
leaders of the companent parties of the Barisan went unheeded, 14 Tensions
became heightened and resulted in invocations of ethnic solidarity and in plan-
ning to hold larger meetings. Party barriers were overrun by ethnicity. The MCA
collaborated on some occasions, not only with Gerakan but also with the DAP.
Consociationalism was breaki ng down. Followers no longer followed, but felt
driven to assert their cthnicity. UMNO Youth staged a mass rally in support of
Education Ministry actions and to defend the honor of the Malays against
“Chinese insults.” UMNO proposed to follow this rally with an even bigger one,
planned apparently by Mahathir himself, with an expected turnout of half «
million, timed to commemorate the forticth anniversary of the party’s founding
and intended to be a show of support for Mahathir and UMNO unity and
strength. Mahathir, faced with a repetition of May 13, took two decisions which
had a certain air of impartiality. He banned all rallies — actually only UMNO
had planned a big one. Also, arting on October 27, over several weeks, a total
of about 120 arrests were made. ! In launching Operation Lalang (long coarse
grass, or weed), Mahathir stressed the need to avoid another May 13, and
claimed that the police had recommended the arrests, (Actually, it is doubtful
that they would have made recommendations about some of the non-political
persons detained.) A month later, he said that two main things were to blame for
the tension. One was his own liberal attitude over the last few ! the other
was that the press's playing up of racial issues had escalated,

Mahathir did show that he had learned from the experience of 1969, An
immediate reason for the outbreak of violence then was that processions were
permitted, and resulted in violent incidents, Rallies do not offer the same danger
of marchers coming into contact with anlookers, but they were dangerous for
another reason. Any large number of persons collected together and sharing
strong ethnic feclings is liable to be inflamed by oratory. Possible trouble, arising
from a ban on meetings, was probably less dangerous than trying to restrain
members of a mass rally once they had been aroused.

Although those arrested were not “representative,” in that they were not
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selected by some form of sampling technique, they represented members of all
kinds of parties and organizations. In some cascs, they were from organizations
alleged to have been infiltrated by Communists. A good guide to Mahathir’s
choices was that they were people who, in his opinion, constituted a danger—or a
threat, or a nuisance. Lim Kit Siang, apart from bclng the DAP leader, had deliv-
ered a damning indi of the itism in the all of
contracts for the North-South Highway PNJC(‘( (pp. 58-9). Another target was
leaders of prominent NGOs who had obtained a court injunction against UEM,
indirectly partly owned by UMNO, and who had exposed government favoritism,
mismanagement, etc. Dr. Chandra Muzaffar, founder of the outspoken NGO
Aliran, came into this category. Some opponents of logging in Sarawak were also
arrested. The number and range of detentions, especially of opposition MPs,
represented a major extension of the use of the ISA. About half of those detained
in Operation Lalang were relcased by the end of 1987, but others, including
Lim Kit Siang and his fellow MP Karpal Singh, were held for two years.!”

The use of the ISA in October 1987 was only six months after Team A's
victory over Team B at the UMNO General Assembly clections. Apparently
there was no direct connection between the arrests and the struggle inside
UMNO. However, in making the arrests, UMNO's internal struggle must have
been very much in Mahathir's mind. Means suggests, though somewhat crypti-
that there may have been some connection: Mahathir acted to enhance his

itical position and power. Many of the detainees had been only minimally
involved. Others (presumably including organizers of rallies), who could have
been arrested, were not.™¥ Khoo's analysis is more direct. He suggests that the
arrests may have constituted a “rade-off:™'" in return for having to accept the
ban of the UMNO rally, UMNO militants were given a favorable “balance” in
the arrests. While some in the top echelons of the DAP were detained, the only
three UMNO politicians detained were from the Youth Executive Council, and
all of them were from Team B.

The most noteworthy example of the political use of the ISA after 1987 arose
[rom the strained relations between the federal government and the Sabah party
PBS (Parti Bersatu Sabah). Between May 18 and July 7, 1990, seven party
members were arrested. The most prominent was Jeffrey Kitingan, brother of

abah Chief Minister. He was alleged to have been planning sccession from
In the 1990s members of the Islamic movement Darul Arqam were
detained (pp. 87-8). During the economic crisis of 1997, some members of a
religious group were detained under the ISA. It was said that they should have
been tried by a religious court or under the Sedition Act. In 1998 the former
Deputy Prime Minister, Anwar Ibrahim, was detained under the ISA for three
weeks without being charged (see p. 157).

Less well known than the ISA is the Emergency Ordinance of 1960.
Detention can be ordered for up to two years to protect public order for the
suppression of violence or for the protection against crimes involving violence.
There were fifty-six persons in detention under this order in 1996.

In 1962 the original draftsman of the ISA, Professor H.R. Hickling, said he
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hoped that detention without trial should not be regarded as permanent. Former
minister Datuk Dr. Rais Yatim amplified this by pointing to the original aim of
dealing with communism and controlling terrorism, the former now not a
threat?! Its continuance can become an excuse for the authoritics to administer
the country on an emergency basis. Mahathir maintains that the Act is still
needed to deal with racial riots and general strikes. He still feels that Malaysia
needs to have the power to prevent irresponsible actions.?? For some years the
government has said that there should be amendments 1o the ISA but only to
permit more flexibility in the present mandatory period of two years. However,
no substantial changc in the law has yet been achicved.

Political rights

This section is concerned not with the liberty of the person from damage or
imprisonment, but with the freedom of the person to associate with others,
Specifically, the topics arc: freedom of religion; freedom of assembly and of
association; universities; worker rights; freedom of specch and of the press and
the other media.

Freedom of religion

Islam is an important component of the Malay way of life, and it benefits from
government funding, Islamic programs are regularly transmitted on government
television and radio stations. Islam is the state religion, but its claims must be

reconciled with preserving the religious freedom of other groups. There arc
limits to this frecdom in some respets. Circulation of translations of the Bible in
Malay is discouraged. Conversions of Muslims to other religions occur, but the
prosclytizing of Muslims by Christians and other religions is prohibited by some

state governments. Most Malaysians understand, and practise, the spirit of
accommodation that is needed. With the exercise of care, it is only very occa-
sionally that unpleasant incidents occur.

The government and associations

Government policy on associations is stated in the Socicties Act of 1948 and its
amendments. Any association with more than seven members must register with
the government as a society. The government may refuse the application, or may
register it only subject to certain conditions. For some time after an application is
made, it may be hard to determine if the delay in granting it is just “burcau-
cratic,” or whether it indicates that there are difficulties ahead, There were
about 14,000 registered socictics in 1982,

The Act became a contentious issue in the early 1980s, just before Mahathir
became Prime Minister. Amendments had been proposed, advocating that a
distinction should be drawn between socicties that w political” and those
that were not®* The Registrar of Societics would be given complete discre-
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tionary powers and could declare any socicty “political.” Apparently the aim was
1o target socicties that were likely to engage in political activity, such as Aliran
(Aliran Kesedaran Ncgara),“ the Consumers Association of Penang, and ABIM.
Unlike ABIM, most of the groups that were inclined to be “political” had a
membership that was mainly non-Malay and middle class. Their memberships
were small, but the government was nevertheless sensitive about the issues they
might publicize.

Rights of assembly and association: interest groups

By the Constitution, these rights may be limited in the interests of safety or
public order. The Police Act of 1967 requires that permits are needed for all
public meetings, with the exception of workers on picket lines. There are two
aspects of such rights that are relevant politically. One has to do with political
rallies and campaigning (pp. 115-16). The other involves government policy
towards NGOs and universitics. A related term is “interest groups,” although
this directs attention to the more self-serving activities of groups, while many
associations and NGOs profess to be operating in the public interest. In most
Western countries, interest groups arc accepted as “a fact of life,” as an unavoid-
able component in the political process. Some groups, however, are liable to
arouse suspicion. Militant trade unions arc not liked by right-wingers, because
they may hinder economic development, while some think that big business may
wicld too much financial power to be compatible with democracy. In the United
States, PACs (political acton committees) have been criticized as supporting
single issucs, and so threatening the more general objectives of political partics.
In many developing countries, and certainly in Malaysia, and in Mahathir’s esti-
mation, groups arc regarded as intruders. They seek to come between the
government and the people who elected it. Only the government has a mandate
and the knowledge to govern. Government antipathy is intensified if a group has
foreign connections, because it is possible that it may be acting, at least partly, to
promote forcign interests.

The issue of how the government should handle socictics was complicated by
the impact of changes in appointments and roles. The Home Minister, Ghazali
Shafie, was replaced by the more liberal Musa in mid-1982. Also, the leader of
the societies” negotiating committee, Anwar, was now a rising in UMNO. A
new set of amendments was adopted in 1983. The “political” distinction was
discarded, but, in spite of Anwar’s extra clout, some features repugnant to the
socicties were included, such as the Registrar’s power to order a socicty’s
premises to be searched.

Ironically, a 1988 amendment to the Socictics Act had little direct connection
with rights or freedoms, although it had everything to do with where power
would reside. It was made simply to avoid a repetition of the court decision in
1987 that UMNO was illegal. The law now stated that, if a registered society
established a branch without the approval of the Registrar, the branch, but not
the society itself, would be unlawful.?
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Universities

Universities are not usually classified as interest groups, and, as private universi-
ties have been set up only recendy, untl the 1990s they were certainly not
NGOs, but, because universities have certain claims to autonomy, a word about
them may be in order here.

Some students and staff were politically active after the May 13 incidents.
Anwar, who was a student at that time, and Mahathir met and talked with many
students about the current implications of Malay nationalism. During the 1970s,
Mahathir was in contact with people at the University of Malaya when he was
Minister of Education. Some students had become interested in social issue: as
shown by their 1974 demonstrations supporting peasants in Baling, Kedah,
opposing inflation, and against the falling price of rubber, poverty, and corrup-
tion. Students also demonstrated in support of squatters in Johor Baru in 1974,
In 1979, after a large demonstration, many students were arrested, some of
whom were detained. An amended Universities and Colleges Act, introduced in
Parliament by Mahathir as the Minister of Education, sought to make students
“political” by limiting their political activitics and preventing them from
Joining or supporting any political party, trade union or similar organization
without written permission. Mahathir was said to have taken a hard line.26 Now
that he was in the government, he had o deal with student dissatisfaction.

less

Hectivel

Workers’ rights: the right to organize and bargain

Most workers, except defense workers, mas
have the right to join trade unions. However, unions are weak, and contain only
about 10 percent of the workforce. The government is not very favorably
inclined towards them. Some legislation prohibits interference with a worker's
right to engage in lawful trade union activitics, but also restricts a worker to
representing only those in a particular establishment, trade, occupation, or
industry, or in a “similar” establishment, etc. National unions are prohibited in
the electronics industry, a symptom of its important role in the economy

Unions are not affiliated to political partics, but individual union members
may belong to them, and. as opposition members, have sat in Pariament.
There might be adverse government reactions if an opposition party were able
to mobilize substantial union support, but this has not yet happened. The
government’s probable course of action, if challenged, may be indicated by the
events of 1989, when Mahathir threatened to set up a rival to the Malay:
Trades Union Congress (MTUC) when it scemed to be getting too close to
Semangat '46.%7

Mahathir believes that workers need constant reminders of the cconomic
facts of life. To ensure a favorable economic climate, they should not be choosy
about their jobs. They must stop giving the impression that they are creating
problems for their employers. In March 1996, he repeated the message o the
MTUC, when its leaders protested at a cut in the Employces” Provident Fund

erial and exceutive, etc., personnel,

ian
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dividend, claiming that, without it, Malaysia would be on the verge of
bankruptey:*

Freedom of speech: the media

The Constitution provides for freecdom of speech and of the media, but also stip-
ulates that this freedom may be restricted by legislation in the interests of
security or public order. The principal instrument used is the Sedition Act, which
prohibits public comment on issues defined as sensitive.

The rest of this section is concerned with the media, mainly the press, rather
than with the spoken word. Mahathir is not enamored of the press. Soon after
taking office, he proclaimed that the narrow interests of the press as an institu-
tion faded into insignificance if we think of our country and our people.2? As
Mahathir said, nobody clected the press, but there was no such guarantee of
continuity for eclected people. Sometimes, if people perceived that you were
wrong, they could reject you at the next election. Newspapers had their own
opinions. What they reported was their views, not news. During the war,
Goebbels had control of information so he was able to change a very highly
cultured race, the Germans, into beasts.

The degree of press control on Malaysia, through a variety of methods, is
consonant with Mahathir’s views. A Chinese editor commented that a week was
enough for a forcigner (o understand the Malaysian press, asking, rhetorically,
where one would ever see an article critical of the government.3! This is an
exaggeration, but it expresses a common perception, Mahathir's mistrust of the
Malaysian press is exceeded only by his detestation of the foreign press (p. 71).

Given these opinions, it is not surprising that, in controlling the press,
Mahathir “improved on™ the work of his prcd:gcqon In 1987 the Sedition Act
was once more ded,  in several i respects. Also in
1987, the Printing Prcsscs and Publication Act 1984 was amended. The publica-
tion of * m.dmuus news” was prohibited, and the government’s power to ban or

restrict publi was led. The suspension or ion of pcrrnn.s to
publish could o longer be challenged in a court.32 Also in 1987, in conjunction
with the large-scale arrests, three ~ The Star, Sin Chew Jit Pob, and

Watan (a weekly) - were banned. The b.m was lified six months later. There were
no conditions attached, but The Star was required to make editorial rearrange-
ments.*

The Official Secrets Act of 1972 can also be used to restrict press freedom.
The original scope, which was very broad, was limited by a 1986 amendment,
which, however, provided for 2 mandatory jail term for those found guilty.

There is a general impression that the Chinese, and possibly the Indian, press
is less strictly controlled than the English and Malay press, possibly because the
scope of its circulation is more circumscribed. However, in 1995 the Home
Minister warned the Nanyang Siang Pow, the Sin Chew Jit Poh, and the China Press
that their permits would be revoked if’ they did not stop publishing articles that
criticized the government’s efforts to create a multiracial society.™ The timing
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was significant. Several Chincse papers had been criticized for favoring the
Opposition at the 1990 clection, and the next general election was due before
the end of 1995.

Control of the press through 1 has been reinforced by hip,
which is now almost entirely in the hands of the government or of pro-
government organizations.> The English press and the Malay press are now
almost exclusively government owned. The main English-language newspaper
group is the New Straits Times Press, owned by Fleet Holdings, an investment
arm of UMNO. The politicians in control of this group were, successively,
Razaleigh, Daim Zainuddin, and Anwar until his dismissal in 1998 (a succession
of finance ministers), Four senior newspaper executives were later put in control,
including the group editor, all close © Anwar. There were also changes (within the
UMNO inner circle] in the control of the Malay language Utusan Melayu group.

The sccond newspaper in the English medium, The Star, has had a more
varied carcer, passing from the control of the unpredictable Tun Mustapha, @
former Chief Minister of Sabah and close friend of Tunku, to the MCA - the
paper appealed to many Chinese readers. The Tunku fearlessly used his column,
“AsISeeIt,” to tell the government where he thought it was going wrong, which
was quite often. In 1987 The Star’s license was suspended for some months, and
apparendy 2 condition for its restoration was that the Tunku should no longer
write his column, He then resigned his chairmanship of the paper's board.%
The Chinese press and the Tamil press are now controlled largely by pro-
government groups. Access to party publications was limited in 1993, PAS’s
Harakan and the DAP's The Rocket were no longer supposed to be available 1o
people who were not members of the respective parties,

The government’s instruments of control already mentioned were also used
to censor books, phlets, ctc., as well as papers. Curiously, the ban on
Mahathir’s The Malay Dilemma was not lified until he became Prime Minister. In
the press, the effect of control plus ownership is so strong that it makes investiga-
tive journalism difficult. What is particularly inhibiting is that it may lead to
seli-censorship, because of the fear that something onc writes may be regarded
45 oo sensitive to the authoritics, which can lead a journalist to “play safe.” The
Sedition Act may be used “politically,” just as the ISA has been used to endanger
the freedom of the person. In a recent case, a DAP MP, Lim Guan Eng, was
charged because of his comments about a statutory rape case which involyed the
former Chief Minister of the state of Malacca. Lim alleged that the charge was
politically motivated, but he was nevertheless convicted, When his appeal was
heard (1998), his sentence was acwally increased, which led to vehement protests
against such a violation of human rights.

During the cconomic crisis (1997-) informal restrictions were used to limit
press comment.

The government has a monopoly of the ownership of radio and television
stations,*” except for “TV3,” established in 1985, and for some stations that are
joint enterprises in which government has a share. Even TV3 did not lack
UMNO credentials - it was owned largely by the UMNO-controlled Fleet
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group. In all countrics, governments tend to obtain greater coverage on radio
and television stations, because what they do is more important news than what
opposition parties only propose to do. However, even this consideration does not
entirely justify the overwhelming preponderance enjoyed by reports on govern-
ment activities in the press. Apparently, since the mid-1990s there has been some
tendency towards a more liberal approach to television and radio. Chandra
Muzaffar, Husin Ali, and others have been appearing regularly on television talk
shows. However, a show on the possibly contentious topic of divorce was
replaced at short notice by a program on nation-building %

The Malaysian government had two satellites launched in 1996. Datuk A.
Kadir Jasin, the group cditor of the New Straits Times group, commented that
the press must learn to live in a freer and more competitive environment and
must learn to limit self-censorship to what was absolutely necessary.*?

Elections

In 1990, the crushing defeat of Semangat 46 everywhere except Kelantan gave
the government ample reason for confidence. Yet, at the even more decisive clec-
tion victory in 1993, and since then, the Prime Minister has been determined
not to take anything for granted.

The government’s conduct of the 1995 clections, and the implications for
human rights, may be looked at under three headings. They are: the constitu-
tional seuing for the clections, including the delincation of constituency
boundaries; the rules for the conduct of the clections; and reports on the clec-
tions in the press. A fourth aspect is more difficult to describe succinetly. It refers
to the spectrum of tactics cmployed by the Barisan, ranging from what could be
termed “taking advantage of the law for the party’s advantage™ to the use of
“dirty tricks.” This is not to say that opposition partics are purer in their
approach, but they have less money and they lack the advantage of being a
“government” party, so their repertoire is more limited. Criticisms of the elec-
toral process should be seen in context: elections are held regularly, and the
ballot is secret (but see p. 97).

The parameters of the 1995 clection were determined not just by the Malays®
superiority in numbers over the non-Malays, but by the Election Commission’s
usc of “rural weightage.” A rural vote counts for more than a non-rural vote,
because, on the whole, rural constituencics contain fewer clectors. Furthermore,
there arc more rural Malays than rural non-Malays. Some opposition leaders
made representations to the Commission, but they did not create much of an
impression. The allocation of scats to Sarawak and Sabah also gave greater
weight to these states than to the rest of Malaysia. Because the discrepancies just
mentioned arc so obvious (and have important cthnic implications), another
feature shared with many other countries is sometimes overlooked. In a two-
party system — even in the attenuated form that it assumes in Malaysia — the
difference in votes llclwt:cn the parties is magnificd when “oranslated” into scats.
This is an arithmeti il not a political i
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In the conduct of the campaign, there were restrictions that affected govern-
ment parties less than opposition parties. Rallics and large meetings were
forbidden, although ceramaks ~ meetings held in a house and/or garden — were
permissible during the campaign period. However, as the US State Department
tartly remarked, the government partics held several large-scale events that very
much rescmbled rallies.* Permits were required for ceramaks, and opposition
partics had more difficulty in obtaining these prompily than had government
partics. The press, television and radio were as uneven in their coverage of the
parties as they were in non-campaign periods. However, parties were allowed a
small number of radio talks free — government parties were given more talks
because they had entered more candidates. The talks were recorded and had to
be submitted in advance.

Government tactics were said to include payments, some taking the form of
“minor projects,” such as the construction of bridge ds, etc. The services of
government employees, for example from the Information Ministry, were some-
times available at no cost to Barisan parties. Information for the government
about grass-roots political sentiments may be gleancd from community develop-
ment bodies such as Kemas (Kemajuan Mesyarakat), In seats where the majority
at the previous election had been small, individuals were i g ged,
and assisted, to move from one constituency to another. Sometimes it was party
employees who had the task of “moving” the clectors’ hearts and minds. In 1990
young people working for UMNO were billeted in the homes of electors,
providing their living expenses in order to conduct an intensive conversion and
reinforcement course.t

Finally, misleading “news” was reproduced in the press, which wa
impossible to remove from people’s minds once the message had been planted.
During the 1990 campaign, pictures appeared in Utusan Melayu, and were run for
three days, which showed Razalcigh wearing a curious hat, on which there w
cross. The implication, of course, was that Ra aleigh's devotion to his religion
was less than absolute. In fact the cross was a Kadazan, not a Christian, s ymbol,
and members of Team A had previously worn a similar hat in public without
eliciting comment.*

Taken together, two changes in election procedures gave cause for concern.
Ballot papers now had numbers printed on the counterfoils, and votes were now
counted scparately at cach polling station, and not gathered together for the
whole constituency before counting ook place. The new system could make it
possible to estimate where groups of opposition electors were located, thus
possibly facilitating retaliation by the nt downgrading the services they
received.

The formal process of voting was quite closely obscrved. Yet political rights
were infringed upon, because, both during clection campaigns and between
them, the playing field was far from level.

almost

s i1
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Discrimination: women; the Penans

Two groups in Malaysia merit discussion, because they are subject to decided,
but different, forms of discrimination. Muslim women have to reconcile their
aspirations to rights with the status of Islam as the state religion. They enjoy
support from Mahathir’s wife, Datin Seri Dr. Siti Hasmah, and also from
Mahathir himself. The Penans, a small, underdeveloped group in Sarawak,
unwilling to give up their ancestors’ ways abruptly, have found little sympathy
from the modernizing Mahathir.

Discrimination against women is practised in a number of ways. Groups
concerned about women’s issues have focussed upon: violence against women,
including domestic violence; trafficking in women and young girls; lack of an
opportunity to work with equal pay; the need for greater participation in higher
cducation and in attaining high-ranking positions. Action has been taken on
some aspects of the first of these issucs through the 1994 Domestic Violence Act,
which gave powers to the courts to protect victims and provide compensation
and counselling for them. However, there were allegations three years later that
it was sometimes hard to get the police to act on allegations of domestic
There has also been a drive to improve the position of Muslim women,
especially as regards polygamy. Individual states have been asked to standardize
the rules on polygamy by the National Council for Women. The Council was not
officially against polygamy, as it is allowed under Islamic law, but urged that
stringent measures should be taken to ensure that the practice was not abused.
Dr. Siti spoke out strongly against a Selangor state government ruling that
marricd Muslim men could lawfully wed another wife without the consent of the
first wife." The advances made in women's opportunities have been extremely
uneven, and they have been more advanced in the educational, than in the occu-
pational, sphere. In the scientific and medical fields, women now constitute more
than half of university graduates, while only about 1.5 percent of women hold
what are described as “decision-making posts.” As a modernizer, Mahathir sces
an improvement in the position of women as important, particularly in regard to
their possible status under Islamic law.

Discrimination has been alleged against the orang asli (aboriginals) in
Peninsular Malaysia and natives in Sabah and Sarawak, but the example that
reveals Mahathir's views most clearly concerns the Penans of Sarawak. There
are only about 10,000 in this group; some are nomadic, although the majority,
described as “semi-settled,” are based in longh Their i diate problem
in the 1980s was that their ancestral areas of food-growing and food-gathering
w0 \\hldl they were emotionally attached, were being encroached upon by

logging operations.** Logging was subject to much dispute.
bupponm claimed that the operations were conducted with due regard to the
environment, and that greater damage was done by the unorganized “slash-and-
burn” practices of the natives. The Penans wished their old ways could continue,
and, although some were willing to work for logging companies, many wished to
continue as before, rather than enter the cash cconomy. To deter what they

violenc
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regarded as a danger to their way of life, they attempted to block the loggers by
erecting barricades, for which many were arrested and some were detained.

Mahathir became officially involved at an international level when the ques-
tion of the Penans came up at a 1992 press conference held afier a meeting in
Rio de Janciro. He had previously conducted a brief correspondence with a
Swiss activist, Bruno Manscr, who had taken up the cause of the Penans and had
lived with them for six years.

A letter that Mahathir wrote to Manser, dated March 5, 1992, indicates his
very decided reactions:

If any policeman gets killed or wounded in the course of restoring law and
order in Sarawak, you will have to take the blame. IUs you and your kind
who instigated the Penans to take the law into their own hands and to use
poison darts, bows, arrows and parangs [knives]...

It is finc for you to spend a short holiday tasting the Penans' way of life
and then returning to the heated comfort of your Swiss chalet. But do you
really expect the Penans to subsist on monkeys until the year 2500 or 3000
or forever? Have they no right o a better way of life? What right have you
to condemn them to primitive life forever?

The Penans may tell you that their primitive life is what they like. That is
because they are not able to live a better life like the other tribes in Sarawak.
Those of the Penans who have left the jungle are cducated and are carning
a better living have no wish to return to their primitive ways. You are trying
t deny them their chance for a better lfe, so that you can enjoy studying
primitive peoples the way you study animals. Penans arc people and they
should be respected as people. If you had a chance to be educated and live 2
better life, they too deserve that chance.

Stop being arrogant and thinking that it is the white man’s burden to
decide the fate of the peoples of the world. Malaysians, the Penans
included, are an independent people and are quite capable of looking aficr
themselves. Swiss imperialism is as disgusting as other European imperi-
alism. It is about time that you stop your arrogance and your intolerable
European superiority. You are no better than the Penans. If you have a right
to decide for yourself, why can’t you leave the Penans to decide for them-
selves after they have been given a chance to improve their living
standards. ¥

At the Rio press conference Mahathir supplemented the views contained in
his letter*® He claimed that the Penans had a right to development, and they
should be exposed to education and development, so that they could choose their
preferred way of life. His opinions on the Penans expressed three themes close to
his heart: his belief in modernization, his skepticism about adulation of the
“noble savage,” and his abhorrence of sentimental and would-be superior
Westerners. He also turned the tables on the West by invoking the Penans’
“rights,” claiming that they should have frecdom to choose their way of life. One
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wonders whether Mahathir’s mind might have speculated on the opportunities
open o the Penans compared with those available to the Malays forty years
carlier.

Human rights organizations

NGOs are not regarded with much favor by the Malaysian government. It is
sensitive to criticisms of its record on human nghu, and local groups thh
forcign jons are cspecially suspect. Organi that arc sub

concerned with human rights are among those least favored. Amnesty
International, for example, has not been allowed to establish an official presence
in the country*” The government is implacably hostile to the Bar Council, and
has never forgiven it for its condemnation of the government’s destruction of
judicial independence. Mahathir told Parliament that it behaved like an opposi-
tion party®® A National Human Rights Socicty (HAKAM) exists, but its
application to be registered was not accepted for about two years. It seems that
this was not occasioned mainly by burcaucratic delays, but reflected the opinions
of the Mahathir government.* HAKAM publicly criticizes the government
from time to time, as do other NGOs, but, unlike the lndoncmn Commission

mentioned in the next h, it does not i i laints. It
organizes forums and seminars, which are given some notice in the press.3

It is surprising that there is no official Malaysian human rights ission. A
few yoars ago, there was some skepticism about establishing such an i

in Indonesia, but, when it was set up, its performance was more impressive than
would have been predicted.?!

Relations between the government and NGOs deteriorated towards the end
of 1996. In November, an international conference on East Timor, held in
Kuala Lumpur (despite official warnings), was broken up by protesters, including
UMNO Youth. Ten forcign human rights activists were arrested and deported.
Morc than a hundred others were arrested, including seven UMNO Youth
members.* The government reacted strongly against a proposal by nine NGOs
to hold a “public tribunal” to discuss allegations of abuses of power by the
police. Mahathir claimed that some NGOs were deliberately challenging the
government to take action against them and threatened that he would do so, if
they had broken the law.*3
In Mahathir's estimation, NGOs were particularly obnoxious when they

d to delay large projects. A i example was the
hydro-clectric Bakun Dam in Sarawak, to be constructed by an international
consortium at a cost of $US5.4bn. The agreement was signed in October 1996,
and building the dam would take five years. The government made arrange-
ments to resettle 9,400 people as well as animals. Some new techniques were
used in this attempt to transmit electricity from Sarawak to Peninsular Malaysia.
Not only did accidents and land slips occur, but also the executive chairman of
Ekran, one of the participating firms, Tan Sri Ting Pck Khing, suffered a heart
attack. There were hostile demonstrations in Kuala Lumpur, as well as protests
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from some of those due to be resettled, environmentalists, and NGOs. Three
S succeeded in obtaining an injunction to halt construction, although
the Court of Appeal granted Ekran a suspension of the injunction, and, pending
a hearing of an appeal by Fkran and other defendants, construction was
resumed. >

Mahathir correctly complained of the costs of delay: “If we delay any longer,
the costs will go up. [It] had been made to look as though 1 have enriched a
friend of mine...Tan $ri Ting Pek Khing” The Prime Minister said it was the
NGOs who took the matter 1 court after taking the cue from their foreign coun-
terparts who were envious of the nation’s progress. He added that the majority
of the people in the affected arca supported the project and would be duly
compensated with jobs and land. Their compensation would be more money
than they would ever make in their lifetime.»

In mid-1997 Bakun's troubles continued. There was a major dispute between
Ekran and its contractor, Asea Brown Boveri Holdings. Morcover, it appeared
that prospective investors were being deterred by the high risk and the long
gestation period. Nevertheless, Mahathir, on his return from a two-month vaca-
tion (July 1997), stated that the project had to go on. There was no need to give
the impression that it was failing. Then the financial crisis in August 1997
delayed the project (pp. 75-6).

In 1997 the government investigated the ways in which NGOs were being
managed. Their usc of funds would be scrutinized to find out if they were being
diverted from their original purposes for the benefit of individuals’® The
government’s action may have been initiated because of its growing hostility to
the organizations, some of which, it believed, were cooperating too closely with
forcign governments.

Not only does the government sometimes infringe on human rights, but what
is perhaps more distressing to human rights advocates is that it seems to have
such low esteem for organizations that strive to protect them.

The environment

The problems of the Penans and of the Bakun Dam might, quite appropriately,
have been discussed under the heading of “The Environment.” In 1991 the
importance of protecting the environment had already been recognized in the
Second Outline Perspective Plan.>" Several recent events contributed to an increasing
awareness of environmental issucs. A haze afllicted parts of Malaysia,
Singapore, and Indonesia between August and October in 1994, caused mainly
by forest fires in Sumatra and Kalimantan, and threatened to become an annual
oceurrence. The haze intensificd during 1997. About thirty forest fires were
listed in north Sumatra in one weck, S ber-October. Malaysi

helped in Sarawak. Schools were temporarily closed in Sarawak, jogging was
discouraged in Peninsular Malaysia, and talks were held with Indonesia about
how to limit future damage. In Kuala Lumpur the view of the Petronas twin
towers was often impaired. Public hospitals in Sarawak dealt with 25,000 cases of
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y and eye plaints in the first twenty-four days of S by
I'cwnrd the end of the year conditions had improved because, seasonably, rain
and a change in wind direction had helped visibility.*® The “haze” reappeared in
Sarawak in April 1998.

In 1995, several buildings collapsed on Malaysian hillsides. Initial government
explanations that these were due to natural causes, or “acts of God,” were chal-
lenged by allegations that indiscriminate clearing might have been responsible.
Top government leaders, including the Prime Minister, made public comments
on these disasters, and it was announced that there would be stricter enforce-
ment of building regulations.

Conclusion

The improvement in ethnic relations, made possible by a more accommodating
government attitude, has not been matched by a more relaxed government
approach towards human rights. To be sure, the number of detentions for polit-
ical reasons has fallen, but it is not yet apparent that there will be any substantive
changes in the ISA, in spite of persistent reports that change is contemplated.
There was more openness until 1997, in the press and on television, no doubt
related, at least partly, to the increasing influence of communication via satellite.
The Prime Minister’s toughness on human rights and on human rights organiza-
tions is unchanged. Its persistence scems to be related to disagreements over
human rights internationally, given some attention in Chapter 6.
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Put in the simplest terms, practitioners of foreign policy must operate success-
fully in two capacities: they must perform well in the “arcna” and they must
please the spectators. They are therefore under pressure, both external and
internal. These pressures are not steady but shifting, calling for a high degree of
anticipation and agility. Apart from these factors, the conduct of foreign policy
will be shaped by the idiosyncrasies of its director. In the first section of this
chapter the highlights of foreign policy as it cvolved, 1957-81, will be followed
under Mahathir's three predecessors.

When he became the first Prime Minister in 1957, Tunku Abdul Rahman
had litde experience of international relations, but had lived and studied for his
examinations in law in Britain. He had happy memorics of its way of life, which
found expression in his liking for Rothman's cigarettes and for kippers. With the
exception of his opposition to the Malayan Union proposals, he worked closcly
with the British, especially during the Emergency and at the time of Indonesian
Confr ion. His hatred of c ism would have made accommodation
with the Soviet Union or China difficult, but he looked ahead in 1959, and
foresaw that one day the defense pact with the British would end. He therefore
thought it essential that the country should participate with its neighbors in some
kind of Southeast Asian fricndship and economic treary.! Malaya, along with
Thailand and the Philippines, became a member of ASA (the Association of
Southeast Asia), which had its first foreign ministers’ meeting in 19612 During a
Iull in C: ion, the confederal iation Maphilindo was founded, which
included Malaya, the Philippines, and Indonesia, but it died after the proclama-
tion of Malaysia in September 1963 and the sub i1 severing of dipl, i
links with Indonesia and the Philippines.

By 1966, the Acting Foreign Minister, Tun Ismail, was talking of a possible
shift in foreign policy to accord with world trends. In 1968, after he had retired
from the cabinet for health reasons, he called for the neutralization of Southeast
Asia. guaranteed by the major powcrs, the signing of non-aggression pacts, and
the declaration of a policy of coexistence. The proposals had Razak’s support.
Tunku was not consulted, but thought that the neutralization idea was worth
consideration.” In 1968 the British were already planning for total withdrawal
from areas cast of Suez, 1o be effected, in stages, by 1970,

=
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From this account it is clear that Razak's spectacular moves in the early 1970s
towards neutrality had been considered for a long time. Ranks original
proposal took the form that Southeast Asia should be lized, partly through
guarantees by the great powers, but this did not meet with the approval of
Malaysia’s regional partners. However, it was replaced by a vaguer (and there-
fore more acceptable) alternative of a “Zone of Peace, Freedom and Neutrality
(ZOPFAN).™ The question of neutrality was linked with the need for China to
play an appropriate international role. This was accompanied by laying the basis
for official relations between Malaysia and China, which was done in 1974.
After Hussein Onn became Prime Minister (1976), two important multilateral
agreements were endorsed: the ASEAN Treaty of Amity and Cooperation and
the Declaration of ASEAN Concord. Both of these were important, yet they
were the product of work in progress in Razak's time and did not reflect new
initiatives. Hussein was Prime Minister for only five years, and in poor health for
much of the time, so this was essentially a period of consolidation rather than
innovation.

Mabhathir and foreign policy

All prime ministers, cven someone as “iconoclastic™ as Mahathir, are bound by
constraints on forcign policy, just as they are in other policy arcas. Even if their
own inclinations do not motivate them to continuc with existing policics, they are
constrained by commitments, by custom and by burcaucratic inertia. It takes
time for the unwicldy ship of state to make a big change of course. This having
been said, Mahathir did display activity and did effect changes.

Two possible misunderstandings have to be clarified. An active prime minister
with an interest in foreign policy need not be deterred, although he may be
dissuaded, by the wishes of his forcign minister. This applied to the relationship
between Mahathir and his experienced Foreign Minister, Ghazali Shafic, whose
influence was less than it had been under Hussein. It applied even more to
Ghazali’s successors. Also, the conduct of foreign affairs is not confined to the
foreign ministry but is in part in the hands of the ministry of external trade and
industry, the ministry of defence, and other ministries.

Mahathir came into office with a favorable disposition towards Japan and a
less favorable disposition towards Britain.” He is much more pro-Japan than any
other Southeast Asian leader. His interest in Japan is shown by his co-authorship,
with a Japanese, of a book (sce note 70). These inclinations showed themselves in
his early policies. He quickly announced a “Look East” policy, which concerned
mainly Japan and South Korea (pp. 55-6). He showed skepticism about defense
agreements with Britain, and through his low evaluation of the worth of the
Commonwealth and its biennial Heads of Government Meeting. He denounced
this institution in 1985: “It should admit that it really cannot contribute towards
solving the problems faced by its members.”” He continued by citing apartheid
in South Africa, the subjugation of Namibia, and the damage to the economics
of poor countries by the policies of rich and powerful countries. Two years later,
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he announced that Malaysia would host the 1989 CHOGM in Kuala Lumpur.
He auributed the change to the persuasion of the Commonwealth secretary-
general, Sir Shridah Ramphal® He is also said to have been influenced by the
Wisma Putra (Malaysian Forcign Office) and by the advice of the prestigious
ISIS (Institute of Strategic and International Studies). Given Mahathir’s eager-
ness to convey his views to “the South”, membership of, and speaking in,
CHOGM offered great advantages — about three-quarters of its membership of
approximately fifty were from developing countrics.

As a small country and an emerging “middle power,” Malaysia has always
favored multilateralism in its forcign policy dealings. This has led to its active
participation in international i where it perceives that it
gains strength from numbers, and especially in Asian regional organizations,
where it commands a forceful voice. Since 1970, Malaysia has endorsed the prin-
ciple of li and | 1 the neutrali of the region, while at
the same time remaining anti-Communist and in fact pro-West.  Under
Mahathir, Malaysia's preference for non-alignment has become more clear,
Malaysia’s post-cold war foreign policy goals have assumed the character of
championing “the South” in doing batle against the forces of domination
emanating from “the North,” and challenging the “double standards” of the
developed states, particularly the United States, in tolerating the conduct of
allics, such as Saudi Arabia, while censuring other states.

The United Nations (UN)

While strongly objecting ta the composition of the UN Security Council and the
veto power of the permancnt members.® Malaysia has been very supportive of
the UN in general. Mahathir, in his address to the 50th session of the UN
General Assembly, concluded that it is still the only truly multinational organiza-
tion where the “voices of small nations can be heard, 0

Malaysia was clected to the Sccurity Council as the Asian non-permanent
representative in 1988 and had to make some difficul (and domestically unpop-
ular) decisions over supporting the UN mandate for military action leading to
the Gulf War. Undaunted by the experience, Malaysia is currently (1998) secking
another Security Council seat for 1999-2000. A Malaysian, Tan Sri Razal;
lsmail, recenty completed his term as president of the UN General Assembly,
and Malaysia has participated in the activities of a number of UN agencies,
including the Human Rights Commission, and has chaired several high-level
committees, for example, on drug traflicking, Indochinese refugees, and the
United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO)
General Conference. Further, Malaysia has been a generous provider of peace-
kecping forces for UN missions (with approximately 2,000 peacckeepers abroad
in 1995), so much so that peacckeeping is now, like in Canada, a proud tradition.
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Interestingly, since the Gulf War and Malaysia’s experience on the Security

Council during that period, Mahathir has become more insistent upon reform of

the Security Council so that it is not dominated by a few Western powers, partic-

ularly the United States, and he has become more vocal as champion of the

South.!" In an address to the General Assembly, he sharply criticized the world
body:

Despite earlier hopes...what we see is stll a UN which dances to the
gyrating music of the major powers in total disregard for the high principles
and objectives pledged at its formation.... The UN presents a shattered
image with a threadbare moral authority.... The victors of 1945 have clung
tenaciously to the levers of power. They control the high ground, exercising
influcnce and power as nakedly as when they were colonial powers. Only
the masks have changed.

... Tell us how have the principles of the Charter on the non-use of force
and the illegality of claiming territory acquired by aggression been of help
to the Bosnians? What protection or solace has the Genocide Convention
been 1o those slaughtered in Rwanda, Bosnia, Cambodia and
Chechnya?.. The United Nations Sccretariat must take some of the blame
for all these brutalities. In Rwanda, it truly shirked its duty while in Bosnia it
sent in a protection force which was instructed not to protect the
Bosnians.... Of late there has been much talk about reform of the UN.... A
more cquitable representation on the Security Council is a must. This
means that permanent seats should be given to regions.... The veto power
should be dropped. Under no circumstances must the Security Council be
made an instrument of any onc country.... The reform of global institu-
tions must encompass the Bretton Woods organizations... [which] have to
cease acting as debt collectors for the mighty and the rich bankers. 2

Beyond the UN, Malaysia’s multilateral forcign policy energics have been
directed towards regional sccurity and trade organizations and forums, namely
ASEAN, the ASEAN Post-Ministerial Conference (PMC), the ASEAN Regional
Forum (ARF), the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) forum and the
East Asia Economic Caucus (EAEC), the Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM), and
also the World Trade Organization (WTO).

ASEAN, the Post-Ministerial Conference and the ASEAN
Regional Forum

Malaysia was a founding member of ASEAN in 1967 and has remained strongly
committed to the organization since — in fact it is central to Malaysian forcign
policy objectives and strategics, The ation of ASEAN formalized the end of
Confrontation and signalled a rapproct without the i of the
big powers, among the five, sometimes bickering, neighbors. Although not a
formal sccurity arrangement, ASEAN's stated purpose was to promote the
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peaceful resolution of conflict in the region. Another purpose was to cnhance
regional trade and economic development.

ASEAN's most important contribution has been in promoting a method of
operation and code of behavior, through consultation and consensus, for the

jolent of i gional disputes among the members.
Indoncsia, by virtue of its size and importance, has become the pivotal actor in
ASEAN," with Malaysia cmerging as a strong and insistent voice, especially
under the determined direction of Mahathi. When Suharto and Mahathir
pursued the same objective in ASEAN, they were a formidable, almost irre-
sistible, force within the organization.

ASEAN has been slow in reaching trade and tariff agreements — the first step
towards an ASEAN Free Trade Area (AFTA) was taken only in 1992 (with the
completion of targets now set for 2003)." However, on the political side,
ASEAN sprang into action to resist Viemamese expansionism in Cambodia from
1978, and Thailand, as the front-line state, became a much more involved and
stronger foree inside ASEAN as a result as did Singapore through its UN repre-
sentatives, who became ASEAN's most effective voice in the UN),

The first ASEAN summit was held in Bali in 1976, out of which came a
demonstration of resolve in the wake of Communist revolutionary success in
Indochina. The summit produced a Declaration of ASEAN Concord (DAC) and
a Treaty of Amity and Cooperation (TAC). Both documents spelled out the prin-
ciples of the non-use of force and the peaceful setdement of disputes, and the
TAC was open for accession by the other Southcast Asian states. Johan
Saravanamutwu calls the treaty a mini-version of Malaysia’s neutralization
scheme ZOPFAN, and writes, perhaps with some exaggeration, that these
accords “represent the most significant. regional multilateral accords to have
emerged out of Southeast Asia in recent history:

Since the early 1990s, ASEAN has been very active, setting up the ARE,
which with the PMC directly follows on the annual ASEAN Ministerial Meeting
(AMM). The PMC allows for multilateral dialogue on regional non-security
issues between ASEAN and some of the major powers which ASEAN members
have chosen as “dialoguc partners.” In 1993, concern over US strategic decline
and an assertive China led ASEAN to initiate the ARF as a venue for discussions
of regional sccurity and defensc issues. ASEAN is the organizer and sets the
agenda, in consultation with other participants. The idea of the ARF is to
discuss security and defense matters joindy with potential adversaries rather than

ing i ity by forming coalitions against them. According to Michael
Leifer, onc of the main functions has been “to draw China into a constraining
multilateral security dialogue.”'® The ARF focuses on confidence-building
measures, from coordination of international sea rescues to agreement on
advance notice of military excreises 50 as to reduce suspicion and misunder-
standings. The ARF is also viewed by some as a multilateral substitute (as well as
a complement) for the old regional system of having a series of bilateral ties with
the United States.!” Interestingly, the ARF has functioned as a facilitator of
US-China dialogue. Discussion at the 2l-member ARF in 1997 centered on
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concerns about stability in Cambodia, and criticism by the non-Asian members
of ongoing political repression in Myanmar (Burma).'®

ASEAN was conceived from the beginning to include all ten states in the
region eventually, and to avoid the permanent division of Southeast Asia into
two ideological blocs. As early as 1975, with the end of the Vietnam War, Razak
stated that, when he looked at the map of the world, he saw Southeast Asia as a
cohesive and coherent unit. He proclaimed: “Surely the moment has come for
that community of Southeast Asia, which has been our dream, 1o be realized.”!9
However, expansion was initially slow and cautious. Brunei was not admitted
into ASEAN undil 1984, and it was not until 1995 that Vietnam was admitted.
Brunei adjusted easily to the familiar consultation and consensus decision-
making formula of ASEAN. Vietnam, however, is unused to give and take,
concessions, and consensus.?® It has needed to be socialized into ASEAN’s mode
of behavior?!

Since 1992, Indonesia has pushed for an ASEAN-10 to fulfill the vision of
“one Southeast Asia” and also to give substance 1o the ASEAN policy of
e i " with M -2 However, Malaysia strongly
opposed giving Myanmar observer status in 1992 because of its mistreatment of
the Rohingya Muslims, and so Myanmar was not invited.?* Soon after, Malaysia
reversed its position and became a strong supporter of Myanmar's admission. In
1994 Malaysia and Indonesia supported Thailand’s initiative of inviting
Myanmar as an observer to the Bangkok AMM. At that mecting, ASEAN reaf-
firmed its commitment to expand. In the next few years, Malaysia and Indonesia
together powerfully pushed ASEAN into a difficult-to-achicve consensus to
admit Myanmar, Cambodia, and Laos in 1997 in Kuala Lumpur on the 30th
anniversary of ASEAN. In the face of Western criticism about admitting
Myanmar, Mahathir said, “T don't like people telling me who I should have as a
friend and who should be my enemy.”?*

It is ironic that the dream of “one Southeast Asia” in ASEAN was upsct at
the last moment, not by internal discord or by actions in Myanmar, but by
violence in Cambodia as a result of a coup by Second Prime Minister Hun Sen,
who removed his coalition partner, First Prime Minister Prince Norodom
Ranariddh. Malaysia had been the most staunch supporter of realizing ASEAN-
10 at the Kuala Lumpur meeting. Obviously disappointed, Malaysia’s Foreign
Minister Abdullah Badawi announced ASEAN’s decision on July 10, 1997, just
two weeks before Cambodia was scheduled to be admitted, that its admission
was to be deferred indefinitely. Reportedly, Malaysia and Vietmam favored
admitting Cambodia on time despite the coup, and Badawi stated publicly that
the decision could be quickly reversed.? However, that was ruled out when Hun
Sen in tn flady rejected ASEAN mediation, and threatened to withdraw his
membership application, saying that Cambodia might not join for many years.?®

Although ASEAN set some conditions for admission that appear to requirc a
return to the status quo-ante, the lure of completing the dream of ASEAN-10 is
powerful. From the time of the coup it scemed likely that Hun Sen’s rule would
be accepted as a fait accompli once reasonable stability was restored and so long as
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Hun Sen allowed the previously scheduled 1998 election to be held, and
conducted with a modicum of international acceptance. ASEAN did not insist
upon the reinstatement of Prince Ranariddh as co-Prime Minister since it
increasingly viewed him as ineffectual and the power-sharing situation as unten-
able.’” The clection was held in July 1998 under the supervision of a
500-member Joint International Observer Group. Hun Sen's party emerged with
a slim majority, but under Cambodia's complex rules it needs to put together a
tion in order to form a government. Despite widespread allegations of polit-
ical violence and intimidation, including reportedly the murders of some 100
opposition members, the international observers declared the election “free and
fair” 2 This provides Hun Sen with the veneer of international legitimacy
insisted upon by ASEAN. It is expected that soon afier the new government is
installed in the autumn of 1998, Cambodia will be admitted into ASEAN.

One of the questions that arises from the ASEAN-10 configuration is whether
the power to persuade will shift from Indonesia-Malaysia to a new mainland
bloc led by Thailand, as James Clad believes,2? or perhaps 0 a solid four-
country “newcomers bloc” behind Viemam — one “with more muscle than
ASEAN ever intended”. Although Malaysia has considerable influcnce, and
Mahathir sometimes gets what he wants (or most of what he wants) in ASEAN
by sheer single-minded persistence (which, likewise, is not always appreciated by
the others), it is unlikely he could ever dominate the organization or hold
ASEAN together if consensus failed.

APEC versus the EAEC

APEC is a consultative, non-negotiating economic body of twenty-onc (1998)
Pacific Rim countries/regions (from East and Southcast Asia, Australia, New
Zealand and Papua New Guinca, North and South America), grouped for the
purposc of enhancing trade liberalization and diversification. APEC is based on
the concept of “open regionalism,” meaning that any trade liberalization
measure is automatically granted to all other trading partners.®! When APEC
was first proposed by the Australians in 1989, ASEAN initially rejected the idea,
believing that it was intended as a regional trading bloc that might diminish
ASEAN and the AFTA. However, ASEAN quickly changed its mind in view of
the potentially protectionist trade groupings emerging in North America and
Europe. At a meeting in Scoul in 1991, relatively casy membership criteria were
established, a position that Malaysia supports since it wants greater numbers to
counter the influence of the United States.*d In 1992, Australia proposed an
APEC summit to counter the G-7, and the first summit took place in Seattle the
next year at President Clinton's initiative. Dr. Mahathir boycotted the occasion
because of the lack of prior consultation. Probably the most important break-
through inside APEC came at the 1994 summit when Suharto secured a free
trade agreement (the Bogor Declaration). Mahathir, who attended, went along
with this decision, but emphasized the voluntary nature of the agreement. 3

At the Seattle summit in 1993 the ASEAN decision-making model of
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“consensus minus x" was adopted, and APEC has become slowly “ASEANized”
since then. For example, beyond the consensus decision-making style and volun-
tary compliance, it was also decided at Osaka in 1995 that there should be 2
“third pillar” of APEC promoting economic and technical cooperation between
the developed and developing members. Further, it is now the accepted practice
that the APEC summit meet in an ASEAN state every other year: Seattle, Bogor,
Osaka, Manila, Vancouver, and Kuala Lumpur in 1998. This is important
because the host has responsibility for sctting the agenda. Stll, the ASEAN
members attend APEC as individual members, and they have been surprisingly
reluctant to try to synthesize their views, despite an ASEAN agreement to act as
an East Asian-widc caucus inside APEC.

APEC has set some achievable targets, with voluntary compliance, and has
reached some agreements (e.g, on technology in 1996), and it has spurred
ASEAN to shorten its AFTA timetable for tariff reductions.

In 1993, an “Eminent Persons Group Report,” which supported the US posi-
tion, called for more formal rules, concrete ob_]mm:s, and enforceable deadlines,
but the report was rejected. However, there is still pressure to institutionalize the
forum. The former executive director of APEC, William Bodde, noted that there
were three contending groups in APEC on the issue: those favoring institutional-
ization, which includes the non-Asian states and Singapore; a middle group,
ranging from moderately reluctant to moderately favorable, but open-minded
states, which includes most of the Asian states; and one state adamantly against
any institutionalization ~ Malaysia.®®

Mahathir remains lukewarm at best about APEC, still preferring his EAEC
idea as an alternative. He views the APEC forum as a grouping that will likely
come under the dominance of the United States, become institutionalized, and
lead to Western economic control in Asia, creating a situation wherein Asian
members would become minor players with virtually no voice in the economic
affairs of their own region.* Hence his act of boycott in 1993. It has been
suggested that Malaysia as host in November 1998 may try to divert the
emphasis away from trade and investment liberalization and towards so-called
“third pillar” goals, emphasizing economic and technical cooperation.’”

Mahathir proposcd his alternative to APEC in December 1990 — an East Asia
Economic Group (EAEG) as a counter to the New Zealand and Australia Free
Trade Agrcement (NAFTA) and the European Union (EU). It was also an
expression of Mahathir's desire to forge closer links with Northeast Asia.
Mahathir wanted an all-Asian group of countries which had “something in
common” as regards culture and attitudes and approaches towards economic
development to counter the West and provide Asia with a strong, united voice in
international trade negotiations:* Japan would take the lead. Apparenty, he
expected to play a key role in the EAEG.* Although the Malaysian media have
played up the concept relentlessly, it is not very well understood internationally
and “not well conceived” or articulated. !

Indonesia and some of the other ASEAN states were not receptive to the
EAEG idea (especially since they were not consulted about it beforehand), since
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they believed that they would be cutting themselves off from important regions
and trade parmers.*! The United Stues was hostle, and apparently urged
Japan, which was not very favorable anyway, and South Korea to reject the
proposal. Later, Mahathir chided Japan to return to its Asian roots, and said
Japan “owed it” to Asia to join the EAEC.#2

In late 1991, Indonesi atan ASEAN E ic Ministers Meeting
that the idea be converted into a consultative caucus known as the EAEC rather
than sceming 1o constitute a trade bloc proposal. This was accepted by Malaysia,
and these are the initials currently used (hence the jibe of critics that it stands for
“East Asia Excluding Caucasians”). But exactly what form it would take was left
unspecified. In 1993, again as a result of strong Malaysian pressure, ASEAN
accepied the EAEC as an informal caucus inside APEC. However, by 1997 it had
only met once as a caucus, fect and i ingly Malaysian officials have
come o view the move as a way of burying the EAEC, rather than giving it ife. 3

It has been suggested that the EAEC idea was prompred by ASEAN slow
pace on economic matters. " However, the concept suggested a potentially anti-
Western coalition,* and Higgott and Stubbs believe the EAEC was aimed
primarily at “combatting the political power of the US and Europe.™ Unlike
APEC, it was not geared to promotng cconomic liberalization and free trade,
something w which Malaysia is less favorable than most of the rest of the orig-
inal ASEAN states,

In November 1993, Mahathir showed his irc by refusing to attend the APEC
summnit in Seattle, saying that “perhaps vou have to thumb your nose at people
before they notice you.™¥ However, the next APEC was set for Bogor, and
Suharto quictly let it be known that, in the spirit of covperation among ASEAN
members, he “expected” Mahathir t atend.* Mahathir duly atended and he
has participated in APEC summits since then.

Nonetheless, he has not given up, He has persisted with his campaign for the
EAEC and has lamented ASEAN's lack of resolve in getting the EAEC
launched.* Interestingly, the EAEC has found life at the ASEM, so it is clearly
100 soon o dismiss it."!

Asia-Europe Meeting

Europe greeted the creaton of APEC (whose members account lor one-half of
all world trade and two-thirds of the global GDP) with shock and alarm. Despute
the fact that APEG was merely a consultative forum and not a trade bloe, the
Europeans viewed it as a “war machine” intended w0 exclude Ewtope from the
rapidly growing markets of Asia, "

The Europeans, therelore, became determined 1o bury the colonial past and
“return (0 Asia.” The mechauism that emenged was proposed by France and
gapore in 1994 for a summit meeting bicnnially between the Asian states and
the European Union. ASEM-1 was held in Bangkok m 1996 and ASEM-2
convened in London in 1998,

Despite the EU's swong desire for an cohanced wade relationstup with Asia,
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main mmpact on ASEM has been 1o block Ausradiia’s hid 10 participate in both
Asiz—FEuropean summits. despite the strung suppon of some Asian staies (the
Philippmes. Singapare, 2nd Japan) and the zbsence of oppsition amung most of
the other Asian sawes™ This veto s consiment with Mabathics aaew that
Australia has line in common with Asia oher than being geographically ciose.
Although amy kind of “payback” has been denied by Malaysia, this was 2iso
possibly retribution for Australia’s srong promerion of APEC and oppasition to
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The World Trade Organization

As the successor to the General Agreemem on Tarifis and Trade (GATT),
foliowing the Final Act of the Uruguay Round concluded in Morocco, the WIOD
was created m 1995 as 2 rules-based. vote-taking organization to regulaie ines-
national trade. With 128 members and another 26 aspiring 1o membership jas of
December 1996). the WTO is now the principal imernational boty concerned
with solving trade issues between states and providing 2 forum for muitilaerzal
vade negotiations.® Although Malaysia s av advocaie of large muitilaicral
settings to dilute the dominance of the major powers, Mahathir remains skep-
ucal about dwmgamzzuun_ﬁ)mx(haln“mﬂ{mm:mwmﬂ:mhwﬂt
world’s wealthiest economic powers.”™

The WTO held its first trade mini l meetng in Singa D b
1996, Interestingly, Malaysia and Malaysian Exiernal Trade Minisier Rafidah
played a significant role at the WO 1o jeading the figit against the most acni-
momous issuc of the meeting - the US aud EU demand, as anticipaied. 10 link
social clauses and labor standards 10 wade agreemens® The comest creaied 2
genume multifateral Asian consensus, led by the Group of Fifieen (G-15) devel-
oping states (p. 134), and it revived the oid North-South split (with Ausirahia and
New Zealand backing the Suuth), #

In Asta’s view, linking labor staudirds aud social clauses 10 irade was 2 self-
serving form of  prowectionis being pushed by US and Ewvpean trade
mwn““m;wuwnnwndwwncadcuuudadnmbckmgmmz\\’,lo

The final Declaration’s wording implicitly tecognizes the commiument of
WIO countries 0 “core” labor standards® Thus, the United Staies and the
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Luropean Union, and international labor unions, belicve that they managed to get
the issue of linkages on the table and that this will keep it alive. However, to others,
the Declaration seems “uncquivocal and clear” that the International Labour
Organization (ILO) is the competent authority to deal with labor issues.%? Rafidah
proclaimed that the issue has been “put to rest” once and for all 3

Overall, Malaysia’s active participation in a number of international organi-
zations has been consistent with its preference for multilateralism. It has also
enhanced the country’s reputation as a strong and insistent voice for the interests
of Asia and the South, and as a sharp critic of Western dominance.

Malaysia’s policy toward the major powers

To supplement the account given of Malaysiu's interaction with institutions, i
may be useful to outline its relations with the major powers, China, Japan, and
the United States.

Mahathir believes that China will strive to preserve its present political system
in order to maintain its national unity. M it will avoid democratizati
particularly because its adoption in the Sovict Union preceded fragmentation
and collapse. If it organizes its human potential properly, and enacts laws to
facilitate trade and growth, it will become an cconomic giant with considerable
influence over Asia, including Japan. It will almost cerainly increase its arms
budget, fueling fears of its military ambitions. In his speeches, Mahathir has
been optimistic on this topic. Southeast Asia would welcome a wealthy China
because it could share in the wealth produced; fear of China’s territorial expan-
sion was largely the West projecting its own greed and hegemonic tendencies
onto China.! He compared China’s military expenditure with the larger expen-
ditures of the United States and Japan,® and remarked that Malaysia would rely
on China’s stance (apparently referring to the Spratly Islands (p. 132)) that it
would not resort to aggression regarding territorial disputes in the region.

An external commentator might see the situation differently, observing that
an Asian view would certainly be wary of the Chinese but would also be hopeful
that its economic interests would cause it to be a responsible member of the
Pacific Asia community. The question is whether or not China can be socialized
into the regional community. As far as ASEAN is concerned, its international
principles are codified in the TAC. Yet unlike, say, Viemanm, it is not clear that
China will allow other, similar, states o set the terms for its behavior.

Much depends on the time period under consideration. Belief that China's
intentions were probably not aggressive applied to the short and medium term.
The effect of China’s assurances was shaken by China’s occupation of Mischicf
Reef; in the Spradys, in 1995. The “long term” seemed not to be so far away,
One opinion is that, given the prospects of Chinese assertiveness, no lasting
balance of power can be achieved without a considerably strengthened Japan,
and a commitment to offset China’s military growth. So far, however, the
ASEAN states, including Malaysia, have not thought it advisable to raise these
possibilities in public.
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Malaysia’s relations with the United States have been clouded by the verbal
battles between the two countries in which it fought against US attempts to
impose rights and values on Asia and the Third World in general, against their
will (pp. 136-9). The decp feclings aroused in this exchange must have affected
Malaysia’s view of the US security role. Mahathir questioned the conventional
wisdom that the US presence in Southeast Asia was necessary for regional secu-
rity in the post-cold war world.% In 1996 there was a policy shift. There was an
increase in the number of US warships visiting Malaysian ports, culminating in
the first ever visit by a US aircraft carrier. This was expected to be followed by
the opening of facilitics for US forces as well as by joint exercises. Analysts said
that these ar nts might be d with i ing interest by
American firms in the MSC (p. 78).

Mahathir is also optimistic about Japan. In 1988 he remarked that Japan was
becoming more and more visible over the horizon and its influence over the
world scems bound to increase. Since Malaysia is in the region where Japan is, it
is going to fecl the impact of that influence. His guess was that Japan would
become one of the great powers, but hopefully an economic péwer and not a
military power, or, alternatively, it would become even more dependent on its
alliance with the United States. However, he foresaw the danger that Japan
might react by becoming more of a military power. As far as security is
concerned, Malaysia, like the rest of Southeast Asia, is less worried about the
revival of Japanese militarism than formerly Economically, ASEAN wishes
Japan to open up its economy, but also fears that they may be increasingly
subject to decisions made in Tokyo without having an input of their own.”! Even
Malaysia, the originator of the “Look East” policy. has suffered some disillusion
(p. 56).

Mabhathir as champion of “the South”

Tt is clear why Mahathir took an interest in ASEAN and in other organizations
in the region. It is not so easy to see why he took up the cause of “the South.”
Perhaps he simply wanted to exercise his political talents in a wider field.

It is possible that an carly experience of Mahathir's may have strengthened
his interest in the Third World, and helped 0 predispose him to take up the
cause of “the South.” In 1965, when Malaysia was trying to get all the support it
could in the Third World in order to counter Indonesia’s efforts to win friends
for its campaign of Confrontation, it sent an unofficial delegation to the Afro-
Asian People’s Solidarity Conference, held in Winneba, Ghana. It attended the
meeting, but failed to gain membership for itself. The composition of the
Malaysian delegation was unusual; it included people who were not typical
government supporters, as well as two supporters who were later detained,
Abdullah Ahmad and Samad Ismail (p. 107). The leader of the delegation was
Mahathir.”* Khoo Boo Teik has another, plausible, suggestion.” He asks who, in
Mahathir’s formative years, was “the enemy”? The answer from the Malays'
point of view was the Chinese. This was not to underrate the admirable qualities
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of the Chinese, which were frecly acknowledged in The Malay Dilemma. Yet these
qualities made it harder for the Malays to oppose them successfully. Khoo sces
both continuity and change in the develop, of Mahathir’s nationalism. The
change took the shape of shifting the target of his Malay nationalism from “the
Chinese” to “the West.” Afier Mahathir became Prime Minister, he was
distracted by the struggles described in apter 2 and the need to control the
Islamic resurgence (Chapter 4). He was able, in the 19905, o use his position as
Prime Minister to complete and spell out the consequences of the shift,

Some important aspects of Khoo's apergu remain to be explored. First, it is
significant that Mahathir's shift is described in terms of a change of target.
With Mahathir, who was driven by a hatred of what he perceived as unjust,
what counted was not what he was for but what he was agamst. Second, a corol-
lary of the shift was brilliantly, although gradually, actualized by Mahathir, If
the Chinese were no longer 1o be the “enemy,” clearly it was best to have them
as enthusiastic collaborators. They had to become “one of us” For this to
oceur, he had to act — as recommended by the MCA (perhaps without much
hope) when he was named Hussein's successor — as leader of the nation and
not just of" the Malays (p. 28). This took gradual shape, first by watering down
the pro-Malay cmphasis of the NEP through replacing it by the NDP, and by
the prospect, later, of eliminating it through Vision 2020. Third, the Chinesc in
The Malay Dilemma consisted of a rather limited group of Chinese traders and
petty shopkeepers. The corresponding group now contains all kinds of people
who are on Mahathir’s “hate lists,” including practitioners of colonialism,
members of the G-7, human rights advocates, the press, Zionists,” and,
latterly, forcign currency speculators. The larger the range of choice in the
target group, the easier it was to find some appropriate targetis) for a given
“conspiracy.”

In considering the institutions through which Mahathir sought to promote the
interests of “the South,” it may be convenient to consider first non-explicitly
Islamic ones, and, second, those associated with lslam. Mahathir worked
through some existing bodics, such as the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM),>
where he was able to stress issues that were of particular interest o him, such as
the Bosnian question. Still, in his opening speech at the NAM 1995 summit, he
listed three priority items of wide general interest: outlawing nuclear weapons,
cenhancing economic performance, and restructuring the UN to make it more
democratic. However, he failed 10 get NAM 10 act effectively to upsct the 1959
Treaty of Antarctica, by which the area was potentially earmarked for control by
a small group of countries.

Mahathir was also instrumental in creating some new “South” organizations,
including the G-15, a group of developing countries, which was set up in 1989,
o extend South-South cooperation, and had s first meeting in Kuala Lumpur
shortly afterwards. Its first secretary-general was a Malaysian. Among the
Malaysia-initiated projects was a South Investment Trade and Technology Data
Exchange Centre and a Bilateral Payments Arrangement (designed to guarantee
export payments), located in Kuala Lumpur.”®
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Mahathir was also active, on behalf of the South, at meetings concerned with
the environment, including the influential environmental summit of 1992 in Rio
de Janciro, where Mahathir attempted to turn the tables by pointing out that
“the North” was really responsible for violations that it had pilloried the South
for committing. On damage to the environment, he claimed that the North
wanted to have a direct say in the management of forests in the poor South at no
cost to itself. Mahathir also stated that, while blaming damage to the environ-
ment on the South,”” the North was at the same time hindering the South’s
ability to protect the environment by failing to foster a sustainable environment.
He visited a number of developing countries, which he thought could benefit
from Malaysia’s cxample, and to which he delivered the “southern” message.
Some were relatively close to Malaysia, such as Fiji (he offered assistance to it
affer sanctions had been imposed on it following a coup by the indigenous army
against an Indian-led government), Western Samoa, and Tonga. During visits,
he exhorted African countries,” to show solidarity with the South and stick
together to resist the challenge of globalism. He warned against the stranglehold
of the World Bauk and the International Monctary Fund (IMF), and against
restrictions on child labor which would impede international trade. The former
colonizers, he pointed out, were still in control and imposing the use of a playing
ficld that was not level. He cited Malaysian experience as a guide to economic
development and an example of good cthnic relations. Malaysia also launched
the cquivalent of a peace corps in 1997, which would travel to Laos, Cambodia,
and some African countries, among other places.”

Foreign policy and Islam: Bosnia

In foreign policy, as in other spheres, Islam assumed growing prominence under
Mahathir. This was both the consequence of the Islamic resurgence and of the
reactions that it aroused in Mahathir. Islam had figured in the foreign policy of
his predecessors, but it was pursued with more fervor under his direction. A
major forum was the C ization of Islamic Conference,” established in 1971,
which had approximately fifty members. Mahathir regularly attended its summit
meetings. At a 1992 meeting in Kuala Lumpur, speaking as “Asia's representa-
tive,” he sent a message litde different from those intended for internal
consumption. He mentioned the need to respond to the challenges of the
twenty-first century, and urged that practices that were neither truly Islamic nor
relevant should be di ded. He also supp  the OIC’s iated organi

tions, such as the Islamic Solidarity Fund, the Islamic Development Bank, and
others. He attended meetings of other Islamic groups, such as the Regional
Islamic Dakwah Council of Southeast Asia and the Pacific, where he defended
Islam against biased critics.®! In general, he sprang to the defense of Islam when
it was criticized, but in the Gulf War, although he had some sympathy for the
US intervention, he was subject to cross-pressures. He was steadfastly pro-
Palestine and anti-Zionist.* In particular, he deplored the Isracli occupation of
Arab territories, and was vociferous on the issuc of Zionist influence in the
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international press and opposed the visit of the lsracli President to Singapore in
1986.

However, since the dissolution of Yugoslavia, Mahathir has been preoccupied
with the plight of Bosnia Herzegovina. His deep interest is shown by the fact
that, in 1995, 1,500 of Malaysia’s 2,500 personnel engaged in peacek
were stationed in Bosnia-Herzegovina. He was so committed on the Bosnia i Assur
that he defied the West to impose sanctions on Malaysia for selling arms to the
Bosnia Muslim forces.*! Exhibiting his well-known insistence on the West’s habit
of practising double standards, Mahathir believed that in Bosnia-Herzegovina
the rightcousness sometimes displayed over minor infringements of human
rights was remarkably absent. He did not think that the Western countries had
implemented their policy in Bosnia by providing adequate support for the rela-
tively weak government of Bosnia-Herzegovina. An address of his in 1994
brings out clearly his objections to the policies of the United States and the
European powers after the UN had accepted Bosnia as a member-state. He
blamed the UN for having laid an embargo on the contestants, because this
helped to weaken the Bosnian government (p. 125). He denied that the conflict
was a civil war between the Muslims and the rest. Both the defenders of
Sarajevo and the government included Serbs and Croats. He said:

The Bosnian government desperately appealed for help from the vaunted
defenders of the human rights of the world, but ncither the European
Union nor the United Nations Security Council took decisive action.
Humanitarian aid was offered subject to permission being granted by the
Serbian aggressors. And, as can be expected, the Serbs were not quite coop-
erative... Bosnia-Herzegovina is the victim of designs of certain people and
powers who are quite happy to sce the emergence of Slovenia and Croatia,
but will do nothing for Bosnia, although Bosnia-Herzegovina has as much
right as the other two to nationhood.™

Mahathir concluded that neither the Americans nor the Europeans cared
enough 1 act. The specch does not specify who “ccrtain people and powers”
are, nor docs it identify the actual supporters of the Serbs, notably the Russians.
But it clearly points to the lack of will shown by some powers, and adds that
Malaysia has also felt strongly about the injustices and oppression that have
recurred in non-Muslim countries, such as South Africa and Cambodia. This
indictment is a good example of Mahathir's polemical skills, and, with the touch
of the virtwoso, plays upon a favorite theme — conspiracies. It also alludes to
human rights — not a favorite term of Mahathir's in other contexts, suggesting
that their violation in Bosnia can be a justifiable reason for protest.

Rights and values — East and West

The dispute that came to a head in the early 19905 over rights and values may
be regarded as a reaction to Western pressures by the ASEAN countries, China,
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and others. The reaction was not only defensive, but also took the form of a
counter-attack. Symbolically at least, the peak event was the Vienna Conference
on Human Rights in 1993.% Before this “climax,” two preparatory conferences
were held in Bangkok, one at which governments tok part, while, at the other,
NGOs were rep. 1. The South Asian that had most to say
about human rights were Indonesia, Malaysia, and Singapore. However,
Indonesia was somewhat inhibited by the adverse publicity that had followed the
shootings of civilians in Dili, East Timor, in November 1991, so the other two
were more outspoken.

The ASEAN states, along with other countrics, formed a loose, common front
on rights issucs, in response to the aggressive tactics of the West, particularly
Washington. Values were brought into the debate, and the Asians provided argu-
ments to show that their values were in some respects different from the West's,
and had many featres in common with cach other.%6

§ i n rested on two premises. Rights must reflect values and,
broadly, Asian values differed from Western ones in two main ways. First, they
laid greater stress on economic and social rights and emphasized civil and polit-
ical rights less, compared with the West. Sccond, they took less account of
individuals, and gave more regard to the intcrests of the community. They
thought, unlike the West, that there should be a balance between rights and
duties (or obligations). They believed that there should be defined Timits to the
freedom of the press, e.g., on cthnic and security topics. They were cautious
about extending the range of rights to cover too many “grievances,” some of
which they considered to be relatively trivial. They agreed that the emphasis
should be on “basic” rights, such as that no one should be put to death “ille-
gally,” or should be tortured.

Democracy is often mentioned in the West almost in the same breath as
human rights. In fact, the twa concepts are quite different. One has to do with
the protection of the individual against the state, while the other determines the
extent to which the individual can choose and control the rulers.

The United States attributes its victory in the cold war to the practice of
democracy and to its opponent’s lack of it; it also considers its own form of
democracy to be superior. As Mahathir aptly inquired: is there only one form of
democracy, or only one high pricst to interpret it?%” Moreover, the United States
believes that democracy should be spread to other countries, no matter what the
circumstances are. Sometimes it even asserts that there is only one real version of
democracy, its own. Whereas the United States sees democracy as an end in
itself; some Asian leaders believe, in a utilitarian way, that good governance is
more conducive to human happiness.®

The ASEAN states and some other Asian countrics reacted unfaverably, not
Jjust because they objected to the message. They were even more resistant to the
unsavory method of delivery, which they perceived as indicative of the continua-
tion of colonialism by other means. They resented the one-way method of
communication as implying superior status; they were tired of being dictated to
through Western agencies such as the press, NGOs, and trade unions. They




138 Foretgn policy

believed that when the West failed to reach them by one route, it would try
another. One method that US governments have tried to use, with the support of
the labor unions, is to increase the price of labor in Asian countries. In 1994,
Mahathir described the West's switch of tactics in order to impair East Asian
cconomics” ability to compete:

They would like the East Asian democracies to be weak and unstable like
theirs, or worse. Maybe there is no great conspiracy by the West to under-
mine all the East Asian cconomics. But conspiracy is not necessary. It is
sufficient for everyone to sce the danger threatening them for them to act in
concert. The carly attempts to disguise their intention by talking about
democracy, human rights, etc. have now been largely jettisoncd. Now they
are openly proposing to climinate the competitiveness of the East Asian
cconomics in order to prevent them from successfully competing with the
West. The proposal for a world-wide minimum wage is one blatant example.
They know very well that this is the sole comparative advantage of the
developing countries.

It scemed to Mahathir that the West was determined to dominate even if it
entailed “changing the rules.”

He alleged that some Western powers even went as far as supporting opposi-
tion partics so that the government would change at every election (thus meeting
a so-called criterion for democracy):

When the government keeps changing, there will be no stability, which will
result in investors staying away from the country.... My belief is that the
Western powers do not want developing nations like us to outdo them in
terms of progress. %

In his batde with the Wesi, Mahathir found support from an unexpected
quarter. Dr. Chandra Muzaffar, the founder of Aliran, an uncompromising
defender of human rights and later the founder and director of JUST (Just
World Trust), twok a stance on the North-South issue very close to Mahathir's,
Mahathir accepted an invitation to deliver the keynote address at a JUST confer-
ence in December 19949

The West, in launching its campaign to further its concept of rights, had
expected little opposition. To its surprise, it found that the ASEAN states, not all
of which were yet cconomic tigers, nevertheless fought fiercely in defense of
their values. They were buoyed by their economic successes, and in their
counter-attack did not refrain from drawing attention to the West's weaknesses:
its high rates of violence, crime, and drug trafficking 2

Malaysia was particularly outraged by the West's cfforts to link human rights
with aid or trade. “The term being used is *conditionality” In simple words it
means the donor countries are saying: You behave in exactly the way we want
you to, or we will not help you eradicate poverty”® Eventually, these counter-
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attacks against the West were successful. For example, at the first Asia-Europe
Mecting (ASEM-1) in Bangkok, March 1996, the European Commissioner for
Asian Relations noted that the EU had moved from confrontation to a normal
dialogue on these (human rights) questions.

The debate on human rights showed Mahathir’s gift of invective at its best
and his exposure of some Western illogicalities was devastating. He was correct
in thinking that, while ASEAN (including Malaysia) might accept the rulings of
some international body on its human rights practices, it was too much for the
West/North to make assessments that would be accorded the same credence, If
he were sometimes wide of the mark, it was principally because he sometimes
scemed eager to credit the North with a ruthless cleverness which it did not
possess.

Mahathir’s handling of i sional di

Mahathir's handling of disputcs throws some light on how he conducts foreign
affairs generally. Three examples have been chosen of recent disputes between
Malaysia and Britain, Australia, and Singaporc, respectively. In each, no single
issue was at stake. Rather, what may have appeared to be a single issue was actu-
ally connected with a perception of previous recriminati

Malaysia and Britain

As has been indicated, Mahathir was not very well disposed toward Britain. He
had no fond memories of having studied there, and he was opposed to it as a
colonial power. This provided the ammunition for anti-British actions if it were
triggered. Just after he became Prime Minister in 1981, British plantations were
being bought in order to fulfill a target of the NEP - to provide Bumiputera with
a stock of capital G ly, Guthrics, a promi lantation holding,
was acquired by the appropriate government agency, Permodalan Nasional
Berhad (National Equity Corporation). The takeover on the London Stock
Exchange was legal, but Guthries and the British government claimed that the
customary notice had not been given and the London Stock Exchange rules
were changed. The takeover also occurred soon after Britain had raised the fees
for overseas students attending tertiary institutions, affecting about 13,000
Malaysian students. Predictably, Mahathir reacted. Among other things, he had
to make it plain that he was in control. In future, trade and commercial transac-
tions would have to be referred to the Prime Minister’s Office, which would
follow the precept “buy British last.” The ban was rescinded in April 1983,
partly as a result of the cfforts of Mrs. Thatcher, the British Prime Minister, who
got on well with Mahathir.

However, tension was renewed in 1994.%° A British loan to help construct a
power station in Pergau, Kelantan, came under scrutiny when it was linked, by
the press, to a large sale of heavy weapons and aid for construction projects by
Britain. A British newspaper alleged that a British construction company had
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offered a bribe to Mahathir in order to secure a contract for an aluminum
smelter. Mahathir resented the allegations of the press and the failure of Prime
Minister_John Major to defend him publicly: It was soon decided that Malaysia
would not award any new contracts to British firms, and a sharp exchange of
words followed between Mahathir and the British press. The dispute ended after
seven months, more quickly than the previous one. Significantly, the exact timing
for the lifting of the ban was decided by Mahathir. It helped that the press was
relatively quicscent. Curiously, British exports to Malaysia rose substantially
during the ban; the Malaysian use of what were, in effect, sanctions was largely
incflective because they applied only to gavernment contracts. On both oceasions,
the use of sanctions by the South against the North was no more successful than
some sanctions that were applied the other way round. By 1997, relations were
good, and Mahathir complimented Britain, saying that it was Malaysia’s “most
comfortable friend,” proposing that the two countries should be partners in
promoting “high tech™ in Third World countries.™

However, British press comments - on the ill reatment of refugees and immi-

grants to Malaysia — once more incurred government censure in April 1998,

Malaysia and Australia

The disputes between Malaysia and Australia, to be discussed here, had shal-
lower roots than their Malaysia-British counterpart. Australia was not the
previous colonial power, although its relationship with Malaysia could be
described as “quasi-colonial” or “paternal."”” The leaders of each country
aspired to the uncertain status of a “middle power.” Cultural issucs, rather than
cconomic or political issues, seemed to evoke the strongest expressions of ire
from the Malaysian side. Malaysians found Australian views of their country,
particularly those expressed on film or television, flawed and offensive. Examples
were the film Twtle Beach, which showed massacres of Vietnamese refugees by
Malay villagers (which had not occurred), and a television serics, Embassy, which
depicted, unflatteringly, a state which was imaginary but, from its location, could
have been construed as having been Malaysia. In response, Malaysia's TV3
showed a television series, The Ugly Face of Australia, about the treaument of
Australian aboriginals and Asian immigrants. Malaysia also resented Australian
objections 1o the death penalty applying to drug-trafficking offences, and 10
logging in Sarawak which was not friendly to the environment,

At government level, there were two occasions on which normal relations
between the two countries were threatened. The first occurred in 1991, when,
after the Embassy serics, the Malaysian government cancelled a number of offi-
cial Australian visits to Malaysia and suspended all non-essential Australian
projects in Malaysia. Also, Malaysia contemplated a “buy Australian last™ policy.
Australia behaved coolly and correctly, and offered an acceptable apology. The
wo governments signed an agreement to dissociate themselves from news
reports about cach other's affairs, and the episode was officially declared to be
over.
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At first, relations were good between Mahathir and the new Prime Minister,
Paul Reating. However, when Keating succeeded in arranging for APEC to hold
biennial summits, and rejected Mahathir’s idea for an EAEC as an alternative to
APEC (pp. 128-30), Mahathir was not happy with Keating’s efforts. In
November 1993 after Mahathir had announced that he would not attend the
APEC meeting in Scatde, Keating responded by saying that APEC was bigger
than Australia, the United States, Malaysia, Dr. Mahathir, and any other “recal-
citrants.™™ This was regarded as a blunder by most Australian politicians.
Mahathir did not take any action immediately but, ominously, said he would
seriously consider any call from UMNO for taking action against Australia. The
call was duly forthcoming, and measures were adopted, including banning
Australian-made television shows and commercials for Malaysian showing, It was
also announced that a group of scholarship students would not, as planned, go
to Australia. Keating, despite several attempts, did not manage to produce the
right kind of apologetic wording to satisfy Mahathir™ When Australia scemed
likely to take counter-measures, the Malaysian cabinet called off the dispute,
leaving Malaysia the clear winner in the battle of words.
hamsul thinks that Australian-Malaysian relations will remain in a state
stable tension” — trouble could flare up at any time.'® This would almost
certainly apply if at least one of the prime ministers concerned had a tempera-
ment similar to Mahathir's or Keating's.

of

Malaysia and Singapore

Malaysia-Singapore relations British relations, because in
each, it was impossible o ignore memories of the past; the two countries had
been linked under British rule, and had formed parts of a single state, 1963-5.
They were forced to cooperate, for the benefit of each, for economic and defense
reasons, cither bilaterally or through ASEAN. There were numerous disputes
between them ~ on the ownership of an island, about territorial incursions
during mancuvers, and so on — but they were resolved peacefully and without
too much acrimony. In scme respects, however, they were competitive. On
several particular issues, although not on a comprehensive view, their relations
were zero-sum. This was evident in Malaysia’s development of ports, for
instance Kelang and Kuantan, which were competitors of Singapore, and in the
promation of the MSC (pp. 76-9). Above all, Malaysia’s efforts to improve the
condition of the Bumiputera through the NEP resulted in its inability to rival
Singapore's proud claim to be a “meritocracy,” at least until “Vision 2020” was

bled Malavsi

realized.

In Singapore, Lee Kuan Yew had raised the matter of its “re-merger” with
Malaysia in reply to questions after a dinner with the local and foreign press. He
said that it would be difficult to achieve for a very long time, but added that he
hoped that it would happen. A condition for re-merger would be that meritoc-
racy must prevail; no race could have a privileged position.'?! He may have been
engaging in speculation, or the difficultics he foresaw may have been underlined,
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b of their

in an clection year, to reassure Singap about the
existing arrangements.

The matier of re-merger then became a widely debated topic in Singapore,
with Malaysia at times being disparaged. Before long, Malaysian officials became
annoyed at being portrayed — for Singapore election purposes — as the
“bogeyman.” An angry Mahathir complained, and some Malaysians called for
retaliatory action. However, in the absence of scrious provocation, tempers
cooled. Singapore reassured Malaysia that it had not intended to show Malaysia
in a negative light, the matter was dropped, and good relations were restored.

The sccond incident, which wok place only a few months later, originated
from Lee Kuan Yew's dislike of Tang Liang Hong, a dcfeated opposition candi-
date in the 1997 clections whom the PAP labelled a “Chinese chauvinist” during
the campaign. Tang had taken refuge for a while in Johor Baru during a defama-
tion suit against him, and Lee, believing his remarks were confidential, referred
o Johor Baru as notorious for “shootings, muggings, and car-jackings.” Lee apol-
ogized twice, and applied successfully to have the statement in question removed
from the record.!" Mahathir expressed his displ and ined calm. He
admired many of Lee’s traits, and exercised restraint when dealing with a fellow
member of ASEAN. However, several Malay politicians wished to intensify the
pressurc; branch clections for UMNO were starting, and it was thought that
political capital could be gained. Some members of the cabinet wished to frecze
bilateral ties or “cool off™ relations for a time. A media war broke out, and Lee
was called names. Side issues were pursued, such as the respective crime rates in
Johor Baru compared with Singapore, and whether the UMNO Youth leader
Datuk Ahmad Zahid Hamidi should have apologized for certain crude state-
ments or not. By about mid-1998, relations had improved somewhat, but
differences soon arose, or were revived. Prominent among them were disputes
about c: ition between Singapore and Malaysian ports, and about immigra-
tion and customs procedures for the Malaysia-Singapore rail link. Tt seemed that
verbal attacks were becoming addictive, and that relations had reached their
lowest point for some time.

These disputes had one reassuring feature in common. They were not pushed to
extremes — maybe because some of them, on the long view, were not far
removed from triviality. It was in the interests of both parties that they should
not continue. In all the incidents, the press and UMNO Youth, or its equivalents,
fanned the flames. Yeu “face” was ofien an issue. The Malaysian government
disliked its internal processes being discussed in a foreign press. Keating made an
insulting comment about a fellow prime minister. Lee Kuan Yew asked a possibly
speculative question, which was taken up as perhaps a proposal for action. In the
second incident he maligned Johor Baru, as he thought, off the record, and his
apology did not put an end to recriminations.

In all the incidents, initially Mahathir restrained himself but did not silence
the voices that were raised, sometimes stridendy, in his support. One has the

o
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impression that they were called off only at what he judged was the optimum
moment.

Foreign policy: conclusion
Mahathir is capable of exhibiting 1 ism, for instance, in ing UN

Resolution No. 678, sanctioning the invasion of Iraq, in spitc of the opposition
of younger members of UMNO,'™ and of accepting institutions such as the
Five-Power Defence Arrangements (including Malaysia, Australia, Britain, New
Zealand, and Singapore), a modified “colonial” pact, originally set up to protect
Malaysia and Singapore from Communist attack.!%*

How does a politician so innovative, eccentric, and iconoclastic preserve a
degree of continuity and predictability in his forcign policies? He is equipped
with “brakes™ by the personnel of the Wisma Putra (foreign office), which help to
safeguard good relations with Malaysia’s major partners in security and trade
issues, and yet, on a less worldly plane, allows Mahathir to champion Third
World causes. Beyond this, he sometimes takes advice, such as that from the ISIS
which helped to convince him that it was advantageous for Malaysia to remain
in the Commonwealth and attend its Heads of Government Meetings.

His major i ion was to suppl i with “icon-erecting,”
above all by promoting the cause of the South. There was in fact a “two-track”
policy. For example, in 1995, a huge rally was held at which Mahathir and repre-
sentatives from all twenty-five political parties denounced France’s nuclear
testing in the South Pacific. A few months earlier, Mahathir had visited France to
pursuc continuing and successful negotiations o obtain French help for
Malaysia’s third “national” car.'"% Likewise, Mahathir regularly criticizes the
United States, yet it remains one of Malaysia’s largest and most important
trading partners.

It would seem obvious that foreign policy should help to provide benefits for
the people of a country. What other need could it serve without being irrelevant
or subversive? In some cases it must serve these needs by conforming to external
changes, or by resisting them. An example might be recognition of China in the
mid-1970s, consequent upon the withdrawal of British forces from the area. A
“political” way of putting it would be to say that foreign policy must be shaped
in order to maintain the government comfortably in power. In Malaysia this
tactic is apparent in strengthening links with Muslim countries and letting elec-
tors know that government policies are approved of by Muslims outside the
country. Additionally, good relations with China arc appreciated by most
Chinese electors, particularly in facilitating visits to relatives in China. On more
complex issues, such as the role of the EAEC/EAEG, few clectors are qualified
to judge. The “spectators” applaud because they have been convinced that they
ought 10, not because they appreciate the finer points of the performance.




7 The succession to Mahathir
Anwar Ibrahim

In October 1971 Mahathir reflected on one aspect of Tunku's “feudalism,”
According to Mahathir, he chose to play the feudal ruler and named Razak as
his heir apparent. The party was not to be allowed to choose its next leader. The
Tunku kept Razak waiting, while he hinted, repeatedly, that he was not going to
step down afier all. At onc stage, Mahathir wrotc, Razak despaired of cver
becoming Prime Minister and mentioned to several people that he might take a
post abroad. !

In the late 19905, the theme has been repeated under Mahathir but with vari-
adons. Mahathir did not hint that he would not step down. He asserted that
Anwar would succeed him, but declined to say when. In the mid-1990s, conflict
was postponed, but by 1998 tension was mounting, uncomfortably. It was much
more a subject of speculation than the Tunku-Razak transfer of power was in
the mid-1960s.

The rise of Anwar

ar? in UMNO and the government after he became active in

national politics from 1981, was not only rapid, but assumed an air of

inevitability. In the party, he became suce ¢ president of UMNO Youth,
party vice-president, and then deputy president (1993). In the government, after
a few years in minor posts, he quickly became Minister of Education, then
Minister of Finance (1991). The only near-check he sustained in general clec-
tions or party clections accurred in 1982, when he won the UMNO Youth
presidency by a margin of only ten votes.

He owed his entry into UMNO, and his subscquent progress, largely to
Mahathir. He received additional help from UMNO members who, like himself,
were previously in ABIM. Although his supporters formed a wide support bas,
the nucleus had been composed of ABIM members.

On the debit side, such a promising recruit to UMNO, sponsored by its presi-
dent, sent an immediate danger signal to aspirants for the succession. They all
started counting relative ages, likely promotions, and possible allies, in order to

deal with the new clement introduced. 1f Mahathir remained in control of

UMNO for another decade or so, Anwar could expect to be among the front-
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runners for the succession not long after that time. Daim, Musa, Razaleigh, and
others had reason to fear the new competitor. Anwar’s prospects of advancement
became cven better when Razaleigh and Musa removed themselves from the list
of competitors — Razalcigh by leaving UMNO and Musa by leaving comipetitive
politics. On the other hand, their actions improved, to a limited degree, the
chances of Ghafar Baba, the former Chief Minister of Malacca.

Anwar could not have run ABIM as successfully as he did, without a talent for
organizing and mobilizing people. But, in spite of this, and the experience
gained in iating with over the di to the Societies
Act, some aspects of UMNO politics seem to have been new to him. “The first
time at a political meeting the non-partisan Anwar was surprised at the amount
of politicking, winks one government source, We will have to bring him gradu-
ally into the political arena.™

Anwar had changed in ways other than by acquiring a political sense during
the previous fifteen years. By the time he wrote The Asian Renaissance, he had
greatly expanded the range of his interests.

The Asian renaissance

Anwar has always been an idealist, although he seems to have been an orga-
nized, and organizing, idealist — a rarity. Now he has extended his interests to
include not only Islam, but also Confucianism, Hinduism, and other Asian reli-
gions, civilizations, or systems of belicf. He has surveyed Western cultures, and
made comparisons with their Asian counterparts. He has pushed his range
beyond history and the social sciences to contemplate art, literature, and
acsthetics. His reading is reflected in the large number of speeches he has made
in the 1990s, some of which were reproduced in The Asian Renaissance.

The book has two main themes. The first is the reflowering of Asian culture
in the last century or so. He wished to introduce people who evaluated Asia’s
recent accomplishments only in terms of its cconomic successes, to wider hori-
zons. On the airplane to China in 1994, he insisted that Farewell to my Concubine
[sic] should be shown to the : ying top Malaysian industrialists to make
them aware that China was more than “just one huge consumer market.”

The second theme is an approach to a “common vision, shared by East and
West,” This may be secured by shedding prejudices, including those based on
Western arrogance.

If a dialogue does take place, and is successful in going beyond economic
questions, Asia would emerge as a major contributor to globalization:

The idea of what constitutes Asia is elusive to some, because of the diverse
nature of Asian culture. Yet it is this very diversity that is decisively needed
in a world where cultural boundaries are in fact disappearing 1 am
convinced that the reflowering of Asian culture will be a powerful counter
movement to the tendency towards homogenization, the kind of cultural
reductionism that goes along with globalization. There is no point in being
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hysterical against cable networks or by the threat of cultural domination via
the web of the new electronic superhighways. The threat is real cnough, but
censorship and closing the sky is not the answer in this late twenticth
century. Only creativity and imagination will provide the Asian socictics
with cultural empowerment, not only to withstand the new and more subtle
and pernicious forms of cultural imports but 1o acquire the capacity o offer
the world our own cultural output.

Two topics discussed by Anwar are important for understanding government
in Malaysia: democracy, and liberty in conjunction with human rights.
“Democracy,” increasingly conjoined with the notion of a civil society, is strongly
appealing to the United States. Anwar sees this as linked to the high degree of
religious, cultural, and ethnic diversity in that country. However, he remarks that
in Asia there must be a foundation for democracy which consists of a strong
cconomy, based on a stable social and political order. If these conditions are
absent, there will tend to be chaos, and unbridled individualism will paralyze
attempts at nation-building through consensus.”

Anwar also perceives that democracy should not be regarded as an end in
itself, but merely as a means for ensuring humane governance. (It might be
added that it may not be the only, or the best, way of securing this.) In 1994, he
cited, as an example of the need to curtail democracy, the government’s crack-
down on the religious sect, Darul Arqam (pp. 87-8). “We give as much freedom
as possible to religious groups to carry on their dakwah activities, but, once they
deviate, we have 0 stop them.”® He esteems civil society, constitutional princi-
ples, and the needs of the poor and the oppressed, as deserving a higher priority
than democracy:

The hallmark of leadershi 1o act on conviction based on principles
rather than pander to the whims and fancies of the mab, as measured by
public opinion polls. Much 100 often these days the eitmotif of leadership is
t0 do what is politically expedient rather than what is morally right...the
case can easily be made for lending a receptive car to the voices of the polit-
ically oppressed, the  socially ginalized and the icall
disadvantaged. For, ultimately the legitimacy of a leadership rests as much
on moral uprightness as it does on popular support.”

The Asian Renaissance is skeptical about advocating liberty without qualifica-
tion. Not only must rights be accompanied by duties, but additionally liberty
should not be allowed to ds into i ity and permissi 10

In his discussion of rights, Anwar plays down the importance of their origins.
Many Asians, he believes, reject the idea of human rights because they regard it
as Western, and hence alien to their cultures.!! The central issue is not origins
but the balance of civil and political rights, on the one hand, and economic,
socictal, and cultural rights, on the other. Anwar, like the Malaysian government
and many other Asians, condemns the West for having “lectured and hectored”
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Asians,? for linking human rights with the application of sanctions, and for
using allegations of human rights infractions in order to protect the West’s
commercial interests. Anwar is one of the most outspoken Asian leaders on the
subject of human rights. It is shameful, he thinks, to hold up Asian values as an
excuse for autocratic practices and the denial of basic rights and civil liberties.
Asians place great emphasis on social stability, but the individual should not
constantly be sacrificed on the altar of society.!®

Regarding freedom of the press, Anwar thinks that there are many conflicting
considerations. A free socicty must be vigilant about those who seck to perpet-
uate their dominance by keeping a stranglehold on the press.™* He envisages the
model of a free press as being one committed to socictal ideals and traditional
values, and not, as in much of the Western press, thriving on sensationalism and
mud-slinging. On the other hand, the media must play their part in checking
possible excesses by leaders, and a line has to be drawn where racial hatred and
religious animosity are concerned.

Relati b Anwar and Mahathi

The links between Anwar and Mahathir were both constitutional and personal.
They were both members of the government, and this tie was reinforced by their
membership of UMNO. That, however, was not enough. It had not made for an
casy relationship between Musa and Mahathir, nor had it linked Mahathir so
tightly to Ghafar that he was determined to defend him as deputy at all costs. An
additional Anwar-Mahathir factor was that Anwar was Mahathir’s choice,
although he was not pinpointed as an immediate successor to Mahathir.
Nevertheless his relationship with Mahathir scems to have been not exactly close,
but, rather, candid. By 1984, Anwar belicved that the relationship was firmly
grounded. Mahathir, he said, was very honest and gave straight answers, which
he saw as among the main qualities of a leader. One might disagree with him
very strongly, but one knew that he could be trusted.® Later, Mahathir perceived
the relationship in similar terms. In 1996, he said that negative reports about
Anwar sometimes troubled him. He wondered if they were true, and at times
carried a “slight doubt” about it overnight. His style was that if he heard some-
thing, he went directly to him and asked if it were true. If he said that it was not
true, that would be the end of it.'®

A Mahath

ir policy similarities and differences

Accompanying basic agreement between the two, there were greater or lesser
degrees of enthusiasm expressed by Anwar over specific policies. Government
policies on corruption may be used as an illustration. UMNO and the govern-
ment had long expressed concern about corruption, especially about the
prevalence of “moncey politics™ in UMNO. More thought, and some action, had
resulted after Mahathir’s startling denunciation of it at the 1996 General
Assembly. Anwar stated his opposition to the practice in 1997: “The Prime
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Minister, before going on leave, sent a message to me that there should be no
compromise in the firm measures o wipe out corruption,” he said, adding
that Mahathir had said that it was immaterial whether the wrongdoing
involved the leaders in UMNO, other Barisan partics, or in higher government
offices.'?

One speculation was that Anwar had been very outspoken on the topic, and
that Mahathir’s absence would present an opportune time for him to tell Anwar
to take action on it for a while. The anti-corruption drive continued, although
few charges were laid (1998). No “big fish" were involved.

Anwar is one of the few leaders to draw attention to the fact that the inci-
dence of corruption rose in step with the cuphoria stimulated by the country's
rapid economic growth.

Anwar has also stood out by his vigorous denunciation of immorality.
UMNO Youth leader Rahim Tamby Chik was at first backed politically by
Anwar, and he was part of his “Vision Team” in 1994, but after charge:
been brought against him for having had sex with an under-age girl, Anwar and
his followers successfully pressed for his resignation, even though he sill had
Mahathir's backing.

There was close agreement between Mahathir and Anwar on government
policy toward Islam. Like Mahathir, Anwar in his statements was careful to say
that the sentiments and sensitivities of non-Muslims must be taken into account.
He was also critical, as Mahathir was, of the “traditional” Islamic cducational
system. He believes that “Islamic slogans, exhortations and rituals, the obsession
with superficialitics and the whipping up of religious sanctions cannot cover up
our psychological and educational weakness.”2) Commens like these might well

have been made by Mahathir himself (p. 84). Possibly, if Mahathir had been in

Malaysia in June-July 1997, he might have been more outspoken than Anwar in
condemning the clumsy way in which Islumic laws were invoked, concerning
beauty contests (p. 88). 1

Like his predecessor, Musa, Anwar was skeptical about some of Mahathir’s
expensive heavy industry projects. He did not, during Mahathir's absence
abroad, attempt to conceal the difficulties encountered by the contractors of the
Bakun Dam,? nor encourage going ahead with it at a time when funding it was
difficult. Also, while attending the annual meeting of the World Bank and the
IMF in Hong Kong in September 1997, Anwar had to reassure investors

had

emphatically that Malaysia would not impose restrictions on currency trading,
despite Mahathir’s threat made during his address to the annual meeting to do
s0. When Anwar was asked whether he or Mahathir should be believed, he
replied that it was a tricky question, but cssentially he defended Mahathir's
denunciation of foreign currency speculators and said, therefore, tha
them should be believed. !

On democracy, liberty; and the press, Anwar's opinions, outlined carlier, are
close to : however, they are less aggressive. In foreign policy, too,
Anwar’s tone is more measured. He is not so anti-West 1nu-cnlonul|.\m affected
him less than it influenced Mahathir. He supports Malaysi i

both of

—
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has said liule about APEC, but was reported to have been unhappy about
Mahathir’s decision not to attend the APEC summit in Seattle (1993).24 He has
waxed less rhetorical than Mahathir in questioning the need for the US naval
presence in the region.

On defending the right to disapprove of arbitrary measures against the
person, he is much more forthright than Mahathir: “T do not think that we
should deny the right of Asians or Americans to question arbitrary arrest or
torture. I see no reason why I am expected to condone or defend.”?

If Anwar had become Prime Minister would his policies have
been very different from Mahathir’s?

One difficulty that affects a prediction is that Anwar is said to have a reputa-
tion for sometimes telling people what he thinks they want to hear. Of course,
this may be an indication of his politeness, or use of the “Malay way” An
alternative phrasing might be that he talks about what he thinks the listener is
interested in, or is able to relate to. (By contrast, Mahathir is apt, on occasion,
not to talk about what the listener is interested in, but on what he himself
feels like complaining about) Two academics and one of Anwar’s closest
political confidants have been cited concerning Anwar’s possible policy
changes. Dr. Chandra Muzaffar believes that, as Prime Minister, Anwar would
be more ready to accept differcnces of opinion in society and the need for
consultation. Another academic said that, although Anwar believes that some
of the main provisions of the Internal Security Act would have to go, that he
still favors preventive detention, and would not be more liberal. Kamaruddin
Jaafar, head of Anwar's Institute of Policy Development, thinks that there
would be a push for programs that were humanitarian and were not in
contradiction to Islam.®® It was quite widely felt that, if Prime Minister, he
would move toward “Islamization” (not always clearly defined), but some close
to him are convinced that there was no hidden Islamic agenda. At the OIC
he placed less emphasis on questions of doctrine and more on humanitarian
issues, such as lessening the gender gap and the inequalities between rich and
poor.??

A trap to avoid is to take at face value statements that, on his accession, there
would be a change in style rather than in substance. Mahathir used these words
after his succession as Prime Minister, but, considering his innovative, even icon-
oclastic, bent, his remark was an imperfect guide to his performance. After all,
the style is the man,

Rifts in Anwar’s relations with Mahathir

Stories of rifts or imagined rifts between Anwar and Mahathir became common
toward the end of the 1990s. They peaked at various times, for instance before
the UMNO General Assembly of 1995, and during Mahathir’s absence from
Malaysia in July-August 1997. Tension and rumors are inherent in a situation
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where a leader has been long in power, and where the likely successor has been
identified, but the timing of succession has not been specified because of the
prime minister’s fear of being regarded as a “lame duck.” Rumors were played
up by Anwar’s supporters, putting pressure on him to speed up the succession,
which would advance their own political careers. They were also, perhaps unwit-
tingly, suggested by Mahathir when he helped to publicize a rumor in 1997 that
Anwar had resigned, by denying it publicl, Rumors might also be spread by
trouble-makers, who, for example, might wish to influence the stock market,
Some rumors, current in 1994, were denied by both politicians. One of them
was that Anwar was unhappy about the way that Mahathir had handled the
suppression of the Darul Arqam movement (pp. 87-8), (In fact, Anwar had
backed him publicly on this.) Another was that they had disagreed on whether a
particular Chiel Minister should resign or not. (They agreed that he should be
removed.)2

Another rift obtained publicity: that between Anwar and his predecessor as
Finance Minister, Daim. The latter was no longer a minister secking to win a
scat in Parliament. But he exerciscd power by being close to Mahathir, being his
financial adviser, and as the UMNO treasurer. He had numerous business
connections, ™ some of which cooperated with Anwar’s corporate links. At other
times, a competitive relationship existed. Clashes were reported concerning the
Bakun Dam project, where Daim’s associates were included, while Anwar's were
not,* and there was competition over some privatizati projects. By ion,
the Anwar-Daim rift could be construed as part of the Anwar-Mahathir rift.

Daim retained his economic power, and, through Mahathir, much of his
political clout. The issuc of Asizueek that ranked Mahathir as number two, with
reference to power in Asia, ranked Anwar as thirty-fourth, but Daim as thirty-
second. !

Tensions were somewhat defused by Mahathir and Anwar making it a point
in public to affirm confidence in each other. Mahathir said that he had good
relations with his deputy, and met him almost every morning: “He tells me what
he is doing, and asks me for my advice, and I sometimes ask him for his advice.
We get on very well together.” iders were not aware of this relationship,
he said. He was reciprocating Anwar's assurances that he consistently supported
Mahathir’s policies. Anwar had to refer all his decisions to him. Anwar had
always regarded Mahathir as his leader and “father,” because he came from a
younger generation.

At the UMNO General Assembly of 1995, when the prospects of competi-
tion for office in the near future had somewhat receded, gracious compliments
were paid. When Anwar's winding-up specch was ac ied by ringing
applause, Anwar said that he was touched by Mahathir's confidence in him: “If 1
am asked to go back to university, I am not sure there is a university which can
provide training as good as you have given me.”® He then recited a pantun (a
Malay poem).

Mahathir was inclined to make jokes about Anwar ~ good-humored, but
sometimes with a bite - just as Tunku used to do with Razak. When asked in an
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interview if he had come to terms with Anwar, he said that he had had to
“Apparently he has the support. I can't be changing deputies all the time, If you
change :lcpulics 100 many times, it must be because you arc wrong and not
them.”

He also compared his reading habits with Anwar’s. On one occasion,
Mahathir said that he had not read Machiavelli or Clausewitz. There was no
need to read them in order to be a successful politician,3*

Mahathir said he was a low-brow reader, preferring authors such as Sidney
Sheldon and Tom Clancy. Anwar’s tastes were more literary:

He reads more: 1 think more.... Anwar says things in a different way,
perhaps because the words he uses are more conciliatory, but his views are
exactly the same as mine. He is very academic. He likes to quote but he says
the same thing, 1 just give my opinion. I don't read very much. %

The 1997 UMNO General Assembly ended with some light-hearted badi-
nage. Mahathir gave assurances that Anwar would succeed him but explained
that his deputy sometimes got “panicky” about the timing, They also exchanged
remarks about Anwar’s goatee beard and Maathir's forehead, nose, and side-
burns ¥

Anzwar acts for Mahathir, but Mahathir maintains contact

In July-August 1997, Mahathir went overscas. It was partly a vacation, but he
also engaged in government business, for instance by promoting foreign invest-
ment, particularly in the Multimedia Super Corridor. Anwar was made Acting
Prime Minister, and also acting president of UMNO.

Had Mahathir simply given power to the obvious person to take over,
while keeping in constant touch with and dirccting him through a tele-confer-
encing apparatus installed in Anwar’s office? Or was Mahathir setting Anwar
a test to see if he was worthy of taking charge when the time came? He had
10 walk a tightrope between being assiduous in supporting Mahathir, or chal-
lenging him. To cite a particular issue, when Mahathir instructed Anwar to
mount an anti-corruption campaign during his absence, should he have gone
the extra mile in pursuing a cause that was known to be very close to his
heart? Or was the “test” intended to find out whether he might be over-
zealous and provoke criticism? The verdict on Anwar’s performance generally
was that he behaved well. He did not act as decisively, on such issues as
dealing with religious authorities’ banning of beauty contests, as Mahathir
might have donc (p. 88). But he covered himself by taking the approach that
he was in constant touch with Mahathir, and followed his instructions as care-
fully as he could.

The Australian journalist Greg Sheridan has likened Mahathir to “the Malay
Magician” and Anwar to “the Sorcerer’s Apprentice.”® The comparison is
striking, but valid only up to a point. In the original tale, it was almost disastrous
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for the sorcerer to absent himself and leave the feckless apprentice in charge.
However, Mahathir's temporary absence enabled Anwar to provide a happier
ending at that time. He seemingly proved himself capable of being more than
justan “acting magician.”

Anwar stakes his claims to be Prime Minister

Anwar’s successful bid to be deputy president, 1993

At this point, it may be useful to show how the attitudes and ambitions of
Mahathir and Anwar were revealed from I99.! onv.ard.s. when the two leaders
assumed a itive, as well as a ionship, revealed, notably, at
UMNO General Asscmblies.

When Musa resigned as Deputy Prime Minister in 1986, the number of
eligible choices for Mahathir in selecting a replacement was small. Anwar was
to0 young and only recently actise in the party. To nominate Razaleigh would be
to choose a possible challenger and rival, who actually announced his opposition
in the following ycar. Ghafar scemed a safe choice. To be sure, he was on
Hussein's “short list” of three possible successors in 1981, but his high rank in
UMNO - -president — was not matched by his international experience or
his appeal to the younger generation. He was unlikely to challenge Mahathir. He
could become deputy president/Deputy Prime Minister only with Mahathir's
approval.

Anwar'’s strategy, after Ghafar’s appointment, was not too difficult to predict:
in order to take the first step o becoming Deputy Prime Minister, he had to
dislodge Ghafar without appearing to press so hard that Mahathir would be
forced to act quickly against him. To achicve surprise, Anwar had to conceal that
he was challenging Ghafar for as long as possible. He claimed that he had not
intended to challenge him, but that he had been compelled to do so by the
enthusiasm of his followers. Mahathir’s strategy was defense in depth. Ghafar
had to be fought for, but in the end he was expendable. Anwar had been very
effective in mobilizing support, as the published results of the UMNO deputy-
presidential nominations showed. Originally, Mahathir had said that he did not
want the post to be contested (in 1989 he had assured Ghafar that he would be
his successor),* but as Anwar’s strength became evident, he declared that he was
neutral. It was too late to stem the tide. Mahathir stated later that he would have
been happy to have had Ghafar continue as deputy, but that some in the party

wanted change, so he felt he could not be disloyal to so many party members,
Ghalar at first tried to continuc the contest, but before the actual election took
place, he resigned his party and government posts.

The 1993 General Assembly

The 1993 UMNO General Assembly met with the deputy-presidential election
already decided. However, other elections, especially those for the vice-
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preside could help to d ine the top leadership of the party in the future.
Anwar coopted the word “vision” from “Vision 2020" and named his team for
the vice-presidential election, “the Vision Team.™! It consisted of Najib,
Muhyiddin, the Menteri Besar of Johor, and Tan Sri Mohammad Taib, Menteri
Besar of Selangor. They benefited not only from the “vision” theme, but also
from invoking Mahathir's concept of the “new Malay,” the “Melayu Baru."#2
Anwar and his supporters claimed that the team should be elected because it
would contribute to Mahathir’s goals, as expressed in “Vision 2020” and else-
where. Anwar’s tactics of aligning his own goals with Mahathir's appealed 1o
many in UMNO who wished to support both. They did not realize what was
evident to those near the top of UMNO, who saw that, in one sense, the two
were now rivals. With Ghafar’s exit, alignments were changing

All three members of the team were elected, Muhyiddin obtaining the highest
vote. Two incumbent vice-presidents were defeated, Badawi and Sanusi. The
team also won the presidency of UMNO Youth (won by Rahim Tamby Chik)
and a majority of the supreme council seats.

Mahathir makes appointments and changes the rules

After the general election of 1995, Mahathir provided additional evidence of the
power of a Prime Minister to modify the choices of the General Assembly
through his ability to determine appointments. Muhyiddin, in spite of his
winning vote, was “banished” to the low-profile Ministry of Culture, Youth, and
Sports. Najib, however, was not penalized, but was rewarded with the prestigious
Ministry of Education. (He was probably the most powerful check remaining
against Anwar) Rahim Tamby Chik, also a member of the “Vision Team,”
retained his post of Chief Minister of Malacca, but after a sex scandal was
forced to resign it (p, 148). Anwar (because of his alleged conduct) was unwilling,
and Mahathir scemingly unable, to save him. Mahathir used another tactic to
put Anwar supporters on a tight leash; some were made deputy ministers in the
Prime Minister’s Department, where he could keep his cye on them.

Mahathir was less able to exert his power effectively at the divisional clections
for UMNO held late in 1995. Two of the most disturbing sctbacks occurred in
Kedah, his own state. Daim was opposed for clection as divisional chairman, and
declined to contest. Sanusi, switching from the federal to the state level, had the
backing of Mahathir and was intended to become the Kedah Menteri Besar.
However, he was narrowly defeated in the divisional elections, and it took over a
year of pressure and mancuvering by Mahathir for him to reach that
destination.H

With the next UMNO clections in view (to be held at the 1996 General
Assembly), Mahathir also decided that changes in the rules were needed to
protect his own position. His powers in the UMNO Baru had been enlarged
soon after the reconstituted party began to function (p. 29). The system of
“bonus votes,” that is, votes for contestants for the top offices acquired just for
having been nominated, had been instituted (p. 45).*° However, this was not
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enough. Anwar, after his impressive performance against Ghafar, could hope to
do almost as well against Mahathir. Procedures for the election had to be central-
ized and tightened. For the 1996 UMNO elections, divisions would no longer
have the power to make nominations; candidates would have to register directly
with UMNO headquarters. A time limit was also set. Prospective candidates had
10 announce their candidacies by May 7.% Unregistered candidates would be
incligible for election, even if they were nominated by UMNO divisions.
Morcover, the campaigning period would be reduced. Mahathir announced that
it should not begin until July. Gampaigning was actually banned by the supreme
council in July.

These measures embodied the experience that Mahathir had gained from
Anwar's defeat of Ghafar. His successful tactics were not going to be allowed to
work a second time. There would not be any surprise announcement, at short
notice, that Anwar had decided to contest because of the overwhelming pressure
from his supporters. The conduct of the campaign would be more transparent —
w the eyes of UMNO headquarters. The restrictions on campaigning were
represented as being necessary to reduce the often denounced evil of money
politics. The circle of the argument was complete. Campaigning had been
infected by money politics, so, in order to protect democracy, it would have to be
curtailed.

The UMNO General Assembly, 1995

In Scptember, two months before the Assembly, Mahathir said that the party
tradition, by which the deputy president takes over when the time comes, would
continue. It was not true that the deputy would challenge him next year. He told
reporters that Anwar would confirm this. He did so, and said that his support
should not be questioned.*’ Asked whether there would be no contest for both
the top two posts, Mahathir agreed, but said that the vice-presidential posts
would be contested.

At the General Assembly, Mahathir put these decisions in contest, saying that
he did not want UMNO to be split. He also said:

Two things could happen if there is a contest. First, I may win, at least from
my point of view. 1ts okay, too, if 1 lose. Afier all, I've led the party for four-
teen years, been a Prime Minister that long, But imagine if Anwar loses,
that's the end of his carcer,

Anwar interjected by saying, “I've made the right decision, so the mater is
closed,” to the laughter of all present.*

Comments on the proceedings agreed that, technically (subject to accepting
the revised rules), there was nothing to stop Anwar from doing, essentially, the
same thing that he did against Ghafar in 1993. But by this time the no-contest
agreement was morally binding, It had been affirmed several times, for example,
at the Youth and Wanita assembly meetings, and it had been stated, without
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dissent, that anyone who nominated another candidate would be seen as a
traitor to the Malay cause.*?

The 1996 General Assembly

At the 1996 Assembly, since the deputy’s post was not contested, the relative
degrees of support for Mahathir and Anwar, respectively, had to be assessed
from the performances of their supporters. There was a marked contrast
between inferences to be drawn from the results of the Wanita and Youth wings,
on the one hand, and those for the vice-presidential posts and for the supreme
council, on the other. The former contests, on the whole, favored Anwar, while
the latter were, in gencral, pro-Mahathir. Anwar's supporters were the winners in
both the Wanita and Youth clections. Rafidah was displaced from the women's
presidency by Dr. Siti Zahara Suleiman. Rafidah was close to Mahathir and well
respected internationally for her management of the Ministry of International
Trade and Industry. However, the requirements of her job made grass-roots
activities difficult for her. Morcover, she was both bright and tough, and her
exhortations to women to be equally tough and self-sufficient were not attractive
to some women accustomed to more conventional roles. The Youth president,
Rahim Tamby Chik (p. 153), was defeated by Datuk Ahmad Zahid Hamidi, an
outspoken businessman, who was close to Anwar.*'

There were seven vice-presidential candidates for three positions. Two incum-
bents were victorious, Najib and Muhammad Taib. These two were no longer
thought to be necessarily pro-Anwar, but rather “free agents.” Muhyiddin came
only sixth out of seven, compared with first, three years before. He was replaced
by Badawi, who was now, once more, a vice-president. Consequently the advan-
tage, which had at first been Anwar’s, had been overcome a day later. Much of
the reversal may be attributable to the intervening speech by Mahathir, in which
he wept, assailed money politics, and was warmly applauded.

If Anwar's initial success had been sustained, he might have been encouraged
to press for a rapid succession. As it was, the leadership issue had “become a
little more murky than it was."%!

The 1997 General Assembly

The 1997 Assembly produced little that was new. This was symbolized by pleas-
antries between Mahathir and Anwar, although they were accompanicd by one
innuendo when Mahathir repeated that Anwar was his successor, and said that
talk that his deputy was quitting should stop,*® thus giving it more publicity. He
said, “he is still my deputy and he is my potential successor.” After loud applause,
he continucd: “T hope that the applause is an endorsement of what T have just
said."%3

Some delegates thought that in 1999, when clections would normally be held,
the two top posts should once again be uncontested, but no resolution was intro-
duced to give effect to this suggestion. Mahathir tried to influence UMNO’s
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1998 divisional clections (which will affect who will be entited to vote at its 1999
General Assembly elections for its top office-hold: by limiting chall to
incumbents. However, the strategy may not be wholly effective. Another issue,
which has been mooted for some time, to strengthen stability by having elections
held less frequently than cvery three years (perhaps every four or even five
years),* is still unresolved.

Until 1998, it scemed that the Mahathir-Anwar rivalry over the succession
might continue on a predictable path. By ensuring, year by year, that the top post
should not be contested, Mahathir, by the judicious use of rewards and depriva-
tions, and by adjusting the rules of UMNO clections, could hope to block
Anwar’s bid until the new century had arrived and his own projects were
substantially completed. A number of events, however, induced him to employ a
bolder tactic — a preemptive strike. On 2 September 1998 he dismissed Anwar as
Deputy Prime Minister and as Finance Minister, and he was quickly expelled
from UMNO by the supreme council. Mahathir took over the Finance Ministry,
and the Deputy Prime Minister’s post was left vacant.

There were three main reasons for Mahathir's change in strate
policy differences with Anwar; signs of militancy among Anwar’s licutenants;
and the perception that Anwar had been weakened because of character attacks
on him. Anwar’s cconomic policies were o conservative for Mahathir, whose

economic

urge to attempt simple — some thought simplistic — solutions had reasserted itself.
He decided to achieve monetary subility by fixing the value of the ringgit (pp.
177-8). The aggressive mood of Anwar's followers was expressed by the UMNO
Youth leader at the 1998 General Assembly. Datuk Zahid fiercely denounced the
government’s favoritism and nepotism in the allocation of contracts, Mahathir,
obviously forewarned of the attack, blunted it by publishing a list of names
which showed that Anwar’s relatives and followers had also benefited substan-
tially from privatization contracts. Anwar himself, although he knew what Zahid
was going (o say, did not voice any direct criticisms of government policies at the
Assembly, and made an affirmation of allegiance to Mahathir after the Assembly
was over.

Additionally, Anwar had recently become vulnerable because of allegations
about his personal behavior, including philandering and homosexuality. These
reports had been spread by poison-pen letters, but during the General Assembly
they were supplemented by a book claiming that such behavior should preclude
him from becoming Prime Minister. Mahathir said that he had heard such alle-
gations nearly a year previously, but had dismissed the stories until they came to
him from so many sources that he thought that they ought to be investigated,
which he did, by speaking to seven witnesses.®” Anwar, on the other hand, did
not take any official action until the book attacking him was published, because
the poison-pen letters, by their nature, did not identify an author or publisher. %

When Mahathir did decide to act, as was his custom he carcfully prepared the
ground first. He took a number of steps designed to weaken Anwar. In June
1998 Daim was appointed to the post of Minister for Special Functions. The
functions were mainly cconomic, and thercfore infringed on Anwar's sphere of
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influence (as well as making the central bank - with which he specially
concerned himself - less autonomous). In July two pro-Anwar editors resigned.*”
Mahathir also traveled sclectively ta solidify the loyalty of key UMNO figures.
These preparations also included Mahathir’s plans to stabilize the ringgit (pp.
177-8), so that Anwar’s dismissal would not trigger a steep fall in the currency or
in the stock market.

Charges were prepared against Anwar, and his residence was surrounded by
police. However, he was permitted to carry out a nation-wide speaking tour in
mid-September. Action against Anwar was apparently not planned unil after the
end of the Commonwealth Games. However, after discovering the extent of the
support for Anwar, Mahathir had him arrested, under the ISA, at his residence
on 20 September, shortly after he had addressed a crowd of about 50,000 in
Kuala Lumpur. Four top office-holders in ABIM and others, including Zahid,
the UMNO Youth president, were also arrested under the ISA.

Alternatives to Anwar

There are few politicians of the necessary caliber to replace Anwar. There was
an infusion of young blood into UMNO after Mahathir became Prime Minister
in 1981, but casualties have been heavy, partly because of the climination of
some “Team B” contenders. Mahathir, in September 1998, said he would prefer
not to appoint a Deputy Prime Minister before the UMNO General Assembly
elections in 1999, The most likely choice remaining is probably Najib. He
entered Parliament in 1976, and in 1983 he became Menteri Besar of Pahang,
where the ruler needed careful handling. Not yet 30, he was then the youngest
Menteri Besar. He bore a well-known name, was elected deputy president of
UMNO Youth in 1986 and president in 1988, and was appointed Minister of
Education in 1995, He became an UMNO vice-president in 1993 as a member
of Anwar’s “Vision Team”.

During the UMNO split, he was the most prominent member of “Team B”
to switch to “Team A” (p. 43). He was also active in the ethnic conflict of 1987,
when, as acting-president of UMNO Youth, he was militant in affirming Malay
claims (pp. 108-9).

Abdullah Badawi was a member of “Team B”, but has proved his durability
by surviving a defeat while vice-president by winning the party post back three
years later in the next clection. Against him is the fact that his government
ministry, Forcign Affairs, offers minimal opportunities for influencing the grass-
roots or patronage. For him is that his state is Penang, so that, in a general
election he might draw support away from Anwar. An unlikely, but ironic situa-
tion might be reached il Najib were preferred, and, after he became Prime
Minister, Badawi were to be made his deputy. The irony would consist in the two
top posts being occupied by former members of “Team B, constituting a
victory of a kind for it beyond the grave.

“The Anwar dismissal, occurring at the highest level of government, raises two
issues which transcend parties and personalitics. One concerns civil liberties. Will
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any charges made against Anwar take place in open court or be discussed openly
by an independent Royal Commission of Inquiry of Parli or UMNO? Or
will openness be precluded by the use of a State of Emergency, the Internal
Security Act, or the Official Sccrets Act? In any case, the power of the media
will certainly be employed against him, including the suppression of opposing
views, and those seen supporting Anwar could face retribution.
The other issuc concerns the procedures for choosing leaders in Malaysia,
How can onc explain a system in which (with rare insight) a “rebel” is recruited
< into the political establishment, performs ably in rising through the system, with
an untarnished moral reputation, yet is brusquely rejected before reaching the
highest level? What aspects of such a system could lead to so bizarre an
outcome?




8 Mahathir as Prime Minister

Mahathir’ 1 ch: P

Mahathir is a believer in strong government, especially if exercised by himself.
He enjoys power, and he fights to win. One judgment on him was: “In the
Mahathir lexicon of politics, power has to be absolute, and if one takes that seri-
ously, there could be very dangerous tendencies.”! ‘

Control and determination

In an interview he said that he did not care whether people would remember
him or not after he was dead. He added (what perhaps scemed to worry him
more) that, even when still alive, he found that people were passing all kinds of
judgments over which he had no control.? He is tenacious, and is prepared to
exert seemingly boundless energy in pursuit of his goals. Anxious to have the
prestigious Formula One motor-racing championship held in Kuala Lumpur by
1999, he flew to London to lobby the organizers. One of the executives said that
his enthusiasm “more than convinced” the organizers, Even on this apparently

political issue, there was, Iy, a degree of overkill. Mahathir's deter-
mination to exercise power is fortified by his belief that he has never been

wrong,

Checks and balances within the executive

Mahathir uses “checks and balances” to make sure that holders of government
posts arc kept aware of the presence of a potential rival for the Prime Minister's
favor. A classic example occurred when Musa was elected UMNO deputy presi-
dent over Razaleigh (p. 40). Mahathir, although he favored Musa, refused his
request that cigh should be dropped from the cabinet. Apart from his value
as a minister, Razaleigh was also uscful to retain as a check in case Musa became
too independent-minded. Later, when Anwar became increasingly likely to
succeed Mahathir as Prime Minister some time in the future, Mahathir made
sure that this would not occur inconveniently soon by appointing Ghafar as his
deputy. Even in 1996, Razaleigh bricfly resumed the role, not exactly of a threat,
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but rather of a shadow threat, afier he disbanded his party, and, with the
majority of his followers, rejoined UMNO.

More gencrally, Mahathir adopted a technique that had also been used by his
predecessors, except, possibly, Husscin. In the more important states, an UMNO
Menteri Besar was usually checked by another prominent UMNO politician
from that state. This might be the head of the UMNO state liaison committee
(if, atypically, the Menteri did not hold that position) or a cabinet minister.
Confusingly, “checks and balances” in Malaysia has a totally different meaning
than it has in the United States. There, the term indicates the separation of
powers between the exceutive, the legistature, and the judiciary. In Malaysia, on
the other hand, it is a weapon to cnsure the supremacy of the dominant power,
the exceutive.

Dislike of competition

Although once in a contest, he is sct on winning, he prefers that no contest
should occur. His dislike of competitive games was apparently evident as a
schoolboy when he preferred reading, which resulted in his good scholastic
performance. Later on, his main hobbies included wood-carving and boat-
building, although he also engaged in horscback-riding with the Sultan of Johor.
His dislike of competition was illustrated by his policies in government, as well as
in his choicc of personal pursuits. Although in a broad sense he favors “capi-
talist™ systems, within this description various sectors of Malaysia's economy
operate with varying degrees of competition.* One of his main economic poli-
cies was privatization, but many of the privatized activities are no morc
competitive than they had been when they were in the public sector. Nor, in
privatizing them, were the people chosen ta operate them selected on objective,
competitive criteria or for their suitability (p. 59).

In the operation of government, he has not been deterred by any regard for
checks on the executive power. According to Chandra Muzaffar, “Mahathir
doesn't seem to appreciate the importance of autonomous ideas or institutions.
His style isn't conducive 1o the growth of a culture that values popular participa-
tion, debate or dissent.™

Politically, the best recent example of Mahathir's successful avoidance of
competition occurred at the 1995 UMNO General Assembly, when he asserted,
without any signs of dissent, that he would not be challenged for the top UMNO
post until 1999 (p, 154),

Mahathir’s vision - far and near

According to a biography of Mahathir® Anwar thought that Mahathir would be
remembered mainly for his vision and courage. The word “vision” will always be
associated with him, because of his blucprint for the awainment of developed-
country status by 2020, and the replacement of ethnicity by a truly national
fecling,
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Remarkably, Mahathir’s capacity to envisage the broad outlines of the future
is accompanied by his scrutiny of small details in the present. He keeps note-
books handy, and, if some incident or fact attracts his attention, he jots it down,
whether it is a blocked drain, a pile of litter, or instances of red tape which
impede smooth administration. He is interested in the condition of public toilets,
especially at airports. He has actually invented an Islamic toilet, no doubt
because it combined the challenge of observing Islamic precepts with his interest
in things mechanical.

Confrontational aspects

On occasion, Mahathir’s mode of speech is confrontational: “I'm not a very nice
personality. I like to speak my mind, and I may offend people in the process.”®
“He...thrives on crisis and confrontation,” stated Razaleigh.' There are
clements of the street-fighter in him, as is shown in his battles against the rulers,
and in opposing Team B of UMNO in 1987 and, subscquently, the judiciary. It
was understandable that, when in power, he would be able to relax more than
when he was the writer of the denunciatory letter of 1969: “We're the same
people, only a litde older. The only thing is that, when you're outside, there is a
need to shout in order to be heard and this gives the impression of anger.”!! He
probably was more self-cffacing when taking the oath of office as Education
Minister in 1976 when he was no longer “out” but not yet completely “in.” His
style was “quict and unassuming"'?

The examples just quoted are of Mahathir to Malaysians on internal topics.
His gift of invective is most cvident when he is speaking about foreign affairs,
and has available customary targets, such as “colonialism,” “the West,” or the
Security Council of the UN. He has been so outspoken about the UN that some
of his drafts have had 1o be toned down, according to a high-ranking official
who specializes in writing many of his key speeches.!?

Some qualifications are necessary. Mahathir's remarks are sometimes abrasive
or mordant, but he rarely loses his temper. When he docs, it may be for strategic
reasons.'* He is said to “let himsell go” when the issue does not really matter
very much, for instance in a trade dispute, if the sum concerned is small. On one
notable occasion, the UMNO General Assembly of 1995, tears were used rather
than denunciation to indicate that he spoke more in sorrow than in anger (p.
150). In informal ion he can be hetic toward a di ht politi-
cian, such as Australia’s former Prime Minister, Bob Hawke,'S or puzzled
researchers, such as the authors of this book. Anwar gives a fair summary,
although it should be remembered that when he was speaking he was Mahathir's
deputy:

He learns a lot, he reasons a lot. He even changes his position. I don't sce
how much more democratic one can be. But he has to be firm. He is tough,
1 agree, but we require firm and tough leaders.'®
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Mahathir has a trait that surcly limits his cffectiveness. In an interview, he did
not seem to see that previous disasters merited study in order to avoid similar
crrors in the future. He shrugged off mention of the tin fiasco (p. 70), and said
that no one talked about it now. Bumiputra Malaysia Finance had been a
problem (pp. 68-70), but they resolved it and Bank Bumiputra was doing very
well. “We can overcome these so-called disasters.... We mismanaged but recov-
ered."!7 It is quite in keeping with Mahathir's character that on special
occasions, or for charitics, he can be persuaded to sing his favorite - song, “1 Did It
My Wa In view of his defensi about some mi , he should
follow it with an encore, a song immortalized by Edith Piaf, “Je ne regrette rien.”

Mahathir's temperament is not fitted to the requirements of avoiding crises.
One opinion s that the “rulers’ crisis” would have been managed more amicably
if Tunku or Razak had been Prime Minister.'?

Mahathir gives the impression that he is not much interested in the political
process. He does not follow the example of other Malay politicians who relive
each moment when retclling a political anccdote in which they were involved, a
joy to rescarchers. He is not fascinated by the “game” of politics. To him, politics
is an intrusion into his aims of smooth governance and development. He sces
himself as a builder, a developer, a promoter of Malay achievements, an inter-
preter of Islam, and a promoter of cthnic harmony. Politics are an unwelcome
distraction from such aims, as are sections of the press, pressures from the West,
and the clamor from human rights bodics.

Mahathir’s broadenine kot

Mahathir, conscious of his abilities, was not long engaged in politics before he
was attracted to playing a more important role in Malaysia — subsequently even
beyond its horizons (pp. 133-6). His ambitions to operate in a wider sphere were
expressed partly in a denial, when in a 1973 interview he agreed that he did not
want to be Menteri Besar of Kedah:

That I do not want to be Menteri Besar of Kedah does not mean that T
want to be Prime Minister — or something like that...I am interested in so
many things, I have so many ideas which I would like to put to people, and if
1am asked to confine myself to Kedah, it will cramp me up. My main job is
to think and to find out, to bring up new ideas.... I feel T should be
contributing to every sector.?’

The Malay Dil the imp. of time; pols

The Malay Dilemma not only was intended to portray some Malay traits that
Mahathir deplored and wanted to change. It also provided the key to some of his
own behavior. He was guided to behave in a way consonant with preferable
patterns of Malay conduct. For example, in the book he contrasted the Malays'
high valuation of life, but their failure to know what to do with it, that is, their
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failure to realize the valuc of time. This derived partly, maybe, from the inclu-
sion of the hereafier in calculations; it is possible to see this life as only a
preparation for it. On the other hand, if this life is considered to be also impor-
tant, it is necessary to plan ahead and not to do so would be a serious handicap
in competing cconomically with societies that are time-conscious.

There arc implications here that are congruent with other ideas of Mahathir
also contained in his books. One is his condemnation of “polemics.” His concep-
tion of polemics goes beyond the usual dictionary definition: the art or practice
of disputation or controversy, of which Mahathir himself is a master. When he
applied it to Malay behavior in The Challenge, he saw it as a lengthy debate on
proposals for action, which, because they were so lengthy, cffectively prevented
any action from being taken. 22

Mahathir has complained that he has not got the time to do all that he wants
to do. He took over the premiership when he was fifty-six, with the NEP duc to
end in nine years. He thought that if you wanted everyone to agree before you
started something, you would not get anything done. That was not what leader-
ship was about.23

He restated the point later, somewhat differently: when you wanted to do
something, you found that a number of people thought they knew all about the
subject and gave reasons that they thought you were wrong** He insisted,
however, that such criticism would not deter him. He would try to overcome it. If
he could achicve a fraction of what he set out to do, it would be satisfying 2

Mahathir has had no patience with lengthy preparatory discussions. The
important thing is not to consider ideas in order to find shortcomings. For
improvement, what is needed is not to exhibit polemical skills, but to accept what
is practicable and put it into practice.2

One might even speculate that this criticism could be associated with criti-
cisms that he did not proceed through secking to achieve consensus: “The doctor
is onc cause of the illness he is now trying o treat. In his six years as Prime

Minister he has favored the politics of confrontation in a culture that believes in
w27

consensus,

The idea of the “new Malay” was born from the desire to cradicate some
undesirable traits of the “old Malay.” Quite carly in his prime ministership, it
was perceived that the Bumiputera would be disappointed because he would not
pamper them.?® When his apparent non-observance of the “Malay way” was
referred to in an interview with a Malay politician, the reply was brief: Mahathir
is not a Malay

A possible speculation is that Mahathir’s preference for confrontation over
consensus may be that ample consultation (pp. 168-70), and even planning, in
some projects, resembles polemics too much for it to form part of his style.

29

The mellowing of Mahathir?

It might be expected that, with age, Mahathir would show signs of mellowing.
“This should not be confused with incapacity, as shown by the examples of the
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last years in office of Woodrow Wilson and Winston Churchill. Rather, in
Mahathir’s case, mellowing might show itsell in some softening of his abrasive-
ness and some checking of immediate instinctive reactions when problems
presented themselves.

So far (1998) there seems to have been litde mellowing. Since 1987, which
may be considered the climax of his authoritarian behavior, there has been no
descent into liberalism or any perceptible failing of the will. There are three
arguments to support this point of view: he remains deeply devoted to his
favorite. projects, particularly the Multimedia Super Corridor, although other
projects were hurt by the cconomic crisis that began in mid-1997; his determina-
tion to vanquish his opponents whether clectorally, by application of the law, or
by other means, has not wavered; and his will to remain in office seems as strong
as cver.

There are two important exceptions to these hypotheses, yet, in both, it
appears that changes in policy, while slowing down the pursuit of some objec-
tives, represent more urgent movement toward other objectives, The first of
these is increased tolerance and support of Chinese and other non-Malays, as
shown in “Vision 2020” (pp. 165-8). The second is a greater concern for the
environment (p. 135). In both these cases, the change will aid Mahathir's policy
of supporting the South, as apposed to the industrialized countries. The first
point is developed later in this chapter. The second policy change can be briefly
summarized here. Mahathir believes that the industrialized countries’ abuse of
the environment is greater than the South’s and he has supplemented defense
with attack on this issuc.

Following his quadruple bypass operation in 1989, he seemed mare patient.
However, some of the change may have been occasioned, not by the operation
itself, but by some of the public relations measures intended to “humanize™ him
afterwards, such as his attendance at a football game. >

Mahathir's devotion to his projects has been tested by the economic crisis of
1997. His most dear project, the MSC,, has survived, but others, including the
Bakun Dam, have been postponed; the cconomic crisis, added 10 its accumula-
tion of misfortunes, was too damaging to make it immune. Other, long-term
plans, for example “Vision 2020”, arc unlikely to be realized. His most esteemed
policies, especially international policies, as opposed to projects, do not appear to
have suffered. He is sill supportive of the South, especially Bosnia, which is
economically part of the South and religiously partly Muslim. Also, although it
has not achieved the institutional form he desired, he is still campaigning for his
version of the EAEC (pp. 129-30).

Nor, when sufficiently aroused, does Mahathir relax pressure on those he
regards as threats or nuisances. This was true of his determination to crush
Joseph Pairin, politically, aficr 1994 (p. 101) and 1 have Lim Guan Eng brought
to trial, convicted and his appeal refused because of his comments on Rahim
Tamby Chik, a favorite of Mahathir (p. 114). This was eminently true of his
dismissal of Anwar.

The third sign of Mahathir's undimmed resoluteness is provided by his deter-
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mination to remain in office. This was once more demonstrated, if a demonstra-
tion were needed, by his campaign against Anwar in 1998 (see pp. 165-7). His
aim, on which the 1997 cconomic crisis inflicted severe damage, is to last long
enough to make the success of his projects secure.

Maybe Mahathir has not mellowed. Maybe it is simply that those who have
observed him for a long time have become used to him. It may be their Judg-
ments of him that have mellowed.

“Vision 2020”: developed-country status and the end of
ethnicity?

“Vision 2020" is an attractive tile, presenting appealing concepts. It was so
attractive, according to Mahathir, that it caught on in all kinds of contexts which
had not been thought of when it was conceived. Mahathir suggested that
perhaps there was foo great an interest shown, although, of course, nothing could
have been achieved if it had been ignored. Some people talked of a 2020
Walkathon, whatever that might mean, he said. Maybe, he mused, somebody
would produce a 2020 toothpaste, but we should not be unduly bothered about
that3 The date in the title refers to the year when it is planned that Malaysia
will become a fully developed country. Speaking about it in 1993, Mahathir
reminded his listeners that the hall in which he was addressing them had been
designed, planned, and built in two and a half months and this augured well for
the completion date of the Vision being achieved.

The Vision is quite different from the regular five-year plans. It is not
detailed, with statistical tables and appendices. It is intended to seize the imagi-
nation and to inspire. Mahathir launched the idea in a publication in 1991,%2
and restated it later, particularly in a similarly titled keynote address in April
1997.33 The main themes remained throughout. There were two main scetions,
one cconomic and one social, as well as a list of related “challenges,” which
Malaysia had to surmount. All was written so that it could be understood by a
wide range of people. Targets were numerical for the economic section. They
were realistic at the time, not long before the economic/financial crisis that
began in August 1997, The Gross Domestic Product was to double every ten
years between 1990 and 2020. It would be cight times larger at the end of the
period than at the beginning, rising from 115bn. ringgit to 920bn. ringgit, in real
terms. This would require a growth rate of about 7 percent in real terms over
the period. Ingeniously, for demonstration purposes, Mahathir made the growth
targets somewhat hard to reach, but said that a litde extra effort would make it
attainable and not beyond the capacity of Malaysians. In 1998, these targets
seem optimistic. The rate had been achicved in Malaysia over the last decade or
50, but this period had not included a recession. The 1997 erisis makes it unlikely
that such a growth rate can be reached, at least in the carly years.

He also claborated the “challenges”, which included: establishing a united
Malaysian nation with a sense of common and shared destiny; fostering and
developing a mature democratic socicty; creating a fully moral and cthical
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society; encouraging a scientific and progressive society; and creating an
cconomically just socicty.

The first “challenge” is by far the most formidable, and stands out from the
surrounding material. In effect, it constitutes the sccond main section. It means
that the ethnic principles underlying Malaysian socicty are to be transformed.
The system of cthnic relations, competitive sometimes to the verge of violence
and occasionally beyond, is to end. It is the government’s objective to establish a
united Malaysian nation, with a sense of common and shared destiny. It must be
at peace with itself, and territorially and ethnically integrated, living in harmony
and in full and free partnership, made up of one “Bangsa Malaysia” (Malaysian
race) with political loyalty and dedication to the nation.5

In spite of the violence in 1969, with time, government accommodation
toward non-Malays has become more pronounced. In 1981 Mahathir gave a
personal view. “I never was against the Chinese and other non-Malays. T just
wanted 1o correct the imbalance.”* Soon afierward, he identified a trend: he
thought that the concept of racial politics would diminish to a certain extent. He
added that he did not kxlon how Iun;, it would take; a lot would depend on the
NEP Such senti were i d by UMNO members, particu-
larly toward and during the 1995 clcction. At the 1995 gencral election Amwar
reiterated the message of “Vision 2020 (pp. 125-8) on the theme of cthnicity.
Speaking to a mainly Chinese crowd in Sabah for an hour (in English, Malay,
and Mandarin), he said he meant it when he referred to Malaysia as one big
family, and appealed to them to make it work.? Since then, there have been
further examples of greater ethnic liberality under the NDP, as opposed to its
predecessor, the NEP. One recent example is that the Amanah Saham national
savings scheme, previously restricted to Bumiputera, was opened to non-Malays
as well.

Reactions t *“Vision 2020 in July 1997 covered a wide spectrum, Several
“opinion leaders” commented quite spontancously, not in answer to questions. A
non-Malay politician said that it kept people looking toward the future, not
brooding on the past; a Malay politician took an instrumental approach
anything that he wanted to get approved, he linked closcly to attaining the goals
of “Vision 2020." A Malay academic asked that Dr. Mahathir himself should
explain what it was really all about; a non-Malay politician remarked that they
should have to see if race could be “pushed aside.”¥” Not yet fully clear is the
relation of “Vision 2020 to another concept of Mahathir’s, the idea of a “New
Malay” (Melayu Baru), mentioned in his speech to the UMNO General
Assembly in 1991. The “New Malay” would have to meet exacting criteria: he
or she had to be capable of meeting all challcngcs had to be able 0 campete
without assi must be knowledgeabl, icated, honest, discipli
trustworthy, and competent.® This idca makes the effects of “Vision 2020 hard
to predict. On one interpretation, the non-Malays by the year 2020 could also be
described as “New Malays.” Would they now resemble Malays as they had becen,
or some “New Malays,” who would conform to higher standards of ability and
behavior?
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Some other questions remain concerning “Vision 2020.” The NEP could
have been implemented more slowly so that the process of transferring wealth
and other benefits, such as employment, would have been gradual. As things
happened, some Malays und, dislocations in their lives (and some
Malays had their expectations aroused, more than would have happened under a
less drastic scheme than the NEP), If a slower course has been followed, perhaps
the social/ethnic provisions of “Vision 2020” would not have scemed so
startling, On the other hand, given the state of mind of some influential Malays
in 1969, including Harun and Mahathir, something like the NEP was probably
needed to defuse Malay feelings and contain possible further violence. As it is,
the wansition from the present ethnic arrangements, in which some residuc of
the NEP persists, to a future based on “Vision 2020" may be difficult.

A sensitive issue may be: can there be only one race, if there is more than one
religion? Some Malays may believe that one race entails one religion.?? The
basic problem may be expressed in more general terms: after 2020 will life in
Malaysia be lived in an integrated system or an assimilated one?*

Yet another important question is: should all existing examples of ethnic divi-
sions in institutions be abolished? Should the Barisan, for cxample, be abolished
because it is an “overarching party,” with scparate ethnic sections? Should other
partics have to be multi-ethnic? If existing practices were changed, there might
be great dissatisfaction on the part of some existing officcholders.#!

In general, most objections to “Vision 2020” are likely to come from Malays.
The leader of UMNO Youth accepts some features of “Vision 2020,” but not
all. He has argued that the ethnic quota system should be abolished so as to give
all Malaysians equal opportunitics by 2020. He claims that the country did prac-
tise meritocracy already, but that it should be expanded so that they will not be
accused of favoring one cthnic group. He added that healthy competition inter-
nally would help Malaysia t0 maintain its competitive cdge internationally
However, in his opinion, there should be no drastic measures, such as removing
Malay privileges that arc in the federal Constitution. He said that they want
them to be retained, as the foundation of the Constitution.**

A question that goes to the roots of Malaysian political behavior is the effect
that dismantling ethnic barriers will have on the class system and on voting
behavior. It is often said that class as a basis for political affiliation is shut out, or
attenuated, by ethnicity.*3 If ethnic divisions are weakened, or nullified, just how
will the effects be manifested?

The easing of ethnic restrictions, envisaged by “Vision 2020,” may be viewed
from different aspects. It is clearly an attempt to strengthen national unity so that
greater cooperation will improve Malaysia’s cconomic capabilities and competi-
tiveness. Also (pp. 133-4), it scems that, since the Malays’ former “enemy” (the
non-Malays, especially the Chinese) have been replaced, so to speak, by the
West, the non-Malays should be coopted in a national struggle to promote
cconomic prosperity and Asian values, and the Chinese are willing to coop-
crate.* The cooperation of the Chinese is even more vital than it was, because
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of their contacts with China, whose world status is on the rise. The coopted
Chinese are now part of the solution to a “Malay dilemma” of today.

Mahathir; ideology; sources of advice on policy

Khoo advances the ingenious idea that there is a relatively coherent political
ideology, “Mahathirism,” although he immediately qualifies this by saying that it
comams tensions, contradictions, and pmdoxcs 5 The poml is ably argued, and
arc ism; Islam; popul
and ;lulhurim ianism. (Libe ralnm is not included.) The links among lhc compo-
nents are difficult o work out without seeing their place in Mahathir's own
ordering of things. In other words, “Mahathirism” is not a guide to Mahathir's
thoughts or actions. Rather, Mahathir’s thoughts and actions are a guide to
constructing “Mahathirism.” Mahathirism is an exercise in allocating his
thoughts into logical categories with the aim of achicving intellectual satisfaction
and understanding.

The cabinet

Prime Ministers do not, and cannot, rule alone. There is cabinet collective
responsibility for government policy. Morcover, it is physically impossible for the
Prime Minister to examine, and act on, the whole range of policy decisions.
There must be delegation via a “chain of command.” Without scrutinizing the
details of the machinery of government, some key institutions and persons are
¢ on which Mahathir

worth mentioning to indicate other main sources of ad:
has relied.

The cabinet is the obvious place to start. Accounts of how it operates under
Mahathir vary considerably. Sometimes one almost wonders if’ the ministers and
ex-ministers are speaking about the same institution. Those who have had
substantial differences with Mahathir give the impression that there is not much
consultation, while those who get along with him better, tell a different story.
Nevertheless these different versions of events are not irreconcilable. There
seems 10 be broad agreement on a number of points. Apart from cabinet meet-
ings, a relatively small number of ministers scem to have been consulied by
Mahathir regularly. At cabinet meetings, not many ministers have displayed close
knowledge about the agenda. One conscientious, and able, minister used to
arizing himself with it the night before, but this was

spend several hours fami

exceptional,

When in the cabinet, both Razaleigh and Musa had spoken knowledgeably
and often. Other frequent participants included Daim, Anwar, Rafidah, and, on
occasion, Samy Vellu. Before he ceased o be Deputy Prime Minister, Ghafar
denied that Mahathir had practised “dictatorial” leadership in cabinet or else-
where.

Daim, because of his experience and his closeness to Mahathir, was impor-
tant because he could act as a brake on some of Mahathir's more impulsive
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actions. This was especially so in the carly stages of the 1997 crisis when Daim
performed this function temporarily, in conjunction with Anwar. (When
Mahathir was criticized for lack of consultation on some issues, he retorted that
“Tunku had sometimes not consulted either, for instance on the important ques-
tion of Singapore’s separation from Malaysia.)

Several critics of Mahathir's handling of cabinet meetings have complained
that the decisions reached were stated in general terms only. One cabinet
member claimed that nothing beyond broad outlines was agreed on at that stage;
the details came  afterwards. Sometimes when a government policy was
announced, he failed to recognize it as having been agreed to by cabinet. V7

At party level, meetings of UMNO's supreme council are even less “consulta-
tive.” Its membership overlaps with the cabinet’s but some members are not in
close touch with the direction that government policy is taking. supreme council
mectings have been summed up as “government by fait acccompli.#®

In both cabinet and the supreme council, the subject matter concerned tends
to be more complex or technical than in previous administrations. Almost every
member has ideas on what farmers are most unhappy about, but few are
cognizant of developments in heavy industries, or have ideas about how to
interest more forcign firms in the advantages offered by the MSC. Those who
venture constructive views on such subjects are likely to be versed in econamics,
cither by training or by experience.

Mahathir has other advisers, including the Japanese economist Kenichi
Ohn who has given talks to the cabinet and senior civil servants. Mahathir
has also made use of think-tanks, notably the Kuala Lumpur-based ISIS, partic-
ularly on forcign affairs.

The centralization of power which has occurred under Mahathir reflects not
only tendencies that often become evident in organizations as they grow older,
but also Mahathir’s growing self-confidence, and perhaps also an increasing
disinclination to suffer fools gladly.

The civil service
Because some of the members of the higher civil service have duties consisting
of the administration and supervision of policy, it might be assumed that it plays
no part in the formulation of policy. However, this would be incorrect. Those in
the higher echelons of the service have been traditionally expected to advise
ministers, including the Prime Minister, on polic
What is different under Mahathir may be summarized in two statements,
First, additional sources now play a greater part in supplying policy advice.
Second, although some highly placed civil servants still advise ministers, the
servant relationship has changed.
il Service (now the Malaysian Administrative and
Diplomatic Service) was modeled on the British pattern. From that source, it
inherited traditions of impartiality, high standards of honesty, and conscientious-
ness. It also had a (sometimes excessive) reliance on tradition and precedent.

minister—ci

The Malayan Ci




170 Mahathir as Prime Minister

Additionally, by 1957 (the date of independence), it was hierarchy conscious, and
even before 1957, was obliged, by law, to give Malays (later, Bumiputera) prefer-
in hiring49

The civil service, particularly the Malaysian Administrative and Dipl
Service, is expected to be politically neutral and to follow the ordersiof the
government in power.® Real problems would arise, as they have done in some
countries, if there were a change in the party in power; however, this has not yet
happened at federal level in Malaysia. Originally the social classes from which
the top Malay civil scrvants were appointed coincided quite closely with those
from which the leading Malay politicians were drawn. Common social origins
contributed to harmonious collaboration. Recruitment and promotion nowadays
are more dependent on merit. Yet, because of UMNO's persistence as the domi-
nant partner in government, it is hard for civil servants to conceive that any
other party would be in power, federally, in the near future.

There do not scem to be any differences in principle between Mahathir's view
of how the civil service should operate and those of his predecessors. But it
appears to be affected by his general program for “modernization.” On taking
office, he was committed to a program of making it more efficient (p. 29). He
seemed to be determined to eradicate complacency. By 1994, he had raised the

dards required, and believed that he had convinced the civil service of the
need for excellence.®! In 1997, Anwar, in his capacity as Acting Prime Minister
while Mahathir was abroad, initiated surprisc visits to check on whether opera-
tions were proceeding in accordance with plans.*

The ideal relationship between the Prime Minister (and other ministers) and
the civil service is hard to delincate. Basically, civil servants must give their unbi-
ased advice to a minister, bearing in mind what the government policy is. Yet the
final decision must be the minister’s/Prime Minister’s. Before Mahathir took
over as Prime Minister, possibly the minister—civil servant relationship was too
close, and the bureaucracy was perhaps aggrieved that the new government
wanted the type of relationship to change. Later it was reported that changes
were occurring; politicians were now making decisions that, previously. had been
taken by civil servants, and there was now a tendency to make some civil service
appointments on the basis of political and personal loyaltics rather than on
professional merit.>

Partly because of the rise of competing sources of advice, and Mahathir’s
tendency to consolidate power in his own hands, the influence of the civil service
has been reduced since 1981,

Mahathir’ i

s in policy

In two important arcas, Mahathir’s policies have been non-existent or non-
successful. In one of these, supporting and encouraging respect for the judiciary
and the rule of law; he has done nothing to indicate that his views on the subject
have substantially changed since 1987 (pp. 46-9). In the second area, corruption, a
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campaign against it was launched in 1997, but so far (1998) with few apparent
results.

The judiciary and the rule of law

Reports that Mahathir was anti-British and may have come to underestimate the
study of law because he was rejected for a scholarship in Britain, do not seem to
be casily verifiable.”* Soon after he became Prime Minister, a biographer
revealed him as something less than a staunch supporter of law. A chapter in this
biography, entitled “The Rule of Law is Sacred,” contains no quotes by
Mahathir, although Musa and others are cited.* Two of his subsequent remarks
after 1987 may be quoted, although the first is qualified and the second is
cryptic. In 1994 he stated that members of the judiciary must be free to
discharge their responsibilities, but added that there could not be 100 percent
freedom in doing this.*® In 1997 he said that he wanted people to accede to the
rule of law, and linked discipline to observance of the rule of law. The govern-
ment had to ensure orderliness. “We do not wish for a government so powerful
that it could arrest people it did not like.”5”

Not only docs Mahathir seem to have limited regard for the judiciary, he also
thinks that medicine as a profession provides better training for politics than does
practising law.* While accepting the cogency of some of his arguments, two
comments may be relevant. A doctor can have a more immediate power of life
or death over a patient than a lawyer usually has for a client. This is not to
suggest, of course, that doctors abuse this power, but only that they might carry
the consciousiiess of it into other spheres of activity such as politics. Also, he is
“unaccustomed to having his patients dispute his diagnosis."?

Corruption

Perhaps Mahathir's greatest weakness in policy has been that he has failed to
stem the growth of corruption, especially in the form of “money politics” in
UMNO. This is not a new phenomenon (p. 26), but it has never been as
widespread as in the late 1990s. Mahathir denounced it at both the 1994 and
1995 UMNO General Assemblics, and at the latter meeting his speech culmi-
nated in tears. The magnitude of the problem has been acknowledged. Yet the
disciplinary action taken against UMNO transgressors has been limited. The
practice continued at the 1996 UMNO General Assembly elections, although
there were modifications in the methods used.®

Although money politics has probably been the most publicized form of
corruption practised in Malaysia, it is not the only one. Yet, perhaps to avoid
discouraging foreign investment, the Prime Minister and the government tend to
play down other examples of corruption. Mahathir denied that corruption was
rampant in Malaysia, although his rhetorical question, “How can we achieve an
8.5 percent growth rate over the last seven years, if we are as corrupt as is made
out by the Western newspapers?”® fails to meet the point. Allegations of
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corruption are directed not toward the issuc of growth but are attacks on illegal
practices and on a distorted pattern of the ownership of wealth. Critics who
allege corruption blame, possibly cynicall xample of the ruling group at
any particular time.%? By 1997, the question of corruption was 0o obvious for

the

the government to ignore.

The problem came 1o a head - though not the solution — during Mahathir's
absence from Malaysia in 1997, when he dirccted Anwar, who was Acting Prime
Minister, to launch an attack on corruption. He did so, and in addition to inten-
sifying investigations of corruption (though not apparently of the “big fish”),
forums were held on the causes of corruption, attended by members of govern-
ment, opposition parties, and research institutions and other groups.®?
here were no quick or spectacular results from the new campaign against
corruption. Some limited evidence of long-term improvement in government
as found in statistics provided by Anti-Corruption
stated that most cases probably remained unde-

activity against corruption
Agency (ACA), although it
tected. While over two thousand people were arrested, 1977-86, nearly three
thousand were arrested in the ten years after that, and the number of prosecu-
tions also rose.” This suggests greater vigilance on the part of the ACA, and also
more government interest in combatting corruption.

In 1997, Chandra Muzaffar highlighted once more the crucial role of elites.
*hrrc was, he claimed, often an unwillingness on the part of ruling clites 1o

move deliberately against corruption, particulardy where their own interests were
concerned.®

Mahathir himsell’ had written on the evils of corruption in the mid-1970s. He
defined corruption as a practice that enabled someone in office to obtain remu-
neration through illegitimate means.®* His analysis of its causes, the forms that it
assumed, and the difficulties of dislodging it once established, was well
grounded. He dramatically envisioned the frightening possible c for

it could lead to its downfall and a state of chac entu-

a country’s government:
ally corruption might become a way of life.%?

Unfortunately, he did not advance any suggestions on how the problem
should be tackled. The determining factor in fighting it was not the method or
machinery used against it, but the system of values of the society. A relevant

consideration, he stated, was to prevent elections from encouraging competition
for benefits which led 1o corruption. The conclusion must surely be that the book
is of little help as a guide to how to suppress corruption. In retrospect, the NEP
may be judged as having been fo successful insofar as it implanted the desire to
make money, without also incul g the balancing virtues of honesty and social
responsibility (p. 71).

Mahathir’s achi and limitati i i
versus rationality?

Mahathir believes, correctly; that innovation is one of the outstanding character-
istics of leadership: “for me, at least, it is the ability to provide guidance. And
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your guidance should be something superior to what your people can do by
themselves. You must have initiatives and ideas that are not common.”6®

Some of Mahathir’s ideas that were acclaimed as innovative, were not really
so. "Look East” was an assortment of ideas, looscly held together by the choice
of a catchy tide. Privatization consisted of the adoption of ideas already put into
practice elsewhere. What was really novel was its controversial close association
with UMNO's corporate activitics. Technically, for the most part, privatization
was well planned and implemented, the Economic Planning Unit being largely
responsible. The heavy industry policy, as exemplified by the Proton Saga and
other vehicles, was innovative in Malaysia, and justifiable, provided that the need
for subsidies was accepted. Other examples fall into various categorics. Perwaja
steel was proceeded with on the basis of untested assumptions, and, saddled with
the added burden of “mismanagement,” was continued with only because of
dedication to “sunk costs,” and it has constituted a continuing drain on
Malaysia’s resources. The Bakun Dam had more than its share of bad luck, but
also was managed by firms, some of which lacked appropriate experience, and
which did not work well together. When scrutinized according to more market-
oriented criteria after the 1997 crisis, its financial weaknesses were revealed, as
well as the heavy cost to the taxpayers. Another example, his penchant for
grandiose buildings, is ini of the disposition of former President
Sukarno.

Policics that were not concerned dircctly with physical construction warrant a
more favorable appraisal. Among these were Mahathir's consistent encourage-
ment of foreign invesuncnt. Also, although Mahathir disliked competition in
several domestic sectors (p. 160), his expressed view was that free trade was of
benefit and protectionism was an evil,®® which, however, seemed at variance with
his policies toward Malaysia's car industry. He encouraged foreign investment by
liberalizing NEP restrictions on investment, particularly in 1986.7°

On ethnic relations inside Malaysia, the climax, for this century, was his state-
ment and restatement of “Vision 2020,” yet, even before that, there had been a
relaxation of practices that were distasteful to the non-Malays, and the replace-
ment of the NEP by the less discriminatory NDP (pp. 72-3). If the direction of
policy changes followed during the 19905 can be continued, it will indeed augur
well for the implementation of “Vision 2020;" however, therc are signs that there
may not be wholchearted endorsement of the new; more tolerant, ethnic policies
by Malays (p. 167).

Mahathir’s policy on Islam followed the trends established by the govern-
ments that preceded his (p. 83), yet his determined bid to take over control of
how Islam should be interpreted and implemented in Malaysia illustrated very
well how political will could have truly innovative effects on policy:

Mabhathir's capacity for innovation has been also apparent in his foreign
policy. His championing of his own vision in the form of the EAEC was not
entirely successful (pp. 128-30). However, he established the reputation of being.
one of the most steadfast promoters of Asian values in the debates with the West
concerning human rights and democracy. He also enlisted, and often led, the
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“South,” and was recognized as a leading exponent of its point of view. He
mmknl the suppﬂn of the S()um to help the East reach a balance with the West.
T

Chis of 1 hip was a feat, given the size of
Malaysia’s papulation and resources, and even led to it being ranked by some as
a “middle power.""!

Innovationary measures in Malaysia’s tertiary education have met with less
international publicity than they deserve, but they merit attention because they
attempt to lay out a comprehensive policy in an area where there are quite deep-
seated conflicts. The present policy, put together by Najib, the Education
Minisicr, tries to reverse previous policies which have threatened to marginalize
English, a key element in Malaysia’s cconomic future. In doing this, it also hopes

i anguage lobby, which is sustained by the mystique

enjoyed by Bahasa Malaysia. The aim is to reconcle these objectives with the aspi-
rations of non-Malays by making Chinese (and Tamil) more accessible in
primary schools, even for Malays. This is in accord with the objectives conveyed
in “Vision 2020,” and also takes account of China’s growing economic ascen-
dancy and its growing importance for Malaysia. Additionally, at the tertiary
cducation level, there will be more cmphasis on science and technology.
compared with arts.”® There is to be a technical university, and foreign univers

are now opening branch campuses in Malaysia. All these measures should
ugurihuu- to keeping Malaysia educationally equipped to derive the optimum
vards from growing economic opportunities.”

It may be uscful to look at Mahathir's methods of decision-making and the
varying degrees of difficulty that problems presented for him. Sometimes it has
1 casy for him to rectify an omission, simply by fiat:

1 saw Kuala Lumpur when [ first came here, and thought it was a very bleak
town, I said, “why don't you plant trees?” I kept on saying this but it never
happened...until you have the authority to say, “Plant!" 7

Once Mahathir was Prime Minister, problems of this sort presented fewer
difficulties. However, it is easier to see whether a tree is present or not, than to
assess the cleanliness of a toilet without close personal inspection. Mahathir
fought a continuing battle on this topic, especially on airport toilets. As a doctor,
he had a special interest in this. Yet even a problem of this kind can be kept
under control, if’ persistence is sustained. The intractable cases concern mainly
athir’s jurisdiction.
obvious example of the former was encountered when his concept of the
met with opposition (pp. 128-30). The barriers to the exercise of political will are
much stronger externally than internally. That is what sovercignty is all about.

Unfortunately, when Mahathir has set his heart on a project, such as the
MSC, or the Bakun Dam, he has acted as if’ cost-benefit considerations did not

forces outside of Malaysia, and therefore beyond Ma
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apply. He has certainly implicd as much by identifying some projects as
“national” projects, and indicating that they could not be allowed to fail. Such
language is not compatible with that of an economist, who thinks in terms of
cost-benefit, rificed alternatives,” and so on. No amount of political will can
compensate for an approach that is not rational. Political will is a necessary, but
not a sufficient, condition for success.

The uncertainues surrounding both costs and benefits concerning the MSC
are so great that it scems almost impossible to quantify them. In mid-1997,
Mabhathir's track record could have been taken into account as a plus factor in
estimating the chances of the MSC's success. Now (1998) this seems to be not
such a safe assumption as it was previously.

In 1986 the Malaysian writer Rehman Rashid identified the non-quantitative
clement in Mahathir’s policy-making, but thought that experience might have
curbed it:

Alter five years as Prime Minister....confidence has been distinetly tempered
with realism. Dr. Mahathir has not let go of his vision of what Malaysia
could and should be in the future, but the vicissitudes of the past couple of
years scem to have given him a new and possibly valuable pragmatism
regarding Malaysia as it is now. The dreamer has come down to carth.”

This conclusion may have been premature, as the events of 1997 suggest.

hir’s handling of the 1997 ic crisis; 1998,

stablilizing the ringgit

Mahathir’s decision-making style during a period of crisis is best illustrated by
his actions during the economic crisis, which started in August 1997 and has stll
to run its course (pp. 175-8). This scction secks to pose three questions. First,
what were the main reasons for the crisis? Second, what did the Malaysian
government do in order o deal with i? Third, what did Mahathir's responses
reveal about his approaches and adaptability in reacting to such situations?

First, the following features are identifiable as having contributed to
Malaysia’s problems: (1) the current account deficit was high; (2) the banks were
under-regulated; (3) the government was too much inclined to bail out firms that
were in trouble, c.g, United Engincers Malaysia (pp. 59-62) and Ekran, a key
player in the consortium that was building the Bakun Dam; (4) too many big
structural projects were being attempted at one time. To a large extent, the crisis
occurred in the private sector, but many of the firms involved were closely linked
with the government, and even more closely linked when the public sector bailed
them out, that is, took over some of their debts. Bailouts took the form of trans-
ferring liability to solvent governmental agencies, such as Petronas. Allegedly,
such “rescues” often favored government leaders, or their relatives, or ﬁrms with
de facto links to UMNO. S i izations which were
owned assumed liability by relaxing existing rules, thus bencfting the cconomy.
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In spite of thesc weak the Asian i including
Malaysia, had strengths which were obscured by the waves of panic that swept
from country to country. Among them were: high savings, budget surpluses, flex-
ible labor markets, and low taxation.”®

Sccond, for Malaysia to join the “orthodox” stream of international
economic thinking, Mahathir had to soft-pedal his original public complaint that
the crisis was caused mainly by the activitics of “rogue speculators” rather than
market forces that had their origins in weaknesses of certain Asian economies.
He had to agree to adopt retrenchment measures in some existing projects. This
was done, and was scemingly based on cost-benefit principles. Expenditure was
halted, or postponed, on Bakun, and on some not really essential road, port, and
airport schemes, although later this scemed uncertain, The MSC emerged
substantially unscathed, although some ancillary projects were affected.
Mahathir's enthusiasms were checked, although it might be argued that there
was a trade-off, Mahathir's quid pro quo being the continuation of the MSC.
Mahathir had to change his entire frame of reference. He had looked at things
from a construction-engincering perspective. There was a “real world” of
bridges, ports, airports, highways, dams, and corridors.” How could this be
made to vanish into thin air merely by the manipulation of money? How could
fingnce possess a life of its own? This belief was in contrast to the pragmatism
thilt he often practised.

Malaysia’s responses did not encourage confidence, because initially they
were not coordinated. They were, rather, a “resultant” of pulls in one dircction
by Mahathir and of pulls in another direction by Daim and Anwar. This was
evident in budgetary policy. While Mahathir was still repeating his conspiracy
theories and trying to save his pet projects from cuts, Anwar and Daim were
quictly taking action along “orthodox” cconomic lines. Anwar's first “extra”
budget (October 17, 1997) did not cut expenditure deeply enough, as shown by
the reactions of the stock market and the exchange rate. Its successor (November
5, 1997) received approval because it checked the fall in share prices and in the
value of the ringgit.

In spite of these measures, there was no immediate improvement in the
economy. On the contrary, the IMF estimate of the 1998 real GDP growth per
head (8 percent in 1997) was revised to 2.5 percent at the end of December
1997, and in January 1998 the ringgit to US dollar rate reached the level of
nearly 5 to 1, before falling back down to only just over 4 to 1. As mid-1998
approached, it scemed that growth for the current year would be negative, and
would perhaps reach minus 5 percent.

In May 1998, Mahathir said that he was unsure that Malaysia could achieve
its goal of becoming a developed nation by 2020. However, Malaysia, unlike
South Korea, Indonesia, and Thailand, has not sought direct help from the IMF,
In March 1998, the IMF signified its approval, in gencral terms, of Malaysian
economic policies, according to the Malaysian press. Yet, in May, it commented
that rapid growth in money supply should be tightened and that there should be
greater fiscal transparency.
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In November 1997, it was announced that a National Economic Action
Council (NEAC) would be set up. The executive secretary would be Daim, and
Mahathir and Anwar would be the chairman and deputy chairman, respectively.
The NEAC’s exact role was not specified. It drew up plans, and may have been
intended primarily to concentrate economic power in Daim’s hands. Reporting
on the crisis has been limited by the government; indeed newspaper editors have
been told not to use the term. In January 1998, Datuk Nasri Abdullah, editor of

Berita Harian, considered an Anwar supp was lled to resign.’® He was
reinstated, but in July was forced to reslgn again, Amnng olhcr things, newspa-
pers in his group had referred to confli by leaders,

It is not clear how much Mahathir has learned from the crisis. He continued
to voice his carly complaints of dangers from international speculators at the G-
15 developing countries summit, held in Kuala Lumpur in late November 1997.
In his opening speech, Mahathir attacked currency speculators who represented
4 “new imperialism,” worse than the old.”® He was supported by President
Suharto. Hmwwr it seemed that his early “denial” of the problem was being
replaced by pection. At the G Ith Heads of G
Meeting in Edinburgh in November 1997, replying to a question about specula-
tion and the ringgit, he observed: “I have been told not to shoot my mouth too
much, because, any time I do, the ringgit falls down.”® By December 1997, he
sounded uncharacteristically plaintive, telling reporters after the ASEAN
informal summit that Southcast Asia had to accept that there was no equality in
the world, and that “might” was still “right.”®! He might, at last, have come
down to carth. His failure to do so caxhcr could have bccn a fatal I]a\‘ Thc
gloomicr cc ic statistics, 1 by the di c:
business, sometimes resulting in bankruptcies, led to dissension in the leadership
over how to deal with what was now recognized as a major recession. While the
immediate Malaysian response to the crisis in 1997 was to cause Anwar and
Daim to work together temporarily to check some of Mahathir’s less conven-
tional economic ideas, by the middle of 1998 Daim supported Mahathir’s
expansionist policies as opposed to Anwar's emphasis on restraint, illustrated, for

example, by their contrasting views on intercst rates.
The division of opinion was exacerbated by disagreement about the time
when Mahathir should hand over power to Anwar, while Suharto’s recent forced
ion from the Ind dency must have induced concern in
Mahathis o avoid a similar fatc, He decided that Malaysia’s partial adoption of
IMF-type policies was apparently not succeeding; they were causing widespread
distress, which might alicnate clectoral support. He revived his 1997 theme; the
ringgit had to be protected from speculators. Now he believed that the best way
to achicve this was to prevent fluctuations in the exchange rate, which he fixed,
for the time being, at 3.80 ringgit to the USS. Ringgit outside the country would
become worthless after September 30, 1998, and foreign portfolio investments
would earn no return unless they remained in the country for at least a year.
Appropriatc cxceptions were made, for instance, to pay for student tuition
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abroad and for foreign travel. The controls would operate for an indefinite
period. #

As might have been expected, “orthodox” cconomists (including the governor
and deputy governor of the Bank Negara, the national bank — who resigned -
and, reputedly, Anwar) did not agree with the new policy. The arguments used
against the controls were predictable. Forcign investments, heavily relied upon by
Malaysia, would be reduced; if oo rapid cconomic expansion were attempted,
the sustainability of the new rate would be called in question; experience had
shown that such controls were conducive to the creation of black markets and to
evasion through corruption.

Paul Krugman, an “unorthodox” cconomist, whose views partly coincided
with Mahathir’s, warned that such policies could succeed only under certain
conditions. The controls should only be temporary, for several reasons. The
longer they lasted, the more the cconomy would be “distorted” away from
market forces; if used to defend an over-valued currency, they could lead to a
permanent system of trade protection; they should not be regarded as a substi-
tute for necessary institutional reform, for instance in the restructuring and
recapitalization of banks. ¥ Whole-hearted approval for Mahathir’s measures
was accorded, perhips, only by “ordinary people”, who were sullering from the

sting market-driven policies. ¥

By definition, changes in the (now fixed) exchange rate could not be used to
measure the effects of the policies. Changes in stock market prices were not
explainable without knowing the background. In early September 1998, these
prices shot up. Some dealers, however, attributed the rise, not to public support
but to “orchestrated” government intervention. ® The government was also
responsible for the rise in another way. It was expected that companics with
strong government connections would benefit from bailouts or the awarding of
official contracts, sa the expectation was that their value would appreciate; they
would be a “good buy”.

In the long run, the success or otherwise of Mahathi
policies will tend to be reflected in growing or diminishing clectoral support.
However, if economic woes can be convincingly atributed to external influ-
ences, the effects on government popularity may be moderated.  Also,
increasingly authoritarian rule, suppression of dissent, and more pressures on the
Jjudiciary, may make elections impo

S

changes in cconomic

O ST S T e,
D y and in y

Scholars are driven by a perpetual urge to classify their material, and political
scientists arc no exception. One of their longest (as old as Aristotle) and perhaps
most frustrating quests is to compare various types of rule. How many people
rule a country? Is the result beneficial or otherwise? The quest is frustrating
because definitions have become more and more detailed in order to capture the
nuances of various systems of government,® and because the evaluation of
benefits and disadvantages depends a good deal on individual interpretation.
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Discussion of types of rule may itate new
two “poles” and a spectrum which stretches between them.3? At one cnd lies the
“democratic” pole, and at the other is the authoritarian. At the former, a high
proportion of government decisions reflect high participation, or input, from a
substantial proportion of the citizens. At the latter, fewer citizens make, or influ-
ence, a smaller number of decisions. Third World countries, like Malaysia, are in
some respects, or at some periods, more democratic, or less so, than at other
times, but the estimation of the type of rule fluctuates. A rrla(cd meaning is to
speak in terms of ent i to groups’ d : from the point
of view of non-Malays, the government would be hehaving more democratically
if it became more responsive to their demands. In Malaysia, the situation is
complicated by cthnicity, which, in spite of “Vision 2020, cannot at present be
left out of consideration.

There is one other element to take into account. It is useful to talk about
“authoritarian” rule as a contrast to “democratic” rule. However, there are other
meanings of “authoritarian,” for example, to describe behavior that is linked to
the use just mentioned, but in a different context. One is related to the character-
istics and behavior of a person. The term could be applied to certain aspects of
Mabhathir's behavior as de: at the start of this chapter, or later in the
section on *Consultation” (pp. 168-70). There is yet another possibility: “author-
itarianism” is sometimes intended to describe a government that acts so as to
restrict freedom, or rights. “Authoritarianism,” in one context, is contrasted with
democracy; in another it is contrasted with approval of, or the promotion of,
rights or freedoms. The distracting fact is that a government action could be
authoritarian in both senses.® An cxample would be the arrest of Malaysian
opposition leaders in 1987, This, of course, would inhibit the frecdom, or rights,
of the persons concerned. But, also, because their actions helped to preserve
democracy by providing competition at elections, their arrests were harmful to
the democratic process. Here we shall be using “authoritarian”/“authoritari-
anism” mostly as constituting a contrast to democracy.

If the government uses its powers of detention sparingly, it is quite possible
that it has curtailed human rights and freedoms, without having been deliber-
ately anti-democratic, But if there are large-scale detentions, as in 1987 in
Malaysia, it is very likely that a main motive has been to limit the competition of
opposition parties, which strikes at the heart of democracy:

A government may combine repression with responsiveness. Crouch cites the
example of government reactions to protests over toll increases for the
North-South Highway in 19908 Five DAP supporters, headed by its candidate
for a forthcoming election, were detained for using violence. However; shortly
afterwards the toll was suspended and later the amount was halved. The
messages scem to have been: we agree that you have a grievance, but we do not
want to seem to be taking action just because of your protests.

Major steps towards, or away from, authoritarianism are usually well marked.
The former could be detected in the government’s actions after May 13, 1969,
which clearly curtailed human rights. In striking contrast was the trend in




-

180 Mahathir as Prime Minister

governmental policics in the carly 19905, which became increasingly responsive
to some non-Malay grievances (p. 96). If “Vision 2020 is implemented as
planned, this would be a convincing demonstration of receptiveness to some
decp-seated non-Malay sources of discontent, although, unfortunately, it would
not be responsive to the wishes of some Malays (p. 167).

If the role of ethnicity is indeed diminished, a consequence may be that class
differences, at present, as it were, preempted by cthnic factors,”” might assume
greater importance in determining political behavior.

Unfortunately, the existence of governmental repressive instruments, and
those who wield them, adopted mainly to meet the Communist threat some fifty
years ago, affords a constant temptation to governments to use them against its
opponents. Yielding to this opportunity provides an authoritarian bias to the
system. Many of the detentions in 1987 were examples of this abuse.

Until the economic crisis of 1997, it scemed that there were two tendencies
that might help to make Malaysia more democratic. One, the growth of a
middle class, or classes, is perhaps too optimistic (pp. 62—4). However, the other
is that, if “Vision 2020” proceeds as planned, the influence of cthnicity in poli-
tics may be diluted, and a more fluid party system may develop. Coalitions might
be formed that are more viable than the “shotgun” versions attempted for the
1990 and 1995 clections (p. 46). However, with the crisis, if there is incquality in
the distress suffered by different cthnic groups, cthnic tensions could increase.
The Malaysian economy will probably suffer a recession in 1998, If, as in the
mid-1980s, the government then loses so much support that its tenure of office is
imperilled, even remotely; it may adopt more authoritarian measures.

Mahathir’s use of such measures is compatible with his skeptical views on
democracy. These were discussed carlier, when they were contrasted with
Western views, which he felt were being aggressively thrust upon Malaysia and
some other Asian states. His reactions are consonant with some of his personal
authoritarian waits (pp. 180-4). More explicity, he has stated his unflatering
opinions on democracy in the Malaysian context. His ideas in August 1969 were
forthright: “we must accept that there is not qumg to be democracy in Mal
there never was and there never will be After May 13, he cxpmscd a
congruent belicf: authoritarian rule can at least produce a stable and strong
government.”?

He was also skeptical about a variation, “limited democracy,” which he
claimed was introduced in Mnlm’sn in 1971, when constitutional restrictions
were i i ,:umcd at minimizi hnic violence. 93

Mahathir believes that democracy is only a means to an end, which is stability
and freedom from fear:

If democracy in its liberal form can deliver that, well and good. But if
liberal democracy only results in insccurity, fear and poverty, then democ-
racy must be u:mpcmd with responsibility so that it delivers what it is
supposed to delive
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When dealing with the relationship between d and authoritari-

anism, Mahathir makes some statements particularly relevant to Malaysia. In his
classic address at Trinity College, Oxford, in 1985 (a model for specch-writers),
he stated: “In fact many authoritarian regimes have been the expression of the
clectorate’s will freely exercised. Many authoritarian governments have been
clected by the will of the people who want strong no-nonsense administra-
tion.”® There are difficultics with this statement. What “the people” want may
be difficult to ascertain precisely, but did they really want the government to
override the opinions of the judiciary? In other words, does the fact of having
been elected entitle a government to do whatever it likes? Mahathir certainly has
behaved as if being clected conferred absolute power.

Under the first four prime ministers, authoritarian measures were in fact used
against political opponents. Also, perhaps most obviously in 1987, they were
used, principally but not exclusively, to contain cthnic violence. Mahathir, for this
purpose, avoided the harder alternative of restraining his own top followers,
mainly Najib, and preferred to detain smaller fry on the government side, as well
as opposition supporters and non-political figures. Even when only threatened,
detention was a powerful weapon, not only against persons, but against human
rights and democracy.

In Malaysia, then, the degree of democracy varies over time. Yet the regime is
not unstable. It may relax its control somewhat, but it has the means, and under
Mahathir the will, to make “corrections,” so that the degree of control that it
desires is established. %

Democracy inside UMNO

It is interesting to speculate on the democracy/authoritarianism relation, not
only in Malaysia, but also in UMNO, its dominant political party?” It has
become a cliché to say that the “real” clections in Malaysia are the UMNO elec-
tions. Actually there are two possible meanings of the statement. The first is that
in general elections, under present circumstances, the Barisan is bound to win;
what is at issue is only the extent of the win and the shifts in power within its
component parties which are assessable from variations from area to arca. The
second is that there is more “democracy” in UMNO clections than in general
elections. However, it can be contended that, over time, not only has there been
a decline in democracy in Malaysia, there has also been a decrease in democracy
inside UMNO.% It would appear that these two trends are not related in any
simple way.® Each appears to result from the “iron law of oligarchy.”!® As
organizations grow older, power tends to become more and more concentrated.
In both country and party there has been a tendency to make changes for expe-
ditiousness and convenience, even if they have restricted discussion and
consultation. The point is that it has been mainly the same person — the presi-
dent of UMNO who is also Prime Minister — who has benefited from (and also
often promoted) the concentration of power at the top of government and party.
He has had the advantage of being able to influence voting for the top posts in
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UMNO. He has also been able to accelerate or decelerate the rise of aspiring
UMNO leaders through ing the i or dead-end jobs in govern-
ment. His actions in one of these arcas may hc undertaken in order to influence
events in the other.

It is true that, cven afier the Communist threat receded, Tunku, Razak, and
Hussein successively constrained the activities of opposition ;mmrs, as wcll as
the freedom of parti political opy Mahathir's authori
which perhaps m\dmd its apex in 1987, was therefore not without prccrdum
Nevertheless, it was distinctive in two ways. By 1987, the menace of
Communism was negligible, and the need for repression less justified than previ-
ously. Also, the scale of the 1987 detentions was so great, and the activities of
some detainees were so remote from direct political significance, that the arrests
amounted to a giant leap toward the authoritarian pole of the spectrum.

Democracy is not an ideal form of government. Mahathir is well aware of its
imperfections and he has not invested it with any mystique, unlike the leaders of
the United States. It scems that he was not sufficienty attached to it to deter him
from behaving in an authoritarian manner. The Prime Minister/UMNO presi-
dent has to assess where the threats to his power are coming from. If they come

from opposition partics, an appropriate response has been to become more
authoritarian in the exercise of governmental powers. If they have been for
power inside UMNO, then he has had to make his rule in UMNO more authori-
tarian, that is, increase the power of the incumbents. This was Mahathir's
strategy when UMNO Baru was registered, and “bonus votes” were invented. !0
When this seemed not to benefit Mahathir in fighting off the challenge of his
deputy, Anwar, the two, at Mahathir's insistence, agreed to “frecze” their respec-
tive positions by having no contests for the top positions before 1999, To avoid a
clash between these two strong personalities, democracy was put on hold at
UMNO's highest levels. It was openly said that unity in UMNO was more
important than democracy: “Democracy without a strong party is meaningless,”
according to Mahathir. '

Populism
“Populism™ is not a term that springs to mind in describing Mahathir’s style of
government. It would suggest that he values the belicfs and opinions of the
people, which is not otherwise evident. It is true that he has enjoyed visiting rural
areas, in order to keep in touch with rural peoplc’s feelings and grievances. But
he has not needed to obtain the support of the people directly, except on special
occasions. The government apparatus and UMNO are both cfficient organiza-
tions, which are regularly working to ensure his popularity and sustain his power.
However, during Mahathir's struggles in the 1980s, first against the rulers,
and then with the Team B faction of UMNO, headed by Razaleigh, Mahathir
became quite deeply involved. These were not the equivalent of the recurring
general elections, they were essential to protect UMNO against the “feudalism™
of the monarchy, and then against its being taken away from his control. They
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were contests that were vital for his retention of power. Mahathir, who is gener-
ally shy, and who distrusts crowds, found that he likes addressing people who
come to welcome and hear him.

He enjoyed similar experiences from participating in the SEMARAK (loyalty
with the people) movement,'" which was launched in 1988 ostensibly to
strengthen the rapport between the federal and state governments, and bring
leaders at all levels closer to the people. It may be seen as an cffort to consolidate
the victory of UMNO Baru, and establish its legitimacy for the next (1990)
general clections. Mahathir and other leaders took part in a variety of well-
publicized rural activitics, such as threshing and driving tractors. In fact, the
SEMARAK campaign was more than just this. Individuals and organized
groups were mobilized to express undivided loyalty to Malaysia through
Mahathir, and to extol his virtues at feet-stomping, raised-arm salute, pledge-
taking ceremonices across the country. The Information Minister announced that
the private sector and individuals contributed about one-fifth of the costs.
Mahathir’s speeches to audiences in “the South” might also be classified as
populist.

OF course, there is no discrepancy between being a populist and also being
authoritarian. Populism is acting so as to sccure the support of the masses.
Authoritarianism is one of the styles of rule used in order to govern. Marshal
Sarit, one of Thailand’s most effective authoritarian leaders of the 1950s, was
also a master of populist techniques.!*

The methods used in November 1997 to rally support for Mahathir during
the financial/currency crisis in Malaysia were reminiscent of the SEMARAK
campaign. However, most of the demonstrations that occurred relied more on
the support of existing organizations than SEMARAK had done.

Conclusion

Malaysian academic Johan Saravanamuttu, when listing factors that enter into
Malaysia’s formulation of forcign policy, uses “idiosyncratic” to refer to the influ-
ence of individual actors.'"? Dictionary definitions agree that the word refers to
a characteristic, habit, or ism that is particular to an indivi It would
scem that Mahathir could be described as an idiosyncratic person within an
idiosyncratic category. His beliefs and actions are unusual, constituting a pattern
that has been fascinating to previous, as well as the present, writers. He has a
sharp mind rather than an intellectual or academic mind. He is happiest when
dealing with the world of objects, construction, and gadgets. He is captivated by
the way things work. His interest is greater if they are huge or fast, or both. He is
less at home in the world of cconomics, although he performed well as Minister
of Trade and Industry before becoming Prime Minister. Many of his aperpus and
evaluations have been built on the basis of analogies, such as the likening of the
Malays in the 1960s to the inhabitants of the “South” in the 1990s.

By the time he became Prime Minister, he had accumulated an assortment of
idées fixes, or ypes, mostly ing such groups as
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members of the British Commonwealth, journalists, Jews, human rights activists,
and, latterly, speculators in foreign exchange. Occasionally, he has uttered intem-
perate statements. After seeing the “North” breaking down national barriers
through globalization, he thought that the “South” should retaliate: “We should
migrate North in the millions, legally or illegally.... Masses of Asians and
Africans should inundate Europe and America.” He hoped, however, that the
“South” should not have to resort to this action. !¢

“To many foreign observers, Mahathir's extreme statements detracted from his
attainment of gravitas, a favorite term of Lee Kuan Yew's when assessing politi-

cians in Singapore, indicating that the person’s opinions carry weight and should
be listened to.

Sometimes, however, staiements by Mahathir are intended to shock; the aim
is to get attention. A 1979 example was Mahathir ordering Malaysians to shoot
on sight the boat people who had escaped from Viemam who cntered Malaysian
waters and then tried to land. Mahathir wished to alert the United States to the
size of the problem. Other Mahathir outbursts have not been oo productive.
His verbal attacks on speculators in 1997, combined with his inappropriate
initial response of trying to prohibit the export of capital, contributed to the
weakening, instead of the strengthening, of the ringgit.

Mahathir combincs the conviction that he is always right, with a firm deter-
mination to stay in power. (After all, the latter follows from the former,) For his
sustenance, power is as necessary as food. He is a workaholic, and during his
“Look East” campaign, and afterwards, he urged Malays to work hard as well,
although many may have derived less enjoyment from their work than he has
from his.

Mahathir has looked back, as well as forward, when he has considered his
own possession of power, To UMNO politicians who were cager for advance-
ment, he has urged patience and has told them that he himself had been in
UMNO for twenty-cight years before he became a minister.'?

Even before Mahathir became Prime Minister (1981) he repeatedly told
UMNO members that, if’ they felt that a leader was no longer suitable, they
could always get rid of him.'* This might have been applicable to some leaders.
Others, Mahathir himself included, would have been quite resistant to being
dislodged.

In Indonesia, & reason often given to explain Suharto’s unwillingness to resign
was that his children's extensive business holdings would become vulnerable after
his departure from office.'" However, in Malaysia, although Mahathir's sons
own large assets' 'Y, these are not so widely known about, and the owners not so
likely to become a target of popular feeling after Mahathir’s retirement.

In 1995 Mahathir was asked what he thought was his greatest achievement
and what he considered his greatest disapy "1 His answer to the first
question was that he had brought the races together. The reply was quite well
founded. To be sure, “Vision 2020,” though announced, had not yet started to
be implemented. Yet the Barisan’s success in attracting a greater share of the
Chinese vote at the 1995 general clection (maybe 10 percent more compared
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with 1990) |usuf(-d his point. Mahathir's answer to the second question was that

he was because the had not benefited sufficiently so
far. This also was an apposite judgment; the targets of the (now supcm-d:d) NEP
had lagged behind schedule. However, if one might rephrase the question so that
it would relate to sezeral items that ranked as achievements and several others that
might evoke disappointment, some additions might be suggested. Other achieve-
ments include the government’s handling of Islamic issues and some of its
construction projects (not the Bakun Dam). Another is his successful “wooing” of
the “South.”

Of the additional disappointments, the most obvious is growing corruption, It
almost scems as if’ cither the government is unable to contain it, or that its polit-
ical will, however strong on most issues, in this instance is not very strong. In
cither case, this reflects adverscly on the gove ent. Another di i is
the authoritarianism in Mahathir's government, particularly scen in the disman-
tling of the independence of the judiciary. Also, meritocracy is not pronounced
in the government’s dealings with business. Yet another disappointment, of
course, is that the 1997 cconomic crisis caught the government by surprise, and
rhc Ldll\ responses to it were mappropn.llL Unul then, \Ial:mms economic

had an ach 42

There is also reason for sadness because factions in Ul\ﬂ\O became more
acrimonious than those under any previous president, so acrimonious that the
party split, was declared an illegal organization, and had 1o be reconstituted.
Moreover, there was a swift transition from traditional defe in UMNO to
an cra of rampant money politics without any perceptible intervening period of
democracy in the party in which money played only a limited role. He also
disrupted the process of succession to the leadership which, until then, had been
widely admired internationally as a model for the smooth ransition of power,

Nevertheless, until August 1997, Mahathir’s achievements had outweighed his
deficiencies. Political experts and Malaysian business people thought that he had
scored, numerically, B0 percent “plus,” as opposed to 20 percent “minus.” Since
the 1997 crisis, the figures may be less favorable.'?

Some last thoughts on Mahathir may be mentioned, along with speculations
about “might have beens,” Mahathir may not have “mellowed” very much, but
there have been recent nuanced changes in his interests and his style. He has
become more conscious of his roots in Kedah, and has shown deep interest in
the development policies of Sanusi, the Menteri Besar.!!'* Projects in the state
were encouraged by the federal government, although they were slowed down by
the 1997 crisis. Mahathir is coming to resemble Tunku in several respects,
although the essence of Tunku is inimitable. The UMNO itution has been
repeatedly amended (as Mahathir formerly attacked Tunku for having done). His
contacts with well-ofl Chinese have increased — Mahathir censured Tunku's
close association with them in 1969. As Mahathir has become more esteemed
and prosperous, his lifestyle has become more upper class.

It is interesting, but fruitless, to speculate on what Musa or Razaleigh might
have done, if cither had become Prime Minister. Almost certainly, neither would
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have been as innovative, and both would have managed things more conserva-
tively. They would have taken fewer risks. Yet the question assumes that cither of
them could have triumphed over Mahathir. Even if Mahathir had temporarily
lost office, his determination would have been so strong that he would not have
given up easily.

During his tenure of power he has defeated every threat to his rule in a
masterful fashion. However, in so doing he has climinated from the political
scene just about any possible successor approaching the caliber of the best he
has eliminated.



Postscript

Little has occurred since Anwar’s arrest (Scptember 20, 1998) to point the way to
what the outcome of the Mahathir-Anwar struggle may be. Mahathir’s determi-
nation to wield the unseparated powers of government to the full has been
demonstrated yet again. After Anwar was detained under the ISA, before being
held for trial under less strict conditions, he was shown to have been physically
abused and to have suffercd head injuries while in police custody. Rallies after his
arrest, some very well-attended, were increasingly marked by violence, some-
times encouraged by provocateurs, and the police became less tolerant. Arrests
were made of persons close to Anwar, and his wife, Dr. Wan Azizah, was warned
not to make political speeches.

The timing of some important events is not yet known. One exception is that
Anwar's trial before a single judge, in accordance with the law, will be a long
one, extending into the second half’ of 1999, Corruption charges will precede sex
charges. By the first week of the trial, Anwar had provided, from prison, exam-
ples of Mahathir's techniques of dealing with people. Some of the prosecution’s
carly witnesses’ evidence lent credibility to Anwar's allegations that there was a
conspiracy against him by certain political and business leaders.

Mahathir has been evasive about when he will appoint a deputy; a possible
date might be around the 1999 UMNO General Assembly, at which time the
party’s regular clections will be held. That date is, as yet, also uncertain,

It is likely that the next general clection will not be held until late 1999 or
2000. This date is based on the surprisingly high degree of support shown for
Anwar now and government hopes that it will fade over the next year or so.
Another factor in the calculation is the state of the economy, which may be polit-
ically influential, especially as Mahathir's economic policics are so distinctive and
unorthodox. The election timing contemplated would allow Mahathir’s policies
to provide short-term benefits without the long-term costs becoming so
pronounced as to weaken his election strength.

Mahathir benefits from official UMNO backing, and support by those among
all cthnic groups in politics and government who have been favored by his poli-
cics, those who believe that he stands for “stability” and others who do not dare
to oppose him. He is supported by the mass media, so uncritically that their
credibility has become impaired.
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The Anwar debacle has led to the creation of an informal coalition, which
constif the chiel opposition to Mahathir. It is based on PAS; the DAP; the
small Malaysian People’s Party, led by Husin Ali; and about a dozen NGOs. The
group has tried to move away from the single-issue theme of defending Anwar to
also espousing “reform,” particularly opposition to nepotism, corruption, and
“cronyism.” It lacks coverage by the mass media, but exercises some influence
under various guises through the Internet and by word of mouth. The nature of
the opposition, unfortunately, makes it susceptible to cfforts to divide its compo-
nents through appeals to ethnicity.

Mahathir also has a weapon in reserve which he might conceivably use if
necessary — declaring a state of emergency.

External support for Anwar has been surprisingly strong It has been
expressed inside ASEAN by President Habibic (Indonesia) and President Estrada
(Philippines) and by NGOs and the press in these countries and in Thailand.
Western and international officials have also deplored his imprisonment.
Mahathir has striven to show that such support really constitutes an attack on
Malaysian nationalism.

Given Mahathir's tight grip on Malaysia and his ruthlessness toward oppo-
nents, it scems doubtful whether, failing a (another?) major Mahathir
miscalculation, Anwar ~ for all his ability and courage — can wrest control from
him. A proper question may be: how can the damage to the economy, the polity
and the legitimacy of the government's rule be repaired?
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