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Authoritarianism and UMNO’s
Factional Conflicts

In-Won Hwang*

Malaysia is generally described as a prime example of a society severely divided along
ethnic lines and most observers agree that ethnic conflict has been, and still is, one of
the most distinctive sources of political conflict. Malaysia, nonetheless, is one of the
few plural societies that has achieved a fairly high degree of regime stability since
independence in 1957. Apart from a two-year period following the racial riots after the
1969 general election, the parliamentary system of Malaysia has functioned continu-
ously and general elections have been held regularly. Though not as a result of elec-
tions, there have been three consccutive changes of head of government without vio-
lence and there have been ten uninterrupted general elections. In this sense, the political
process of Malaysia has been regular and predictable since independence.

However, despite the relatively stable political process, the experience of Malay-
sian politics over the last few decades also illustrates that the country has moved closer
to non-liberal status on a liberal-authoritarian continuum. Since the 1970s, the Malay-
dominated government frequently used repressive means to control imminent and/or
potential political opponents. Especially under Mahathir’s leadership of the 1980s, the
Malaysian political system shifted in a more authoritarian direction. During this period,
the political dominance of the Malay-led ruling elite was further consolidated, espe-
cially around Mahathir’s personality. Some characteristics of democratic political pro-
cess were nol completely abandoned. Nonetheless, all the significant political institu-
tions, that is, the judiciary, the press, the Malay Rulers and even Islam, were systemnati-
cally encrvated by the centralization of executive power. It therefore eventuated that
there was scarcely any element remaining to check the growing authoritarian rule of the
Mahathir regime towards the mid-1990s.

Regime change in authoritarian or semi-authoritarian states has often been attrib-
uted to divisions within the ruling group, especially in countries with a strong tradition
of single party dominance. In Malaysia, therefore, a more responsive political system
should be expected from factional splits in Malaysia’s dominant political party, the
United Malays National Organization (UMNQ). There is, however, little evidence that
UMNO factionalism promoted political liberalization in Mahathir's Malaysia after the
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severe factional confhct in 1987. The recent factional dispute within UMNO since
~ Anwar's downfall in 1998 provides another opportunity for transformation of the po-
litical landscape of Malaysia. This article examines the interrelations between UMNO
factionalism and political hiberalization in Malaysia under Mahathir’s leadership, com-
paring the two most distinctive UMNO factional splits of 1987 and 1998,

The 1987 UMNO Leadership Crisis and Its Relevance to Political Liberalization

On 24 Aprl 1987, UMNO experienced an unprecedented fight over the question of
leadership, the most serious such fight 1n its 40-year political history. The top two posts,
president and deputy president, were contesled and the six candidates for three vice-
presidencies and 69 contenders for 25 Supreme Council seats were evenly divided be-
tween a “Team A" (Mahathir Mohamad-Ghafar Baba) and “Team B" (Razaleigh
Hamzah-Musa Hitam). Up to 90% of party delegates were believed to be equally grouped
into the two teams. Of the contenders for the Supreme Council seats, 34 publicly de-
clared their support for the incumbent Team A while the remaining 35 declared for
Team B. The election results subsequently revealed how intense and close the “battle
royal” was. Both Mahathir and Ghafar won but with very narrow margins of 43 and 40
votes of the total 1,479 votes cast respectively.! What was even worse, given Mahathir’s
narrow margin of victory, further factional disputes were widely expected. As a clear
signal, open declaration of support for the defeated challengers and resistance to the
elected incumbent leadership increased noticeably in the aftermath of the party elec-
tion. Neutrality was no longer possible. This finally led to Malaysia’s dominant politi-
cal party, UMNO, being split into two in 1988: UMNO (Baru) led by Mahathir’s Team
A and Semangat 46 led by Razaleigh's Team B. The elite confrontation within UMNO
circles then spilled over into the new arena of nationwide political battles as another
general election approached in 1990.

Given the closeness and bitterness of the intra-elite schism within the ruling elites,
Malaysian politics after 1987 was widely expected to be much more responsive and
competitive. There might even have been a transition from “semi” to “full” democ-
racy.” Indeed, as O’Donnell and his co-authors correctly observe, regime changes in
authoritarian or semi-authoritarian states have often been attributed to conflict and/or
disintegration within the ruling bloc, especially in countries with a strong tradition of
single party dominance.” In this light, Gomez and Jomo believe that the breakdown of
Malaysia’s authoritarian regime, if it is to emerge, may come from the severe factional-
ism within UMNO circles.*

There 1s, however, little evidence that the severe factionalism promoted political
liberalization in Malaysia under Mahathir’s new political party, UMNO (Baru), espe-
cially during the period of 1987-90. Indeed, what Mahathir actually did was destroy the
ruling party that already existed and rebuild the party around his dominant personality.
Mahathir first further marginalized the political space of civil society by using “'sell-
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created” racial tensions followed by massive Internal Security Act (ISA) arrests in Op-
eration Lalang in October 1987. Then, Mahathir drove out all of his political nivals
within the new polttical configuration. His actions closely resemble Machiavelli’s ad-
vice in The Discourses: if the foundations of his power are weak, the best thing a leader
can do in order to retain his influence is to reorganize everything in the state from
scratch.’

With the advent of UMNO (Baru) in 1988, new guiding principles of behavior
appeared within the ruling party: “de-politicization” and/or “no-contest” for the party’s
top post to create UMNO (Baru) as a new loyalist party. Promotion of this “new tradi-
tion" was in response to Mahathir’s bitter experience of serious challenge to his leader-
ship by well-organized factional alliances led by Razaleigh and Musa in 1987: the in-
creasing electoral competitiveness during Mahathir's early leadership (1981-87) was
gradually, but systematically, restricted when he rebuilt UMNO as UMNO (Baru). It
was only after Mahathir successfully drove out all of his enemies within the new politi-
cal configuration that he reverted to a traditional checks-and-balances approach, but
without the risk of a leadership challenge against him. Since 1990, with all of his arch-
rivals gone, Mahathir was casily able to consolidate his grip on power within and out-
side the new ruling party.®

The years after 1990 saw an intermittent replay of the key features of the period
1987-90, especially in the political sphere. Mahathir’s main concern has been one of
increasing centralization that vests power in his personal grip. Mahathir therefore ap-
peared much less tolerant than pre-1987 in handling any potential contenders to his
political dominance. In particular, he has frequently invoked the fear of intra-Malay
strife to modify the UMNO (Baru) constitution in a more authoritarian direction. More-
over, the pace of constitutional amendments rapidly escalated and the underlying rea-
sons for the amendments increasingly reflected the motive of aggrandizing the powers
of the Prime Minister himself. As Jomo argued, during the 1990s the key democratic
features of Malaysian politics were further eroded due to a growing concentration of
power in the hands of Mahathir within and outside the new ruling party.” The notion of
strong executive authority was in fact enshrined in the Malaysian political system, es-
pecially after Mahathir took over the power in 1981, but it was after 1990 that the
power of one man came to be seen in more centripetal way.

The Mahathir-Anwar Leadership Crisis and UMNO Politics After Anwar

The year 1998 appears to be another landmark in Malaysian political history. After
several years of rumors of leadership conflict within UMNO, Anwar was abruptly dis-
missed from office, expelled from the party, imprisoned under the ISA, beaten while in
custody and eventually charged in court on five counts of sodomy and five counts of
corruption. These events happened with Machiavellian ruthlessness in September 1998.
Anwar’s sacking shocked the nation because such treatment of a Deputy Prime Minis-
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ter had never happened in Malaysian politics. Even resignation was not part of Malay-
sian political culture until Mahathir came to power in 1981. Many political observers
within and outside the country saw Anwar’s sacking, expulsion and subsequent deten-
tion as the denouement of a long political battle between Mahathir and his chosen suc-
cessor. Nonetheless, such drastic measures failed to bring an end to the political con-
frontation. No sooner had he been ejected from the ruling party than Anwar launched a
reformasi movement, highlighting the abuse of power and corruption by the Mahathir
government, and calling for Mahathir’s resignation.”

To some extent, the circumstances and political maneuverings that surrounded the
Mabhathir-Anwar tussle resembled those of the previous leadership conflict, especially
the situation preceding the split of the Mahathir-Musa leadership in the mid-1980s and
subsequent breakup of UMNO in 1988. Musa believes that Anwar’s problem was simi-
lar to his own problem with Mahathir, even though Mahathir’s political maneuvering in
handling Anwar was much more refined, since Mahathir had learnt from his experience
in the 1980s.” The changing conflict configuration after September 1998 offers another
opportunity to reexamine some of the same questions which were raised in the aftermath
of the UMNO leadership split in 1987, in particular, the relationship between UMNO
factionalism and the transition of authoritarian regimes. Specifically, to what extent does
severe factional strife within the ruling party’s inner circle transform the political system
into a more open and responsive one in an ethnically fragmented society?

For a while after Anwar’s dismissal, very serious elite divisions within UMNO
circles, between Anwar's supporters and detractors, were widely expected, as had oc-
curred in the wake of the UMNO split of 1987 when Razaleigh secured defections of a
significant section of the ruling political elites. It was, however, obvious that similar
fractures did not happen. On the contrary, Mahathir actually consolidated his grip on
power within UMNO circles by keeping the ruling political elite, including seasoned
political figures and even many of Anwar’s allies, collectively on his side. Mahathir
began this process by ruthlessly eliminating Anwar from the ruling party through a
well-designed special UMNO Supreme Council meeting.'” By removing any possibil-
ity of Anwar’s political comeback into UMNO politics, Mahathir could secure almost
unanimous support of UMNO leaders. Within a few day of the expulsion of Anwar, all
UMNO MPs, Menteri Besar, cabinet ministers and deputy ministers, parliamentary sec-
retarics and UMNO division leaders came out in full support of Mahathir’s decision."
Indeed, UMNO leaders, remembering the problem of supporting Musa and Razaleigh a
decade ago and the consequences of siding with the wrong leaders, did not want to put
themselves in a difficult situation.

Unlike the aftermath of the UMNO leadcrship crisis of 1987, there were no serious
political purges against Anwar’s allies, especially at senior levels of UMNO leadership.
Nonetheless, this did not necessarily mean that Mahathir’s adversaries within UMNO
circles were free of political oppression. If the political purge after the “battle royal” of
1987 was top-down, the one after Anwar’s dismissal was more from the bottom-up."
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To some extent, this change of tactics was because what happened after Anwar’s dis-
missal was quite different from what Mahathir had forecast. In the wake of Anwar’s
dismissal, anti-Mahathir feelings continued to run high in the country, though Mahathir
and his close allies had thought that the Anwar episode would die down within a few
weeks. Given the sensitivity of the issue and popularity of Anwar, to remove any more
of his supporters from UMNO may have further undermined Mahathir’s image and
weakened the ruling party. The experience of the leadership crisis in 1987, during which
a significant number of UMNO leaders challenged Mahathir’s leadership after a series
of political purges, made Mahathir reluctant to remove senior associates of Anwar within
the ruling party. As another general election was approaching, those who were to be
ousted might turn against Mahathir’s leadership, as such a situation would give them a
chance to stand against UMNO candidates."

Meanwhile, as a way of keeping Anwar’s allies on side, Mahathir played the im-
pending general election card very effectively. A well-known aide of Anwar, who sided
with Mahathir after Anwar’s expulsion, privately admitted that the imminent general
election was one of the substantial reasons why Anwar'’s allies, especially MPs and
division leaders, seemed to distance themselves from Anwar and his reformasi move-
ment prior to and after Anwar’s detention. Specifically, those who allegedly associated
with Anwar feared that even their irresolute attitudes would be subject to censure by
Mahathir and, thus, they would not be nominated for the impending general election.'
Indeed, it is worthwhile noting that Mahathir’s government had hinted of the possibil-
ity of an early general election immediately after Anwar’s dismissal. For those of the
“rice bow!” mindset amongst UMNO, siding with Anwar was political suicide at this
time.

Outside UMNO, there were no widespread arrests after Anwar’s dismissal, as had
happened in the aftermath of the UMNO leadership crisis of 1987. However, this did
not mean that after the Anwar episode Malaysian civil society enjoyed a more open
political arena without fear. The authorities reiterated the possibility of arrests practi-
cally every day following the launch of reformasi by Anwar."” Well before the deten-
tion of Anwar on September 20, a series of arrests of Anwar’s allies was made.'* Within
a week of Anwar's arrest, 16 of Anwar’s political associates were also detained under
the ISA. The detainees included leaders of Muslim youth organizations, including
Angkatan Belia Islam Malaysia (ABIM, Malaysian Islamic Youth Movement), who
were perceived as having wide political influence in the Islamic student movement.!”
In addition, on several occasions Mahathir implied that Anwar’s wife Wan Azizah would
be arrested. The selective ISA arrests continued in October and November, but ex-
panded from the original core of Anwar supporters to those who organized and partici-
pated in the reformasi movement. Though there were no widespread [SA arrests, a
culture of fear had already spread. An opposition leader commented, “we, in fact, ex-
pect another Operation Lalang will strike the nation 1f Mahathir cannot control the
current political situation.”™ As the wet season began towards mid-November and the
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Mushim fasung month approached in December, street protests eventually subsided.

At the end of 1998, having gradually regained control outside UMNQO, Mahathir
maneuvered to consolidate his power again within UMNO. About one month after
Anwar’s sacking, 17 amendments to the UMNO constitution were proposed by the
Constitutional Amendment Committee chaired by the UMNO secretary-general.'” Most
of the proposed amendments were passed at the UMNO extraordinary general assem-
bly, held on 13 December 1998. The amendments included: the removal of the 10 bo-
nus votes system; the requirement of a minimum of 30 and 20% of divisional nomina-
tions respectively for candidates for the party president and deputy president; and the
empowerment of the Supreme Council to postpone the triennial Supreme Council elec-
tions. A provision for the permanent sacking of any party member who contests the
elections as an independent or opposition candidate was also included.?® These changes
showed Mahathir’s determination not to allow any possible kind of political comeback
for Anwar or his supporters in UMNO. On 8 January 1999, Mahathir announced the
postponement of the tricnnial Supreme Council elections, scheduled in June 1999, for
up to 18 months.*' This prevented Anwar’s remaining supporters or Mahathir’s poten-
tial adversaries from mounting a leadership challenge at least until the end of 2000.

On the same day, Mahathir named Badawi as Deputy Prime Minister as well as
Home Minister. Mahathir loyalist Daim was appointed as Finance Minister. Among the
senior UMNO leaders, Badawi and Daim were the most anti-Anwar political figures.
Although Mabhathir relinquished two key posts, there was no doubt that he would con-
tinue to dominate the cabinet. As FEER reported, “[Abdullah Badawi’s] government
will be predictable, there will be no change in policy, no change in the vision. So when
Abdullah takes over, the Mahathir legacy will be preserved.”?

In the aftermath of Anwar’s dismissal these changes to the political and constitu-
tional configuration of UMNO reasserted Mahathir's power and patronage within the
ruling party. In this context, Case saw that politics beyond Anwar in Malaysia would be
almost the same as before, as Mahathir appeared to have effectively managed the crisis.
In his recent study of UMNO factionalism and its effects on the system, Case concludes

that:

...while on first blush the struggle between Mahathir and Anwar evokes serious divisions in
elite-level relations, this break has neither been complete nor without precedent. Specifically,
by isolating Anwar, Mahathir has regained the loyalties - or at lcast ensured the passivity - of
the rest of the elite collectivity.... Thus, if one belicves that elite-level relations forge the most
critical arena in which any meaningful political change must take place, Mahathir's regime
would appear less threatened today than it was duning the late 1980s, with the UMNO then
splitung evenly into rival elite “teams.”™

Changing Conflict Configurations and the Rise of Multi-Ethnic Awareness

As cxpected by Mahathir and his associates, Anwar’s legacies appeared to have petered
out within UMNO circles only a few weeks after his expulsion. Learning from the
cxperience of 1987, Mahathir made sure that Anwar was completely isolated from the
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rest of UMNO leadership. However, what distinguishes the Mahathir-Anwar tussle from
the 1987 UMNO leadership crisis was that the former was not simply an intra-elite
schism. In the wake of the 1987 UMNO leadership crisis, the conflicts were perceived
as fairly typical, but rather intense, internal UMNO power play. The Anwar episode,
however, has drawn the atiention of people from very different levels in Malaysian
society, especially from the new generation of Malays. Together with growing general-
1zed grievances against cronyism and nepotism during the economic crisis, the extrava-
gant handling of the Anwar case acted as a catalyst for an unprecedented political awak-
ening in the Malay community at large. In short, what happened after Anwar’s downfall
can be seen as a transition [rom “de-politicization™ to “re-politicization” not only in the
Malay community but also in Malaysian society as a whole.

Many political observers belicve that if Anwar had been sacked only for his disloy-
alty, the Anwar episode would have been perceived only as a nominal power struggle
within UMNO, regardless of how unfair and unjust Mahathir was in removing Anwar.
However, Mahathir’s humiliating trcatment of Anwar in public was perceived as cruel,
vindictive, and even un-Islamic among Malays, whose political culture explicitly ad-
monishes the ruler (as a “protector”) against ever shaming his subjects in return for
their loyalty. As Chandra Muzaffar observes, Malays believe, by virtue of “false con-
sciousness™ induced by the ruling elites, that, since the colonial period, UMNO, or the
UMNO-led government, has succeeded in its role of ruler as their substantive “protec-
tor.” For the last half century, “mistaken beliefs™ in this “protector-protected relation-
ship” were the backbone of continuous Malay support to UMNO.*' However, the man-
ner in which Anwar was humilialed and the way in which state apparatuses, the sup-
posed supreme protector of the Malays, were used against unarmed demonstrators, mostly
Malays, awakened the new gencration of Malays from “political hibernation” or “false
consciousness.” |

What may be more significant is the cxtent to which the political awakening has
penetrated the rural Malay heartland, UMNO's political power base. Musa believes
that the issue of Anwar’s humiliation was so emotional among the Malays as o cut
across social, class and regional boundaries in the Malay community. The gquestion of
Anwar’s innocence or guilt was virtually irrelevant and the two Malay words, “kezaliman
(cruelty)” and “kasihan (pity),” were at the very heart of anti-Mahathir sentiment. At
that point, it was still arguable whether the widespread anti-Mahathir mood would trans-
late 1nto the erosion of Malay support for UMNO. Musa, however, made it clear that
there were enough signs that for the first ume ever Malays were starting to distance
themselves from UMNO after Anwar’s humiliating treatment. He saw that this was a
clear indication that “dislike for Mahathir was transforming into dislike for UMNO.""*
A survey showed that about 70% of Malays were unhappy with the way the “old man”
had treated his chosen successor in a desperate situation.”® Even within UMNO and
government circles, quite a few party members and civil servants bluntly revealed their
dissatistaction with Mahathir’s persecution of Anwar. Such anti-Mahathir-outrage seemed
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to result in the defection of significant numbers of UMNO members Lo opposition par-
ties.*” In this regard, an opposition lcader stressed that "never before in the political
history of the nation has the legitimacy of UMNO as the undisputed representative of
the Malays been so seriously questioned and challenged.”®
In sum, the anti-Mahathir mood 1n the aftermath of Anwar's dismissal was not

limited to UMNO leadership circles, as was the case with the 1987 UMNO leadership
crisis. This ime anti-Mahathir sentiment was widespread among the Malay grassroots
and UMNO, therefore, can no longer take Malay support for granted. A serics of politi-
cal upheavals that developed since Anwar’s dismissal reminds us of Przeworski's con-
ditions that lead to the breakdown of authoritarian regimes. In particular, he emphasizes
that “onc would expect to observe mass unrest or at least mass uncompliance béfore
any liberalization occurs.” As Francis Loh argues:

The hegemony or idcological control of the government over the public has been broken and

fragmented. Fissures have occurred. Sycophants aside, the previous unguestioning lovalty

among the public to the executive or party leaders hus all but disappeared.... As never hefare

a wide spectrum of Malaysian society has lost faith in many of the institutions of our parlia-
mentary system [including the police, the judiciary and the mass media) *
Indeed, the loss, or at least erosion, of the legitimacy of UMNO from its traditional
power base is really something new to Malaysian politics and it goes beyond the similar
crisis situation of 1987. In this regard, Shamsul saw Malaysian politics beyond Anwar
as the beginning of “new politics™ of “resistance.” He concludes that:
Whatever the future holds, sooner or later Malaysia has to move on without Mahathir, even if
Anwar 1s not at the helm. But nobody could deny that the “Anwar factor’ has been crtical in
the making and consolidation of the “new”™ Malaysian politics, especially in building a de-
mocracy of which Malaysians can be proud of !

In the same way, political commentator Rustam Sani argues that:
What happened to him [Anwar] i1s a blessing in disguise. If there had been a smooth transition
of power from Mahathir to Anwar, only the personalities would have changed and the old
system would have continued.*

Political Institutionalization of a Multi-Ethnic Anti-BN Consciousness

When Anwar launched the reformasi movement, the objectives of his reform move-
ment were somewhat unclear and even self-contradictory. Many of Anwar’s critics
claimed that if Anwar succeeded Mahathir he would lead the country with the same
system of corruption, cronyism and nepotism that Mahathir has relied on to expand his
patronage. The argument commonly used was that Anwar started to promole reformasi
only after his sudden political marginalization and the reformasi movement itself was
in fact manipulated for his own political cnds. Only a few people took seriously the so-
called reformasi demonstrations, despite increased mass-gatherings around Anwar. They
believed thal this was mainly a matter of curiosity and that activitics were largely h:n:al
1zed around Kuala Lumpur.

Indeed, as Farish Noor acknowledges, it cannot be denicd that the so-called re-
formers, including Anwar supporters, opposition politicians and NGO activists, were
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articulating a vague and ambiguous concept of reformasi without setting forth concrete
programs for reform.** Nevertheless, it should also be noted that the discourse of
reformasi became deeply entrenched in part of the “everyday social and political real-
ity” of Malaysia and appeared as a very effective tool for “political and ideological
confrontation” in Malaysian politics after Anwar.* What was perhaps more noticeable
aboul the Anwar issue and the momentum of the reformasi movement was its catalytic
role in “political institutionalization™ of a multi-ethnic anti-BN consciousness.

To begin with, two major multi-racial coalitions were launched while Anwar was
in police custody on 27 September 1998. First, NGOs, headed by Suara Rakyat Malay-
sian (Malaysian People’s Voice, SUARAM), initiated the formation of a multi-racial
coalition calling for political, economic and social reform in the wake of Anwar’s down-
fall.¥ This was called Gagasan Demokrasi Rakyat (Coalition for People’s Democracy,
GAGASAN), and comprised four opposition parties and 14 NGOs. As a NGO-led coa-
lition, GAGASAN was designed to provide a forum for disparate opposition parties
and NGOs to seek alternative ideas and programs to those of the ruling BN coalition.
According to Tian Chua, GAGASAN pro tem chairman, the idea of forming GAGASAN
as a social movement was mooted even a year before Anwar’s dismissal when the coun-
try encountered the economic crisis of mid-1997, though the Anwar issue acted as a
catalyst for materialization of the idea.”

Secondly, PAS reacted quickly to take advantage of the Anwar episode. The same
day GAGASAN was formed, PAS launched another coalition, called Majlis Gerakan
Keadilan Rukyat Malaysia (Council of Malaysian People’s Justice Movement, GERAK),
whose membership was similar to that of GAGASAN, drawing on PAS, DAP, PRM
and various NGOs including ABIM. The PAS-led GERAK, however, had a rather dis-
tinct Malay-Muslim flavor in its activities in the rural Malay areas. While GAGASAN
focused on much longer-term objectives, GERAK’s agenda was centered on the aboli-
tion of the ISA. Despite similar membership components, the main activities of two
coalitions were distinctive and mutually supportive. According to Tian Chua, GAGASAN
attracted the urban-based, multi-racial middle classes through closed-door meetings, its
programs and seminars. Meanwhile, GERAK, with its strong grassroots networks, aimed
at mobilizing lower-income peoples, especially in rural Malay communities.”” Neither
coalition acknowledged formal links with Anwar, though in general terms their forma-
tion stemmed from the Anwar case.*

Apart from these two instrumental coalitions, there was also much broader mass-
based support for Anwar. As Farish Noor observes, this mass support was generally
identified as the “‘reformasi” movement and was actively involved 1n most public ral-
lies in the aftermath of Anwar’s expulsion from UMNO.* Unlike GAGASAN and
GERAK, these supporters tended to identify with the issue of Anwar’s expulsion and
sought his restoration and Mahathir’s resignation. After Anwar’s arrest, this group was
led by his family and his strong supporters, but it mobilized grassroots support for
Anwar and promoted anti-Mahathir sentiment, especially among the urban-based Malay
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middle class.

[t was only after the public rallics subsided in early December 1998 that the Anwar-
led reformasi movement established a formal instrumental body, a more sophisticated
form of multi-racial social coalition. This was called ADIL ( Pereerakan Keadilan Sosial
or Movemenl for Social Justice) and was led by Wan Azizah, Anwar’s wife. The forma-
tion of ADIL was the first official stecp by Anwar and his supporters to transform the
reformasi agenda from a narrowly pro-Anwar one to a much broader one of political,
economic and social reform. As Wan Azizah stressed, the issuc was no longer Anwar's
political fate but had snowballed into something bigger: the reformation of the whole
authoritarian system under Mahathir’s leadership.* For a while, ADIL remained a multi-
racial social coalition in order to bridge different racial and religious backgrounds. It
was, however, also because ADIL wanted to attract the support of former Anwar fol-
lowers within UMNO circles.™

Changes in Malay Middle Classes’ Attitudes

Along with the political institutionalization of social mobilization, the most distinctive
charactenistic of Malaysian politics after Anwar has been the changing attitude of the
Malay middle class. Bell and his co-authors generalize that the middle classes in Asian
countries are actually beneficiaries, not adversaries, of authoritarianism and therefore
less willing to promote liberal democratic values.** Gomez and Jomo also identified the
growing Malaysian middle classes in the 1990s as highly “materialistic” and unlikely
to take “the avoidable nsks of seeking reforms” of authoritarian forms of governance.*’
Similarly, in his earlier study of the middle class in the 1980s, Crouch assumes that the
relatively prosperous Malaysian middle class provided a solid base of support and prin-
cipal justification for an authoritarian style of politics.* More interestingly,
Saravanamuttu’s survey of the Malaysian middle classes’ attitudes shows a remarkably
high proportion of the Malays satisfied with Malaysian political system as “just” and
“fair,” compared to a relatively low percentage of non-Malay communities.*

The Malay middle class’s attitudes, however, have changed drastically since the
removal of Anwar. [t seemed that the middle class was not the main forces of popular
upsurge in the aftermath of Anwar’s dismissal. Nonetheless, it cannot be denied that
unprecedented numbers of the Malay middle class were deeply involved in the reformasi
movement. As Francis Loh points out, it was because of the shift in loyalties of this
previously pro-government Malay middle class that “expectations ran high for a change
of government” in the run-up to the general election, though the change did not occur.*
Shabery Chik, special associate to Razaleigh, even stresses that the change in altitude
among the Malay middle class cannot be perceived as just a limited occurrence. These
Malays have also shifted the attitudes of lower-income peoples in the rural Malay com-
munities considerably through their personal contacts and through Muslim Youth orga-
nizations during the reformasi period and up to general election. Shabery believes that,
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without serious consideration of the Malay middle class change in attitude and role,
UMNQO'’s loss of legitimacy among them would spill over into the whole of Malay
society.*’

Furthermore, a significant number of middle class non-Malays were involved in
the reformasi movement. Although their participation in street demonstrations was lack-
ing, their voices were heard in more issue-based activities, promoting the questions of
Justice, human rights and democratic values. In short, a significant section of the Malay
and non-Malay middle class, many of whom had been quite apathetic and indifferent to
politics, followed political developments more closely and critically than before Anwar’s
expulsion, even if they have yet to translate their views into action. An obvious ex-
ample of the increase in political participation among young or previously apathetic
groups was the 680,000 new voter registrants during the 1999 registration, held about
six months after the detention of Anwar. This was almost half a million more than the
usual 200,000 new voters registered per annum. Many believe that the increased num-
bers resulted from the Anwar issue and the new registrants probably would have voted
for the opposition coalition, if given the chance.*

The Easing of Racial Divides and Increasing Role of Alternative Media

What further distinguishes the post-1987 UMNO leadership crisis from the post-Anwar
situation is that in the latter, there was no serious racial tension. Obviously, a fear of
racial riots was widespread in the country as Malaysians had just witnessed bloody
racial killings in Indonesia. The possibility of racial rioting in Malaysia was also sug-
gested by the mainstream media, especially during reformasi demonstrations, How-
ever, unlike the strong racial disputes which occurred after the 1987 UMNO leadership
crisis, the post-Anwar situation showed little sign of culminating in racial tension. On
the contrary, the reformasi demonstrations seemed to lower racial barriers between the
Malay and non-Malay communities to a certain extent. Musa also observes that there
was a considerable decrease in racial politics during the reformasi phase. He stresses

that:

..[m the past] any demonstration of any nature in Kuala Lumpur or Penang would always turn
racial. Even if they were against the government, they would burn the Chinese shops. If the
reformasi movement and demonstrations could be given any significance in terms of Malay-
sian politics - if there is anything that [ could unhesitatingly come to [consider] a positive
conclusion - 1t never turns racial. It's amazing. In the old days, people would be afraid of it
tumning racial. To me the reformasi movement 1s significant. It is more issue-based than racial.
I'm fascinated **

What then made Malaysian politics after Anwar less racial in character? First, it
should be noted that the general Malay perception of the Chinese community in the
1990s was not as antagenistic as it had been in the 1970s and 1980s. This was largely
because of the impact of the New Economic Policy (NEP) over the past two decades
and the country’s high economic growth during the 1990s. This resulted in the creation
of a large multi-racial middle class in Malaysian society and considerably diluted eco-
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nomic barriers between Malays and Chinese, especially among a large, well-educated,
young urban Malay middle class. It is significant that these young urban middle class
Malays were at the forefront of most of the reformasi demonstrations after Anwar's
dismissal.

Furthermore, the recent political crisis was widely viewed as an internal Malay
affair, at least at the initial stages of the reformasi movement. This was one of the main
reasons that non-Malays did not really become involved in reformasi demonstrations.
Besides, the non-Malay communities did not perceive the UMNO leadership crisis as
an opportunity to pursue their own political and social rights, as they did in the after-
math of the UMNO leadership crisis of 1987, On the contrary, around this time the non-
Malay communities were concerned with possible reversion of Malaysian politics to
the politics of racialism from what is called the politics of “developmentalism™ and
“cultural liberalization.”* This was also one of the reasons why the Chinese noticeably
separated themselves from the reformasi movement. The possibility of collision be-
tween Malays and Chinese in 1998, therefore, was much less than in 1987. In this
contexlt, the recent crisis provided less occasion for Mahathir and his followers to revert
the traditional racial politics, even though they were inclined to. Besides, the main
issues following the 1987 UMNO leadership crisis were largely racially sensitive mat-
ters, whereas after the more recent crisis, the key issues were non-racial ones such as
the abuse of power, corruption and transparency.

Several other individual factors also contributed to the decrease in racial politics at
the time of the 1998 crisis. First, the case of Lim Guan Eng attracted wide sympathy not
only among the Chinese but also among many Malays, especially after his imprison-
ment following his defense of a Malay girl who was an alleged victim of statutory-rape
by then Melaka Chief Minister Rahim Tamby Chik.’! As a way of promoting his mul-
tiracial stance, Anwar often showed solidarity with Lim Guan Eng by recalling his
concern and sympathy for the Lim Guan Eng case even well before his dismissal from
the government.’? As a symbolic gesture, Anwar signed a DAP petition seeking a royal
pardon for Lim Guan Eng on a visit to a DAP branch in Kajang during the reformasi
movement. The much reduced racial divides were witnessed in a massive multi-racial
gathering when Lim Guan Eng was released from the prison on 25 August 1999, Also,
GAGASAN pro tem chairman Tian Chua drew enormous Malay support for his active
involvement in the Malay-dominated reformasi movement, During reformasi demon-
strations, he was arrested at least four times and emerged as a hero among many Malays.
Despite the individual nature of these cases, they contributed to the easing of racial
divides before and during the reformasi movement.

After the removal of Anwar, one of the main factors contributing to the decrease in
racial politics was the changed attitude of Malaysian people toward mainstream media.
Unul recently, a majority of the Malaysian public depended heavily on mainstream
media for general information. The bias of the mainstream media had become a crucial
factor in distorting the information given the public and, thus, reinforcing the incum-
bent power structure in Malaysia. Moreover, the cffects of media partisanship were
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even more serious given the relative weakness of the restricted alternative mass media
in the country. These organs of opposition parties and NGQOs, both weeklies and month-
lies were both financially weak and very limited in their circulation.™ The 1990 general
election offered a good example of how far the government-controlled media would go
to foster racial fear in the interests of the ruling political elites within the three or four
days before polling.* : ;

This time around, however, public antagonism towards the mainstream media in-
creased noticeably over the unfair coverage of the Anwar issue. The mainstream media’s
lack of credibility resulted in a dramatic increase in alternative media’s popularity. In
particular, Harakah, the biweekly organ of PAS, increased its circulation extraordinar-
ily, from approximately 60,000 to 300,000 per issue, in the wake of Anwar’s dismissal.
The total sales of Harakah reached around RM700,000 per week. Considering the esti-
mated 200,000 circulation of the two main English and Malay newspapers, NST and
The Star, Harakah ostensibly became a de facto mainstream newspaper after Anwar’s
downfall.>® Aliran Monthly, a more middle class oriented critical publication by the
NGO Aliran, also more than doubled subscriptions and street sales during late 1998 and
early 19997 Besides these, several new political magazines, such as Detik and Eksklusif,
were launched and circulated widely around this time. Other political material, like
videos, cassette tapes and even VCDs, received extraordinary public demand. More-
over, a significant number of internet websites became very popular among Malaysians
and played a crucial role in promoting pro-Anwar and pro-reformasi material. These
alternative sources provided serious competition to the pro-government mainstream
media since the Malaysian public was anxious to receive credible news and critical
analyses of the political upheaval of the country.

In short, the Mahathir-Anwar leadership crisis is certainly not the first in Malay-
sian political history; there has been a series of serious leadership struggles within UMNO
circles.”® However, unlike previous tussles within the UMNO top leadership, the
Mahathir-Anwar conflict can be viewed as something “unprecedented” in Malaysian
politics as its political, social and even cultural consequences may not simply be bounded
by the “Malay issues” or “UMNO affairs.” The Anwar episode has acted as a catalyst in
the making of a new political configuration in Malaysian politics as a whole, as well as
Malay politics in particular.

Revisiting the Nexus of UMNO Factionalism and Political Liberalization

The 1999 General Election and lts Implications

On 4 April 1999, with Anwar's endorsement and in anticipation of an early general
election, ADIL turned into a political party, KeADILan (Parti Keadilan Nasional or

National Justice Party), led by Wan Azizah. KeADILan, as a multi-racial political party,
attracted the key participants of the two reform groups, GAGASAN and GERAK, and
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other prominent NGO lcaders. Along with former UMNO members, these multi-racial
reformers, like Chandra Muzaffar (JUST), Tian Chua (GAGASAN), Irenc Fernandez
(Tenaganita) and many ABIM lcaders, were evenly distributed within the KcADILan
leadership. It was widely expected that the multi-racial Ke ADILan would be situated as
a middle group in the coming general election between the Malay-based PAS and the
Chinese-dominated DAP, just as former UMNO-splinter party Semangat 46 was in
1990.%

Until recently, elections in Malaysia, as Crouch observes, were perceived as just a
routine ritual casting of a vote every four or five years to provide “a cloak of legitimacy
for what is really authoritarian rule.”™ Certainly, the rules of electoral competition in
Malaysia do not seem to be designed to allow the electorate to change the government,
even though they allow an element of choice. Due partly to the delincation of electoral
constituencies to favor rural Malays, opposition parties have never been able to prevent
the ruling coalition from securing its two-thirds majority in parliament, except in 1969.
Even in 1969, the ruling coalition obtained 64.1% of parliamentary seats with only
48.4% of the total votes cast.”’ In 1990, the ruling coalition gained over 70% of parlia-
mentary seats with only 52% of the total vote.*” As long as elections in Malaysia are
largely contests for ethnic support and opposition parties are divided along ethnic lines,
the multu-ethnic ruling coalition’s two-thirds majority in parliament seems to be im-
pregnable.

The 1999 general election, however, was not viewed as another ritualistic and or-
chestrated exercisc legitimating the UMNO-led government’s authoritarian rule.
Malaysia’s four main opposition parties, PAS, DAP, PRM and KeADILan, formed an
unprecedented and better-than-expected multi-ethnic opposition coalition under the
common banner of the Barisan Alternatif (Alternative Front or BA). While Razaleigh
had to form two separate opposition coalitions in 1990, one with PAS (APU) and the
other with DAP (Gagasan) since the two parties could not comfortably ally, the reform
movement unleashed in September 1998 provided a fulcrum for the crystallization of a
single, united opposition front.* After much deliberation, the allied opposition parties
nominated Anwar as their candidate for prime minister, seeking to provide a “capable”
and “collective™ leadership as an alternative to the ruling BN government.* Finally in
October 1999, as the general election approached, the BA announced a common elec-
tion manifesto and even an alternative budget.

The 1999 election results, however, did not meet the earlier expectations of the
BA. The overall election results generally showed that voters favored the BN, which
retained its traditional two-thirds parliamentary majority. Although the BN's popular
vote declined significantly, from 65.1% in 1995 to 56.5% in 1999, the BN secured
16.7% of parliamentary seats (148 out of 193) and 71.3% of state legislature seats (281
out of 394). On the surface at lcast, the convincing victory of the BN appeared to con-
firm yet again the hypothesis that electoral competition in Malaysia is little more than a
ritual by which the UMNO-led government authenticates the legitimacy of its authori-
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tarian rule.

Nonetheless, the opposition did not entirely fail to transform the Malaysian politi-
cal order of single-party dominance. A close scrutiny of the results demonstrates that
considerable change has occurred in Malaysian politics. The most distinct change is the
major shift in voting patterns among the Malays. After intense pre-election speculation
about how much anti-Mahathir sentiment would be translated into real votes, the UMNO-
led ruling coahition suffered serious losses in most of the Malay-dominated northern
states. As a result, the BN lost another state, Terengganu, to the opposition, along with
Kelantan. The BN was all but wiped out in both states. Moreover, the Malay ground
went noticeably against the ruling coalition in Kedah, Perlis and Pahang. As a result,
UMNO, which had been the main contributor to the ruling coalition’s election victories
for the last four decades, found its position deeply eroded.

UMNQO lost 21 of its 93 parliamentary seats and 66 of its 242 state assembly seats.
For the first ime, UMNO took less than half (72) of the total parliamentary seats (148)
won by the ruling coalition. What i1s more disconcerting for UMNO, all but one of the
59 parliamentary seats retained by UMNO in peninsular Malaysia was won with a
greatly reduced winning majority.* UMNO's top leaders, including Mahathir, Badawi,
Razaleigh, Rafidah and Najib, showed declines in their winning majorities. UMNO
also lost four ministers, six deputy ministers, one Menteri Besar, and several state ex-
ecutive councilors and parliamentary secretaries.*” According to Francis Loh, UMNO'’s
popular vote in constituencies where two-thirds of voters were Malays dropped signifi-
cantly, from 62% in 1995 to 49% in 1999. Compared to the 1995 elections, UMNO's
loss 1n 1ts total vote in most states was: Kelantan (-6%), Terengganu (-14%), Perlis (-
12%), Kedah (-9%), Selangor (-31%), Negen Sembilan (-32%), Penang (-25%), and
Melaka (-21%). The losses in those last four states were even more serious than those in
the states in the so-called Malay heartland in the north, though they did not result in seat
losses for UMNO. %

Meanwhile, non-Malay voters largely supported BN candidates, in contrast to the
erosion of support among the Malays for UMNO and the BN. The BN's performance
was outstanding in most multi-ethnic constituencies where no single ethnic group com-
posed a majority. The BN won all but one of the 61 multi-ethnic constituencies where
Malays comprised less than two-thirds and the Chinese less than half of the voters.”™
Indeed, the rally of non-Malay voters behind the ruling coalition did much to prolong
Mabhathir’s eighteen-year rule. "

The newly-formed KeADILan obtained only a handful of seats in Parliament and
State Assemblies. Yet, KeADILan candidates lost very narrowly in most multi-ethnic
constituencies and its share of the popular vote (12.3%) was similar to the DAP's
(13.5%)." It was clear that KeADILan's multi-ethnic approach was well received in
Malaysian politics, especially given past circumstances in which little political space
was given multi-ethnic parties. The DAP’s performance in 1999 was no worse than in
1995, despite the losses of several of its prominent leaders. Indeed, what happened was
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that the party maintained its traditional strongholds but was unable to attract new sup-
port from the growing multi-racial Malaysian middle class.

Overall, thc BA's share of the popular parliamentary vote was 42.5% in 1999." Of
this, only 23.3% of the popular vote, however, was reflected in parliament due to the
first-past-the-post clectoral system in Malaysia. It is worth noting that almost 35% of
parliamentary seats (50 out of 144) in the peninsula were won with a margin of victory
of less than 10%. The BN won 29 of these seats. What is more important, the 680,000
new registrants in 1999 whose voting rights were denied constituted about 7.1% of the
9,564,071 total registrants for the 1999 general election and represented 9.7% of the
7,009,507 total voters who turned out in the parliamentary elections.” Interestingly, as
Francis Loh notes, the ratio of BN to BA parliamentary seats in peninsular Malaysia
would be 73 to 71 if the BA had taken all the marginal seats through about a 5 to 6%
swing in votes in favor of the opposition.™

In sum, UMNO can no longer take almost undivided Malay allegiance and loyalty
for granted. Unlike in the 1990 elections, where the issue of Malay supremacy turned
oul to be crucial, this time the question of leadership became more important in decid-
ing voting behavior: who could run the country with more accountable, workable and
less corrupt processes.”™ The 1999 election results also showed that the BA has a rea-
sonable chance of winning in a substantial number of multi-ethnic seats with only small
swings in popular votes. It would be premature to conclude that Malay voters have
abandoned UMNO, and cracks have begun to appear in the UMNO-led authoritarian
rzgime. However, as Francis Loh argues, the ferment and fragmentation of Malaysian
politics after Anwar makes a change of government a real possibility with only a small
swing in voting behavior - a far cry from the situation of the last few decades, when BN
victory was ensured by the ritual casting of votes.™

Toward Regime Change or Regime Consolidation?

The question then arises: will the UMNO-led BN government be more responsive to a
more politicized public and expand the limits of liberalization? In other words, will
Mahathir’s UMNO be more adaptive to the changing expectations of the Malay com-
munity and priortize issues such as the abuse of centralized power, the reinvention of
the ruling party and leadership change?

It is argued that ruling elites sometimes concede “functional needs™ to transform,
or al least modify, certain forms of authoritarian rule into more responsive modes, not
because of a change in their primary concerns toward openness and/or good gover-
nance but for their own political survival.” In this regard, many political analysts, and
even some UMNO leaders, suggest that the UMNO-led government and UMNO itself
need Lo be more responsive, if not reinvented, in response to the result of the 1999
general election. Post-election developments, however, suggest that Mahathir is not
prepared to respond positively to the changing expectations of Malaysian civil society.



222 JICA 322

Mahathir continues to rely on the same harsh methods of authoritarian control in han-
dling his political opponents and critics within and outside the ruling party.

A series of crackdowns on the opposition came within a few weeks of the 1999
elections. Following the Home Ministry’s letters threatening to ban five alternative
publications, Harakah, Detik, Eksklustf, Wasilah and Tamadun, several leaders from
the three main opposition parties were arrested for sedition or under the Official Secrets
Act. Thosc arrested included Karpal Singh, Deputy Chairman of the DAP and Anwar’s
lawyer; Marina Yusoff, Vice President of KeADILan; Mohamed Ezam Mohd Noor,
KeADILan Youth Chief; Zulkifli Sulong, Group Editor of Harakah; and Chea Lim
Thye, the owner of the firm that prints Harakah.”” A few weeks later, Harakah, the
political organ of PAS, was allowed to be printed only twice monthly instead of twice
weekly, a move virtually banning its publication. In addition, publication of Detik and
Eksklusif was suspended as their annual permits were not renewed by the Home Minis-
try. Far from introducing political and democratic adaptations, Mahathir appears to be
banking on the same iron-fist control he has used 1n the past.

This continuing authoritarian trend affects not only opposition circles but also
UMNO. Mahathir seems to refuse to recognize the need to rejuvenate the ruling party
and heed his critics. On the contrary, he has consolidated his power even further by
effectively sidelining Razaleigh, his only remaining serious challenger, keeping him
not only out of the top two posts but also out of a vice-presidency in UMNO party
elections in May 2000. As for the top two posts, any room for challenge was quashed as
contests were prevented through Mahathir’s no-contest “advice” and a subsequent no-
contest “resolution” by the Supreme Council, despite the party constitution’s allowance
for contests. Razaleigh was out of the vice-presidential race as his eligibility to stand as
a candidate was rejected by the Supreme Council.™ It is believed that the disqualifica-
tion of Razaleigh’s candidacy was the reflection of Mahathir’s wish not to allow any
room for individual or factional threats to the incumbent party leadership.”™

Many UMNO officials worry in private that if UMNO does not respond positively
to the changing circumstances of the Malay community, the party will lose the strength
and values which have enabled it to remain the dominant political force in the country.
A senior UMNO official stressed that UMNO'’s problems have become much more
serious than outsiders have observed, especially after the party’s Supreme Council elec-
tion in May 2000. He believes that there is no “will” within the current Mahathir-led
UMNO leadership to reform the party. But, what is even worse, the newly elected UMNO
leadership shows neither “credibility” nor “will” to reform the party after its leadership
succession. Badawi's “unopposed ascendancy™ to the deputy presidency was not legiti-
malely endorsed by the party delegates, while the three vice-presidents were selected
not on the basis of delegates’ confidence in them but rather as a “protest vote™ against
Mabhathir's leadership.* Indeed, Najib’s victory with the highest number of votes in
UMNO elections, compared with his narrow margin of victory in the 1999 general
election, suggested that the UMNO Supreme Council elections did not reflect Malay
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grassroots sentiments.

Will the prospect of new multi-racial politics and the resurrcction of Malaysian
civil society be sustained and eventually lcad to a transition from UMNO-led authori-
tarian rule to democracy? Many political observers were doubtful about the sustainability
of the BA before and during the 1999 ¢lections. They speculated on whether the DAP
and PAS could co-operate with one another on a long-term basis, and whether KeADILan
would remain as a viable multi-ethnic party or be another Semangat 46, modifying 1ts
policies in a Malay nationalist direction and returning to the UMNO fold. On the sur-
face, however, the BA appears to be holding together and even further institutionalizing
co-operative mechanisms among component parties. KeADILan's pohitical future seems
to be different from Semangat 46, the party i1s seeking to merge with PRM, another
multi-ethnic BA component party.*' It is therefore claimed that relations within the BA
have become more constant than before the 1999 general elections.

For instance, the institution within which the BA component parties discussed a
common election manifesto and scat allocation before the 1999 elections continues.
This is called the “BA Secretariat.” It i1s chaired by Chandra Muzaffar, and there have
been almost weekly, or at least fortnightly, meetings to consolidate the relationships
among the BA opposition parties. The BA's top leaders also continue to hold irregular
meetings, as the Presidents’ Council. There is always a pre-council meeting, or at least
communication, among the BA MPs before parliament sits, loo. Moreover, about 20
policy bureaus, called Barisan Alternatif Bureau, have been formed to assist the BA
MPs. The BA Bureaus are perceived as de facto shadow cabinets drawn tfrom BA com-
ponent members.* A series of “inter-civilizational dialogues™ have also been organized
by PAS and the DAP to foster mutual understanding at the grassroots level. Obviously,
these post-clection developments are quite different from the relationships maintained
among the opposition parties in Gagasan and APU in the aftermath of the 1990 general
election. Indeed, as Crouch argues:

[the regime] sometimes became more democratic not because of a fundamental realignment
of social forces but because opposition leaders were able to put aside their longstanding rival-

nes in order to mount an electoral challenge to the government ™

There is no doubt that the post-election development within the opposition is a
remarkable achievement in itself. However, to what extent the BA component parties,
individually and collectively, have overcome their perceived credibility problem of the
pre-election period remains to be seen. Furthermore, it is too carly to use the 1999
election result as an indicator of the direction in which Malay voters are swinging.
PAS's recent defeat in the Sanggang by-election by almost double its prior margin of
loss warns against assuming that Malays’ swing away from UMNO in 1999 will be
continued in the next general election.® Of course, the by-election in the multi-ethnic
Teluk Kemang parliamentary seat which followed Sanggang’s proved that the BA com-
ponent parties could still mobilize considerable votes for cach other. For KeADILan
particularly, the by-election result was regarded as “a victory in defeat,” since the party
reduced its margin of loss from 9,942 in the 1999 general election to 5,972.% The
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serious rift between DAP and KeADILan over the right to contest the Teluk Kemang
seat, however, illustrated that pre-election credibility problems and mutual distrust among
the opposition parties still exist."

In fact, it 1s well known that there was mutual suspicion within the opposition
coalition. In particular, neither the DAP nor PAS had much confidence about the
sustainability of Ke ADILan beyond the 1999 elections. More importantly, the two main
opposition parties were reluctant to see the emergence of the multi-ethnic KeADILan
as a viable alternative force in Malaysia’s opposition political arena. Previously, the
Malays had only two choices, UMNO and PAS, whereas the Chinese had only the DAP
if they supported the opposition. In 1990, Razaleigh’s Semangat 46 was regarded as an
alternative for the Malays, not the Chinese. However, the formation of KeADILan,
with its seeming multi-ethnic character, seemed to provide both Malays and Chinese
with an alternative. Especially for young urban-based Chinese, KeADILan was viewed
as a viable alternative force. Given that the DAP is facing problems attracting new
support from the younger generation, the emergence of KeADILan as a third opposi-
tion party poses a long-term threat to the DAP. The situation was more or less the same
with the PAS.* This was why both DAP and PAS were so reluctant to give any prom-
ising seals to KeADILan when the BA negotiated seat allocations in the run-up to the
1999 general election. In this regard, a senior KeADILan leader stressed that the two
existing partics perceived KeADILan as a “bigger enemy than the ruling coalition in
the longer term if KeADILan survives with its multi-ethnic character.” Judging from
his own experience with both DAP and PAS, the senior KeADILan official believes
that the two parties, or at least their top leaders, were more interested in consolidating
their power bases within the current system of racial politics than changing the struc-
ture of the Malaysian political system itself toward a new politics of multi-racialism.**

The Anwar episode and its social, cultural and political consequences disclosed a
possible erosion of the politics of racialism and, thus, helped to create a more promis-
ing climate for the emergence of a third force in Malay politics and the opposition
political arena more broadly. However, especially in opposition politics, whether PAS
and DAP would allow KeADILan to extend its influence as a third political force re-
mains to be seen. There is no doubl that KeADILan has to overcome its internal weak-
nesses of membership and leadership. The new party has to prove its own strength.
Nevertheless, it is also worth noting that both PAS and DAP have tended to sideline or
ignore KeADILan in various ways." Interestingly, it is well known that DAP and PAS
cnjoy a better relationship with each other compared to their relationships with
KeADILan and PRM since the 1999 general election.

Conclusion

It became clear that the social and political conditions induced by the Anwar episode
have put the sustainability of authoritarian forms of governance in Malaysia in doubt.
Case notes that “resurrection of civil society, a promise of popular upsurge, and the
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cnhanced prospects for democracy will constitute the most important changes in
Malaysia’s political life after the removal of Anwar.”™ The Mahathir government is
now facing increasing challenges (o expand the boundaries of liberalization and limited
democracy. There is no denying that the sharp erosion of Malay support for UMNO
creates high expectations of a shift away from Mahathir’s style of authoritarian rule.
Many pohitical observers inside and outside UMNO caution that UMNO should take
the resurrection of civil society and its pressures for reformasi seriously. Failing thar,
the possibility of breakdown of the ruling bloc could become a reality.

However, as O’ Donnell and Schmitter emphasize, enhanced favorable circumstances
for a new political order are “by no means a constant.” The euphoria of a transition can
easily subside when a majority of the people become much keener on a “new social
order.” And it should be noted that the discourse of a new social or political order has
often become a principal justification for imposition of a new authoritarian form of
governance in many previously authoritarian or semi-authoritarian countries.” The
Anwar episode and subsequent political upheaval, indeed, gave rise to a momentum
and some of the favorable conditions for a transition from authoritarian to democratic
rule in Malaysia. However, successful democratic transition in any society cannot be
explained merely by a context favorable to democratization. Furthermore, the break-
down of an authoritarian regime does not necessarily lead to the establishment of cer-
tain democratic forms of governance. Rather, the regime can often be transformed into
an “uncertain something else.” Transitions can possibly develop into “the instauration
of a political democracy,” but can also give way to “the restoration of a new, and possi-
bly more severe, form of authoritarian rule.” In Malaysia, the ruling political elite has
shown considerable capacity to make effective political adaptations, through both coer-
cive and co-optive means, in order to safeguard their own political survival despite
desperate crisis situations - as shown in the wake of the leadership crisis of 1987. It is
also worth noting that UMNO has successfully adapted to a series of internal and exter-
nal crisis circumstances and continues to re-emerge as strong as ever at the national and
state levels. The crucial questions faced by the BA parties, individually and collec-
tively, are how to overcome their “defensive mentalities” and develop convincing alter-
native political programs to promote voters’ confidence in the opposition in the fore-
sceable future.
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First, Sukma Darmawan, Anwar’s adopted brother, was arrested on September 6 for his alleged involve-
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The ISA detainees included Zahid Hamidi, the UMNO Youth chiel; Ruslan Kassim, Negen Sembilan
state UMNO Youth chief, Kamarudin Jaffar, the head of the Institute for Policy Research (IKD), a think-
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campaign body for the abalition of the Intemal Secunty Act (1SA) in 1989 in the aftermath of Operation
Lalang of 1987.

Interview with Tian Chua, currently Vice-President of KeADILan, Kuala Selangor, 24 August 1999,
Interview with Tian Chua, Kuala Lumpur, 10 August 1999,

A semor PAS official Subky Lan{l pointed out that GERAK had no formal link with Anwar-led reformast
movement, though 1t had sympathy with Anwar and his family. Interview with Subky Latiff, Kuala



228 ICA 322

19,
40.
41
42.

43,

. Harold Crouch, Domestic Political Structures and Regional Economic Cooperation (Singapore: Insti-

45,

47,

49.

50.
51.

52,

53.
54.

53.

56

57.
58.
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government for not pressing statutory-rupe charges against Rahim Tamby Chik. Lim Guan Eng’s appcal
against the court’s decision was finally dismissed on 25 August 1998. For the details of the Lim Guan
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was the Onn Jaafar-Abdul Rahman conthct in the late 19405 over the parly leadership. Dunng the 1960s
and 1970s, there were a number of constant leadership confhicts, which later split into the open in the 1930s
and 1990s, as evidenced in Mahathir-Musa-Razaleigh wssles and Anwar-Ghafar Baba confhict respec-
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statement, see http://members.tnpod.com/~mahazalimd/220999x4 html. Postcd on 22 September 1999,
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candidacy was rejected by the Supreme Council as the nomination from Gua Musang division was
declared invalid. Gua Musang nominated Razaleigh as its vice-presidential candidate at the division’s
committee meeting, with the endorsement of divisional delegates’ meetings rather than directly through
the latter, resulting in a controversial debate over the interpretation of the UMNO constitution. For more
on the Gua Musang nomination issue, see The Star, 14 April 2000 (“Ku Li gets ticket for vice presidency
race”™); 14 April 2000 (“Ku Li poser still a hot topic™); 18 Aprl 2000 (*Gua Musang nomunations de-
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