
No diiehima about klahathir’s directioti 

F or the past year, tialdysia has beet1 
batteredbynews(.reehox). bramatic 

political developments have tollowed so 
fast upon etich other that Mtilaysians 
have had little time to assess the irnbaet 
of one before being engulfed by the 
next. To gel a picture of the forest tathef 
than the trees Iscveti more difficult. 

1s it all just politics as usual at a 
higher itch - as political combatants 
in a tra ilionally open rind plur-al society s 
set about each other? Or do recent 
events add up to a change in the name of 
the game? 

ffas a major shift taken place in the 
way oiiiics is conducted? tf SO, what 
are t R e likely consequences lot Malay- 
sian inslitulions, for Lace relations, for 

his 0 ponents. 
T Ii e net restill of the past year is thtit 

tviahathir has gteatly itrengthened. his 
grip on the patty. The barty has 
strengthened its grip both oh the ruling 
National Front coalition and on the 
bureaucratic machinery. And Ihe cen- 
tral govetnmenl has increased its power 
relative to the courts, the state govern- 
ments and assorted tnstitdtions mclud- 
ing the press. 

Taken in iso!ation, each of Maha- 
thir’s steps may be seen simply as a re- 
sponse to a particular predicqnept. aut 
the consistent way in which he has 
reacted to challenges has coriviticed 
many, admirers and critics alike! that he 
wants to change Malaysian soctet ahd 
institutions more than many ha Y sus- 
petted. fie is neither the amateur patri- 
ciati bolitician aitei tlie style of his pre- 
decessor, Tun Hussein Orih, not the 
constimmatt &aster 0iF the j3olitics of 

ketidalism and mohey 
his arch rival,, fotmer inance minister P 

atronage! as is 

Ttinku Razateleh Hamzah. 
Instead, his IS the politics of centtali- 

sation; of party, kederal and btlteaucta- 
tic powet. lfis iinmediate aim: cohesion 
an d executive effieienc 
tailing checks and 6 

through cur- 
stances 

eliminating bnnecessary interme da 
and 

laries. 
The liltimate aim: the ci-eatioti of a ccn- 
ttatised State with a slrong (Malay) 
bourgeois alon East Asian lines. 

If  Mahathrr 4 as not expressed this iti 
so many words, his attitudes come 
through in his book, nre M&y Di- 
Zernrna, his took East oficy and his ad- 
miratiori for Prime dniste; Lee Kuan 
Yew ahd the People’s Action Party 
(PAP) in Singapore. tIis is a national VI- 
sion, and he has no patience with 
“muddling throu 
stitutions derive 8 

11,” even less with in- 
from colonial times 

which tnight stand in the way of his per- 
ceptions of Malay and national goals. 

Most likely he would appreciate the 
comparison with Lee but perhaps not 
with the comparison which others some- 
times make between him and Ferdinand 
Marcos of the Philippines and Sukarrio 
of Indonesia in their midclle years - be- 
fore corrrulltion in one case and person- 
ality cult in the other overshadowed the 
goal of replacirig political and ideologi- 
cal bickerrng with cetltralised, national, 
leadership. 

But Malaysia Is not lndonesia or the 
Phili 

P 
pines. Even less is it Singapore or 

Sout 1 Korea. It is a relatively prosper- 
ous, multi-ethnic society, with a large 
middle class and a specialised, outward- 
looking economy. Many doubt whe- 
thet, ovef ihe medium lerm, a more 
authoritarian government system, how- 
ever clear its national concepts, wilt 
help either multi-racialism or develop- 
ment. 

There are many who say that Maha- 
thir is not as authoritarian as his critics 
maintain. They argue thai Utnno has al- 
ways, with the exception of Hussein, 
had authoritarian leaders who have ex- 
pelled those who have challenged them 

as Mahathir and his formet depuly, 
Gatuk Musa flitam, found in 1969 when 
they bitterly criticised the then prime 
minister Tunkrr Abdui ~<ahtnan for nc- 
glectin the economic advancement of 
the tia 9 ays. 

T here is one evident, if very superfi- 
cial, difference will1 previous Umtio 

leaders, who were all lawyers and thus 
accustomed to debate and Mom rotnise. 
Mahathir is a medical doctor. R elieving 
in scientific precision and unaccustom- 
ed to having his patients dispute his 
diagnosis. This amalgam of science and 
theories of social behaviour catne 
through strongly in 77re Afnln~ IX- 
ler~r?tn, in which he described Mafays as 
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less capable than Chinese because they 
wer-e accustomed to an easy environ- 
ment in which even the weak could sur- 
vive. 

I le represents one side of the Malay 
‘~dilemma,” which he described as be- 
tween the Malays’ “desire to assert their 
rights and arrogate to themselves what 
they consider to be theirs, and the over- 
whelming desire to be polite, courteous 
and thoughtful of the rights and de- 
mands of others.” 

Whatever the character of the 
leader, Umno may never have been 
quite the populist, democratic grass- 
roots organisation of its own mythol- 
ogy. Many describe it as semi-feudal in 
origin. It has been sustained partly by 
nrotlern forms of patronage as well as by 
Malay gut appreciation of the necessity 
for 

f  
olitical unity. 
his is the strongest card in Maha- 

thir’s hand in dealing with Razaleigh. 

l 

JJaving outmanoeuvred him in the 
murky-backdoor plays over party regis- 
tration, Mahathir now has him outsrde 
thk party. Only Razaleigh’s most ardent 
supporters believe that many Malays 
are going to vote for a party 0 posin 

4 It Umno, even if they do not thm muc 
of the present leadership. 

The problem of Malay instinct for 
one party (whatever the dissension 
within it) has forever frustrated the 
Malay and Muslim-based Parti Jstam 
(Pas), which advocates, among other 
things, the setting up of an Islamicstate. 

T he best Razaleigh may be able to 
hope for is to use pcrsonaf loyalties 

to himself (especially in his home state 
of Kclantan) and his associates to ex- 
pose the dangers of continuing disunity 
for Malavs and thus force Mahathir to a 
compromise. Abstentions at the polls, 
such as the low 58.9% voter turnout in a 

5 March state by-election in Johor, 
could undermine the hold not only of 
Umno on the Malays but also further 
weaken Chinese support for its National 
Front coalition partners.. But for 
Razaleigh to court a re 

P 
eat of the 1969 

election (in ,wlrich t re Malay and 
Chinese vote were so badly split and the 
government’s hold on power so tenuous 
that racial riots ensued) might not en- 
dear him to anyone. Meanwhile, it is 
Mahathir who can determine the timing 
of national elections. 

All told, it is not a very 
s 

romising 
situation for opponents an explains 
why Musa and some of his lieutenants 
were so quick to give their alfegiance to 
-Mahathir’s Umno (Baru). To the 
disappointment of some followers, 
they did not have the stomach to con- 
tinue a fight which they would likely 
lose. They opted to wait and try to fight 
another day. 

But even that may not be easy. 
Mahathir is believed to want to take this 
opportunity to revamp the party struc- 
ture! to make it more centralised, more 
efftctent and mote beholden to the 
leadership. Already the president en- 
joys constderabte powers - the nomi- 
nation of the state chief ministers and 
the appointment of party liaison chiefs in 

~ ttre states. 
Although’ Mahath& has promised to 

take into the new party at! but a handful 
of Razateigh supporters, in practice this 
may take quite a wlGfe; 4th some appli- 
cattons bein accepted faster than 
others. It is a so posstble that the even- k 

1 tual constitution of the new party will be 
significantly different from the old, put- 
ting more power into the hands of the 
president and the so reme council and 
generally reducing R t e ability of divi- 
sional and state loyalties to override the 
patty’s national direction. 

Mahathit is believed to admire the 
tightly knit, cadre-style PAP in Singa- 
pore. Although that system cannot be 
transplanted tb Malaysia, where Umno 
at the kampmg (village) level is as much 
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now owed lo somti 

;;;ege:;up orters may 
< d?fficult for 

a social institution as a 
poliiical party, the 
promised compulerisa- 
tion of the membership 
rotIs will doubtless in- 
crease central control as 
well as eliminate many 
of the phantom triem- 
hers said to be Amon 
the old party’s list ol I. Ii 
million. 

Further strcngthen- 
ing Mahalhir’s hand is 
the powei of stale/party 

r atronage. This has long. 
>cen praclised - con- 

spicuously by kazateigh 
as finance minister and, 
later, trade and industl-y 
minister. how that he 
is od of oliice he 
will fid keeping toya!- 
2,;;. esbcclally d1111- 

There has always been a degree of in- 
tcraction between party and stale 
machineries from the tup clown to the 
kar~/7rrrr~ level, whether rl involved lhe 
granting ot trading licences or the award 
of pubI1c-works contracts. The politics 
of patronage grew dramatically during 
the 197Us under the twin influences of 
the New Economic Policy’s (NEP) t)uQh 
to create a Malay property-owning and 
corn1ne1-cial class and the buoyancy of 

k 
overnrnent revenues thanks to the oil 

loom. In theory it might have been ex- 
pected IO flatten out in receht years as 
government spending has had lo be cur- 
tailed and more emphasis placed on 
private-sector ittitiative, but it has 
not quite worked like that for two 
I~CASOIlS. 

Senior civil servanls say there has 
been a gradual encroachment by politi- 
cians into areas oldecision-nrakrng pre- 
viously the domain or civil servants. 
There is also reported (0 he a growing 
tendency to make civil service appoint- 
ments on the basis of political or per- 
sonal loyalties rather than on IlroTes- 
sional merit. It is debatable whether or 
not Umno rivalries have coritributed to 
politicisation. Nor is it universally 
agreed as being a bad thing. 

M ahathir’s defenders point to the 
close links between the ipling Lib- 

eral Democratic Party and the brr1eati- 
cracy in Japan aud the direct sway ol the 
political leadership over the bureau- 
cracy in South Korea, ~~‘hc analogies 
nla be useful but the buteaucrncy has a 
wil of its own in Jaban which even the *Y 
most powerful leaders find hard to com- 
bat. This is not the case in tv4alaysia. 

Mahathir is a hands-on prime tninis- 
ter. Maiiy say his clireci intkrest irl many 
issues that earlier prime tninisters would 
have left to individual ministers has 
speeded up ,decision-mak’ing and im- 
+zmentation. 
I 

But critics argue that it 
ins alsd meant sometimes hasty com- 

mitment to ill-thought-out projects 

lro1n which there can be no retreat he- 
cause of h4ahathir’s involvement, anti 
.&vertly political overriding of de- 
partmental advice. Mahathir does ailou 
cabinet ministers an oppor!unity tc 
speak out in cabinet - but it is a moot 
Doint how ninny would have thecourage 
io argue againsi him in any case. 

Another i-eason lor the continued 
expansion of the tnoney+olitics nexus 
has been the growth of the overt ,com- 
mercial activihes of the leading political 
parties, Umno ahd its ma/u partner in 
the coalition, the Malaysian Chinese 
Association (MU), and the expansion 
of apparently private-sector corpura- 
liohs which owe their existence to state 

6 
atroriage and loans from stale-owned 
anks. In some cases tlley are incorpo; 

rated subsidiaries. and associates of 
statutory bodies. Former auditor-gen- 
eral Tan Sri Ahmad Noordin Zakaria, 
an old-fashioned believer in the separa- 
tion ol powers, lried to increase public 
accotilitahilily in this area. lie failed. 

Whatever the reason, there is 110 
doubt that it has bccoti~csodeeplyingrain- 
cd thal it is \>ilI~ely worthyofnotice. One 
minister will condemn it while claiming 
it to be an irievilable part of a demo- 
Lratic societ’y. Another will condemn 
and seek to silence those who try to 

1 robe ifs abuses, citing grounds can$11g 
roni naiionalistn lo ~nnti-co1n1nunis1ii 

arid anti-co1nmrrnalisrn. 
ft is of course possible that any cen- 

tralisation of power by Mahathir, par- 
Licularly a tighter grip on the party, will 
eliminate much money politics. But Ipr 
ihe moment, that is seen more ash i&s 
lope lor the future than a natura r oul- 

:orne of Mahathir’s years at the helm. 
Nor should tl1e extent ol his gri be 

:xaggerated. Ile is not a Lee Kuan !  ew 
)r Suharto. tie is 62 and the party does 
lot lack for ambitious out1 er Jllell - 

:ven if the quality of t le ca ,rnet, with 7 P, 
he exceptiolr perha s of Education 
tiinister Ahwar lbra II~I, has suffered I$ 
,adly fro1n party splits. Political debts 

Mahjtliir 10 coine ‘“,,;Ii~ 
accommoclation ’ 
the Muss group. Even 

1 
rime ministers do not 
ave unlimited pow- 

ers 10 bestow of- 
fice. 

tent to leave arter win- 
ning another election - 
which he must hold bv 
19Y I - and ensurini 
that the office passes to 
a person of his choice. 
t iowever, some UII~I~~ 

leaders have said rccent- 
ly that long tenure has 

ils benefits; that it can bring stability. 
They have poihted to Lee, to Btitain’s 
Margaret Thattiller, to Jntlormia’s 
Suhartd. ‘Mahathir was a late staiter in 
the to 
was 5 1 - but he is verv fit for his vears (r 

ofrice - he took over when he 

, 
and the most talented df the next gener- 
ation stili in govern1nen1, Anwar, is still 
very youilg at 40. So it is not allogcllier 

imposshle, as might have bee11 thugfIt 

a year ago, that Mahnthir could be 
around for another IO ycnis. 

T here are few a@arcnt tlangcrs to 
Mahathir tr0111 within his flew pdy 

unless the economy turns really bad iind 
unernploynie11t, pa!ficularly among 
gIatJuates, worsens. I Ic has been lucky 
this past year with sharp npt1rrns in rub- 
ber and palm-oil prices just when they 
were needed. Uut havin survived a 
rou 

f: 
h two years, it woul c! now take a 

pro ongcd period of economic malaise 
to pose a political threat. 

The prospect of a tiglltcr knit, 1nore 
cenlrnlisetl Umno continuing to be led by 
a 1nan as purposeful as Mnhathir wor- 
ries many non-Mnlays as well as his cri- 
tics, covert and open, in Umno. Many 
think the survival of Malaysia’s spirit- 
ed tfemocracy is substantially due to 
LJmpo’s own internal democratic tradi- 
tions, reflected in feisty electoral con- 
tests and battles over personalities and 
posit+. IT there is to bc Icss room 
fat dissent within Umno there is going 
to be even less scope for dissent outside 
it. 

In the short run, 1nany non-Malays 
nre sttracted by the prospect of less 
high-decibel politics. Some non-Malays 
may hq 
about: cr 

been rather smug last year 
mrio’s troubles after their own 

discoiiifiture at the scandals and divi- 
jions within the MCA, but in their more 
reflective moments they tend to see that 
Halay disunity is more a danger than an 
3pportdnity as it makes extremist plays 
!or Malay support more likely. Many, 1n 
‘act, now see a direct conneciion be- 
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lween the Umno split and the upsurge to influence major government deci- of new coalitions of opponents than by 
of C~II~II~~~KI~ politics which was given as sions until it can show 1Jmno that it is i-e- traditional ones. 
the reason for the wave of arrests under spected and can deliver vbtes. But deliv- Mahathir’s tough stance against as- 
the Internal Security Act (ISA) begin- ering votes ‘becomes all the more dif- sorted dissidents has been facilitated by 
ning in Oclober last year. ficult when the party appears to have so similar policies in Singapore. Increased 

So in the short term, ttio n~uch po- little clout in governmerit. Occasional cross-Causeway cooperation has been 

litical competition can be a threat chauvinistic outbursts, such as that by seen in some recent ISA detentions and 
to the minorities. Yet the alternative Labour Minister and party deputy presi- 
is probably worse. It is the arithme- dent Lee Kim Sai on the education’issue 

reflected in the appointment of former 
Singapore intelligence chief S. R. 

tic --. however distorted by constituency last year, riiay win temporary Chinese Nathan as high commissioner in Kuata 
size and boundary demarcation - of applause, but they tend to backfire be- 

cause they increase Malay suspicions of 
L.umpur. 

parliamentary clemocracy which I-e- The ISA detentions exhibited the 
cluircs that non-bumiputras (non-indi- MCA objectives, create i&es for personal power of the rime minister in 
genous Malaysians) get a share of politi- Malay chauvinism and thus reduce its another way. After Ii! usa abruptly re- 
cat power and a forum for their grie- ability to inf!uence government. signed from the cabinet two years ago, 

vnnces. Being in favour of the principle of Mahathir himself took, over the Home 
This process may have been seri- the ISA a,nd being part of the govern- Ministry. This put the whole security 

ously undermined by the ISA deteh- merit, the MCA is in no position to op- and intetli ence a paratus, headed by 
lions. Whatever the immediate justifi- 
cation for cteteniions to spike the appar- 

pose part/cular detentions, however un- the olice pecial ranch, under his im- 
Iustihed they may seem, an! however me BE R iate aegis. A new head of Special 

cnt build-up of communal tensions, the it may damage them politically. Branch was appointed soon nfter- 
long-term detentions meted out to op- The eroslon of the MCA’s role in wards. Exactly where initiatives over 
posItion members of parliament and to government has been 

B 
oing on for detentions have come from -whether 

environmental and other social critics the calibre of frow Special Branch, the Home Minis- 
represcntcd a major extension of the 

years, partly as a result o 

leadel-ship, partly 
” .,,, ..,- ^. .-. -. 

try or the Inspector- 
use of the ISA. General of Police 

That is not to say it has not been used e 
erlli~ps as a result of 

mno’s unwillingness (!GP) - is far from 
for political purposes which appeared to to yield any major clear. But with the 
have little to do with national secgrity. 
It was used by Ghazati Shafie, when 

portfolios to the MCA rime minister 
since the late Tun Tan being home mini% 

home minister under Tun Hussein Onn, Siew Sin stepped down there is no chance of 
to put away Abdullah Ahmad, once po- as finance minister in review at a higher level. 
titical secretary to the previous prime 1974. Indeed theconcept The IGP is not a 

minister and at the time a deputy minis- of the National Front- Mahathir appointee 
!er, on the flimsiest evidence of com- which aimed to ptovide and the uniformed po- 
munist sympathies in 1976. It was used some political crumbs lice are considered 
a 

B 
ninst significant numbers of peo le for nirnorities in the apolitical. But they 

a ter the 1969 riots and durin f P,- context of controlled have a direct obligation 
donesia’s Confrontation with Ma aysia communal politics- has to the civilian govern- 
in the early 1960s. been withering slowly. ment, and their own in- 

But the recent exercise is the first Once it was possible for stinctive preference is 

time the ISA has been used to detain so an individual to become for playing safe where 

many sitling opposition Ml’s at the same a direct member of the law and order are COII- 

time. And the first time that arrests had National Front’s pre- cerned. Whatever the 

covered SLI;~;~; broad speckum of op- decessor, the Alliance, police view of the 

poncnts * critics rattler than thus avoiding commu- powei and money plays 
being aimed at one specific threat to nal identification. The of the politicians, they 

security. National Front makes ho such provi- remain faithful servants of the govern- 
Apart from the excessive use of the Sion. ment. 

ISA, democratic process is clearly Yet the events of the past year have 
threalcned when criticism of govern- s’uggested that communal politics for 

There is also a sense of rivalry with 
the armed forces. The last thing either 

merit is, by extension, taken to mean the minorities may be a dead end, While police or civilian ppliticians want is a 
criticism of “Malay supremacy.” The! complaining that the nation is drifting s[ate of emergency - said to have been 
current information minister, Datuk away from multi-racialism, the MCA on the agenda of some Umno hotheacls 
Mohamed Rahmnt, argued at the remains stuck in its communal ghetto, last year. Although an emergency gives 
time of the debate on the amendments with no obvious commitment to demo- a overnment huge powers to overrule 
lo the Official Sdcrets Act (OSA) in cratic institutions and permanent1 
1986 that as the government was Malay- B fi 

ot er-institutions it would bring the 
marked by the perception that its lea - armgiiito the equation. As one minister 

led, opposition to the OSA could be 
“viewed as an excuse lo challenge ihe 

ers have been mainly preoccupied with 
financial gain. 

asked rhetorically: “Do y,pu want to 
share ower w.ith 1 

Malay leadership and the Matays them- 01 er’ insGttit ons are also being 
t p” army. 

sclvcs.” 

It is not just the op osition Demo- 
R 

F aced with a powerful IJmno, nomi- 
natly non-communal parties, such as 

rapidly cut down to size, notably the 
courts. The assault on the judiciary 

cratic Action Party ( AP) and pas the DAY and Gerakan (despite sohe is b far the most radical measure taken 
which wonder how democracy can be close encounters with money politics), by K ahathir. When faced with judicial 
sustnincd if MI’s are so readily subject to may look like more promisin institu- rebuffs, he has changed the constitution 
ISA detention and all criticism trans- lions, recognising that non- hf alays - which will in effect give executive con- 
lated into ethnic terms. The MCA! it ap- and some urban middle-class Mala s - trol over the judiciary, changed laws - 
pears, is almost as concerned. While it is share objectives and values whlc go 4 as with the Societies Act - to stop them 
slill trying to recover from its own divi- beyond attachments to Chinese schoots being used against him by his political 
sions and financial scandals, the DAP, 
ils main rival for Chinese votes, is ac- 4 

apd lion dances. Indeed, the list of opponents, treated court decisions with 
people detained under the ISA stiggests disdain (re-arrestin DAP MP Kar al 

cluiring martyr status. to some that the overnment may be 
!I 

Singh under the IS bt. P tmmediately a ter 
The MC’A knows it has little power more concerned a out the emergence a court had freed him) and framing laws 
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to avoid the Dossibility of judicial discre- 
tion hy givin’g ministeis blanket powers. 

Op orients see in all this not just a 
thirst or power but an underminmg of P 
institutions providing checks and ba- 
lances. The government, however, see 
- or at least claims to see - them as iI 
logical development of nalional instiiu- 
tions based on local needs and political 
culture. The notion of ah independent 
judiciary contesting the intentions of the 
leadership and parliament is seen as 
alien and divisive - a hangover from 
colonial times. The line between (in the 
jargon of political science) “the 
sovereignty of the people” and “the 
tyranny of the majority” (in this case a 
racial as well as Parliamentary OITC) has 
always been a thn orle. 

And if Mahathir !s now taking 
Malaysia firmly to one side, it inay be 
partly a r-etiction to what he sees as a 
paralysis of government ih countries 
such as the US where the separation of 
powers is taken to extremes. Partly, 
too, as a reaction to a Malaysiah ten- 
dcncy - not confined to 
politicians - to be litigi- 
ous. 

thir’s w%iii$ness to con- 
ft-ont establIshed institu- 
tions. Ijack in 1983, after 
a long battle, the co+ 
stitution was amended to 
limit the ability of the 
sultans to withhold as- 
sent from acts of parlia- 
ment. Although the ful- 
ers’ prero ative was 
hardly in f le spirit of f 
democracy, some saw it 
as a usefufbarriet to ttnb?idled power ot 
a government able, through the size of 
its majority, to change the constitution 
al will. 

Since then, there has been no prob- 
lem between the prime mihister and the 
Yang di-Pertuan Agor~g (the king), 
though Tunku Abdul Rahman has crlti- 
cised the personal behaviour of some 
members of the ioyal families. The posi- 
tion of the agong could again become a 
sensitive one next yeal- when a new 
agong is due to be chosen. Next in line is 
the Sultan of Petak who is not only 
known to be friendly towards 
@amleigh, but is a distinguished lawyer 
who was Lord President (the top legal 
office) before becomihg a sulian. Ile is 
believed to have a strong distaste for 
Mahathir’s redriction of the role of the 
judiciary. It is tlnclenr whether his clec- 
tion could be endangered ot delayed. 

Mahathir’s attitude to the judiciary 
and monarchy is paralleled by a similar 
one to other unelected vehicles of actrtal 
OI- 

P 
otetitial dissent: the media, increa6 

ing y hemmed in by laws, licensing and 
political ownership; and the mostly 
urban middle class-based special in- 
terest groups criticising government 

from a wide variety of mostly non-tradi- 
tional standpoints such as the environ- 
ment. 

Many of these have united on speci- 
fic political issues, notably fiercely 
criticisin’g the amendments to the OSA 
in 1986, where,tr-aditional social critics 
like Chandra Muzaffar of the social re- 
form movement Aliran and theenviton- 
mentalist Gurmit Singh were joined by 
Tun Tan Siew Sin, newspaper columnist 
and former IJmno Ml’ battlk tiohamed 
S&iee and other establishment fig- 
ures. 

Many of these groups may be too 
small to be taken seriouslv. and are cer- 
tainly not potentially di&lptive in the 
same way as old-style leftists or radical 
Muslims. Yet in some ways their itn- 
plied criticism of money politics, mal- 
distributidn of wealth, corruption and 
abuse of executive bowers may carry 
more weight than older ideologies. 
They also - a rare thing in contempo- 
rar 
cia 7 

Malaysian society - cut across ra- 
boundaries though they are still 

!a,rgely dominated by middle class non- 
Malays. 

It might have been thought, in fact, 
that the new ur-ban middle class of pro- 
fessionals and managers of all races 
could have formed a stronger basis for 
political cooper8tion. In a negative 
sense they do. Malays have a sufficient 
stake how in urban wealth to be unlikely 
to risk civil strife for short-term political 
gain. Dot, for whatever teason, Malays 
and non-Malays agree that there is 110 
more social integration how than iii the 
past. And among the elite there is actu- 
ally less. 

bespite their marginal role, the non- 
Malay parties will stay in government as 
long as there are some ecoriomic be& 
fits and some hope of niar inAl influ- 
ence..Mnhathir can drab on t ‘i le fact that 
whatever non-Maltiys ma 

7 
feel about 

the present they are reach y frightened 
into believing that Ihe only alternatives 
are far worse. 

They may be concerned about the 
specifically Islamic (rather than sim ly 
Malay) poStures adopted by P. Mahat 11r 
qnd Anwar and prefer more secularly 
nclined Unino leaders such as MusB 
and Razaleigh brit the Pas alternative 

would be worse. They may resent the 
likelihood of the continuation of the 
NEP well past 1990 - towards a goal of 
a 50% share of wealth for Malays. Tliey 
may invest more ab?oad than at home, 
envy the 

a 
rant of fat government con- 

tracts to t ose with political clout. But 
they know that at least the leadership 
belleves in the merits of capitalism and 
the accumulation of wealth. 

T hey may abhor the erosion of liber- 
ties, the stifling of the press, the 

arbitrary bse of the ISA, the assault on 
the independence of the judiciary, even 
the erosiotl of states’ rights. But given 
that the instruments of govcrnnient are 
all in Malay !iands, law and order and 
firm government may be 
pulist politicswhich coul s 

referable to po- 
get out ofhand. 

As one leading Umno figure put it: 
“The Chinese can’t afford to take 
chances with Malay anger. And the 
Malays will feel insecure till they have a 
secure position in the economy. That’s a 
feeling, not a percentage, so who knows 
.L,~*..^...,.““~~., 

howlongit will take?” Un- 
easy peace is hetter than 
the alternatives but may 
not be much of a prescrip- 
tion for ,a dynamic so- 
ciety. 

The drift away from 
an o@n society is not 
new. The grip on the 
media has been gradual- 
ly tightening for years, as 
has th;it on the univet- 
sities. The illibet3 
Societies Act amend- 
ments - attacked at the 
time by a broad coali- 
tion, including then Mus- 
lim Youth leader Anwat 

Ihrahim - date back to 1981. 
But it is generally a reed that 

even if the trend towar s authori- G? 
tarianism was already established, 
Mahathir’s personality and sense of na- 
tional mission have speeded irp the pro- 
cess. 

Mbtiy see erosion of liberties as 
som&thing the Malay mainstream re- 
gards as an unfortunate necessity to en- 
s&e that their political supremacy can- 
not be readily challenged. The non- 
Malay leadership is too weak, too di- 
vided or toci out of sympathy with an 
dcrnocratic or legal processes whtc 1 7 
might stand in the way of money-mak- 

$5 to resist. 
Butjf Mahathirism is to be justified by 

history it tnust reverse the drift towards 
racial exclusivity at home, as well as the 
econ&$c&ift away fro@ foreign-trade 
or+Ztitat.ion ancl towards domestic politi- 
cal objectives. 

Otherwise, Malaysia by the yeat 
2000 will hot be the united, prosperous, 
edocated nation that everyone hopes 
for, but a stagnant nation rent by racial I 
suspicion that the thotlsancls of middle 
:lass people, now emigrating each year, e 
‘ear. lo. 
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