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AT the recent M C general assenbly, Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir
Mohamad nmade a statenent in apparent reference to the probl ens associ at ed
with the South Indian Labour Fund and nmonthly wages for estate workers.

He said that too nuch conflict within the I ndian community m ght affect
its effective representation in the Governnment and Cabi net. He added t hat
t hey shoul d not bl ame other ethnic groups if such a situation arose.

I's the I'ndian community so politically divided for Dr Mahathir to nake
the remark? Actual ly, political conflict in the community is not a
phenonenon; |ike other ethnic groups it too has its share of probl ens.

The MCis still |ooked upon by the majority of Indians for political
representation and to resol ve sone of their perplexing problens. Wile
parti es such as the Peopl e's Progressive Party and | ndi an Progressive
Front tend to conpete with the M Cfor Indian support, their perfornmance
is not up to the mark. Bei ng conposed of Indians who were originally with
the M C, these parties do not have a strong traditional base of support.

Furt hernmore, not being in the Governnent, these parties are not in a
position to conpete with the M C which has to sone degree a well-oiled
pat ronage nmachi nery. And while the PPP professes to be nulti-racial in
character, the IPF is purely Indian-based and suffers froma | ack of
menbers.

The perception that the MChas little grassroots support and that its
candi dat es i nvari abl y depend upon t he Mal ay vot e duri ng general el ections
cannot be hel d anynore. This perception has not done anythi ng good for the
party.

Seni or governnent | eaders have often ridiculed the party for its
dependence on Umo and not taken its demands seriously. Today the scenario
is quite different.

Gventhe split in the Malay community over the Anwar factor, in the
com ng el ection, the Barisan Nasional, and Umo in particular, stands to
| ose sone neasure of Malay support.

Because of this, Barisan would have to depend on the Chi nese and | ndi an
vote.

This time Umo needs the support of Indian voters who constitute about
10- 15 per cent of the electorate i n many constituencies. As one prom nent
political scientist puts it: "In the comng election, Umo will have to be
saved by the non- Ml ays. "

Needl ess to say, the problemis not just the Governnent or Umo. The M C
has its share of problens.

The party's dependence on its president Datuk Seri S. Samy Vel lu has,
anong ot her things, curtailed the energence of a second and third echel on
of | eaders.

Oten, the conmunity expects Sany Vel lu to resol ve probl ens hinsel f.

Many party | eaders are nere functionaries with little or no i magi nation
interns of steering the party into the new nmillennium Being too
dependent on the president they have failed to devel op pl ans and
strategies for the material and spiritual inprovenent of the comunity.

The I ndi an comunity's frustrationis not with the M C al one. Wile sone
I ndi ans think that the party has fundamental |y negl ected them the
maj ority believe the Governnent as a whole is equally responsi bl e.

There is a growi ng perception that if the Governnment does not take the
M C seriously, then the party is not in a position to take up and resol ve



t he probl ems faced by the community.

The M C cannot be strengthened by nerely increasing its menbership; the
Government has to play the crucial role to overconme econom ¢, social, and
cultural problens faced by the comunity.

For instance, the poor in-take of Indian students by universities and
the lack of facilities inthe private sector for the material inprovenent
of I ndi ans have not been seriously addressed even t hough these i ssues were
raised by the MC

Despite the neglect, Indians are still loyal to the Barisan. Except for
1990 when quite a nunber of themvoted for Gagasan Rakyat, |ndi ans have a
predilection for the ruling coalition.

In the com ng el ection, sone sections of the urban workforce m ght
support the DAP. Parties such as Keadilan and Pas will not get Indian
support.

The majority of Indians will support Barisan not because it has done
wonders for them but sinply on arealisationthat the Qpposition's so-
called alliance is no alternative at all

But then, Indian support for the Barisan and the M C cannot be taken for
granted in the decades to cone, as urbanisation will pave the way for the
devel oprment of nore radical consciousness in the conmunity.

Meanwhi | e, ethnic inmbal ances and t he soci o-econoni ¢ deprivation of the
I ndi an comunity nean that solutions to their problens will have to be
sought within the Barisan frane-work

First, the absence of a viable political alternative to the ruling
coalition neans Indians will have no choice but to go along with Barisan.
Second, the conmunity, being a deprived segnent of the popul ation still
needs consi der abl e assi stance fromthe Government.

Such assi stance will not be forthconming if Indians do not support the
Bari san or do not have their representative in the Governnent or Cabinet.

Third, the M C despite its inability to fulfil the demands of the

community in many areas, still enjoys considerable cultural legitinacy to
provi de representation for the conmunity, even if this can be described as
synbol i c.

Fourth, it is widely held that Indians without representation in the
Governnent will tend to suffer fromfundanental neglect.
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