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In 1955, when Malaya was still part of the British Empire, the colonial
authorities held a general election as a step towards independence in
1957. That election was won by an alliance of three racially based parties
headed by its Malay component, the United Malays National
Organization (UMNO). Over the next decades, that alliance expanded
to include other parties but its essential structure remains much the
same — a dominant Malay party heading an alliance of parties
representing smaller ethnic groups. The UMNO-dominated alliance won
all but one seat in 1955 and has won overwhelming majorities in every
election since then — usually occupying around 80 to 85 per cent of
the seats in the national parliament and controlling almost all of the
state governments. If, as Samuel Huntington has said, one of the marks
of an institutionalized political party is adaptability in the face of changing
circumstances, then UMNO and the Barisan Nasional (BN), as the
alliance is now known, must be considered as very successful cases of
institutionalization.

Malaysian society has undergone enormous change since the 1950s.
The predominantly rural population of the 1950s has become
increasingly urban. An economy based on the export of tin and rubber
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is now moving towards industrialization. An economy which was largely
owned by foreigners is now largely in the hands of Malaysians. Malays,
Chinese, and Indians who were concentrated in their own segments of a
plural society are now all represented in the modern economy and have
increasingly acquired a common “Malaysian” identity. And a society
that appeared to be on the brink of national disintegration after racial
rioting in 1969 has not witnessed major ethnic violence for more than
thirty years. Most societies that have undergone the type of
transformation experienced by Malaysia have also experienced
considerable political upheaval and often drastic change in their political
system. But in Malaysia the core framework of the political system has
largely survived while adjustments have been implemented only gradually.

How has the political system, and particularly the dominant party
institutions, UMNO and the BN, adjusted to social and economic
change? Political scientists have always debated the nature of Malaysia’s
political system. Concepts such as consociationalism, limited democracy,
semi-democracy, soft authoritarianism, and personal rule have all
appeared in this debate and are used by Dr Hwang in this book. It is
Hwang’s argument that the nature of the political system has in fact
changed quite radically despite the continuity in formal political
institutions. In the 1960s the consociational model provided insights
but by the 1970s and 1980s the system was moving from semi-democracy
to a form of authoritarianism. By the 1990s, according to Hwang,
Malaysian politics could be best understood as a form of personal rule.
Although the main institutions remained in place, the long-serving prime
minister, Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohamad, exercised almost unfettered
personal dominance.

The extent to which the Malaysian political system has adapted
successfully to social and economic change was shown most clearly in
its response to the economic collapse that hit Asia in mid-1997. Many
had argued that Malaysia’s political and social stability was simply a
product of a rapidly growing economy and that the system would be
very vulnerable to a major economic setback. But when the setback
occurred in 1997–98, the much anticipated renewal of ethnic violence
did not eventuate and the political system continued much as before.

This does not mean, however, that no challenges are looming. At



xiiiForeword

© 2003 Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, Singapore

the conclusion of his book, Dr Hwang discusses what he calls “the rise
of new politics”. He devotes particular attention to the extraordinary
treatment meted out by the prime minister to his deputy, Anwar Ibrahim.
Although public protest against Anwar’s imprisonment was not sustained,
it was clear in the 1999 election that Malay support for UMNO had
declined sharply. On the other hand, non-Malay — especially Chinese
— support for the BN had strengthened. At the turn of the century,
many of the basic assumptions of political analysts about Malaysian
politics were being undermined. UMNO’s record of adapting itself to
new challenges has been impressive but it remains a question whether it
can successfully adapt to the post-Mahathir era.

In-Won Hwang is a young scholar who has spent many years studying
Malaysian politics. His research led him to live in Malaysia for several
years and to learn the Malay language. During his time in Malaysia he
was able to meet and interview many members of the Malaysian political
élite — both from the government parties and the opposition — as well
as journalists, academics, and other observers of the political scene. His
work, therefore, contains an authentic quality that can only be acquired
through close association with the subjects of his study. Dr Hwang
provides a fine analysis of Malaysian political trends and a valuable
foundation for thinking about Malaysia’s future.

Harold Crouch
Department of Political and Social Change

Research School of Pacific and Asian Studies
Australian National University
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ABIM Angkatan Belia Islam Malaysia (Malaysian Islamic
Youth Movement)

ADIL Pergerakan Keadilan Sosial (Movement for Social
Justice)

APU Angkatan Perpaduan Ummah (Muslim Unity
Movement)

AWSJ Asian Wall Street Journal
BA Barisan Alternatif (Alternative Front)
Berjasa Barisan Jamaah Islamiah Se-Malaysia (Malaysian

Islamic Council Front)
Berjaya Bersatu Rakyak Jelata Sabah (United Common

People of Sabah)
Bernama the government-controlled national news agency
BMA British Military Administration
BN Barisan Nasional (National Front)
bumiputera indigenous person (literally: son of the soil)
ceramah a political meeting in a non-public place
CPM Communist Party of Malaya
dakwah Islamic revival (literally: call)
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DAP Democratic Action Party
DNU Department of National Unity
DTCs deposit-taking co-operatives
FAMA Federal Agricultural Marketing Authority
fatwa an authoritative legal ruling given by an authorized

official interpreting Islamic law
FDD Federal Development Department
FEER Far Eastern Economic Review
FELDA Federal Land Development Authority
FIDA Federal Industrial Development Authority
GAGASAN Gagasan Demokrasi Rakyat (Coalition for People’s

Democracy)
Gagasan Rakyat People’s Concept
GDP gross domestic product
GERAK Majlis Gerakan Keadilan Rakyat (Council of

Malaysian People’s Justice Movement)
Gerakan Gerakan Rakyak Malaysia (Malaysian People’s

Movement)
GNP gross national product
hudud Koranic criminal punishment
Iban indigenous community in Sarawak
IMF International Monetary Fund
IMP Independence of Malaya Party
ISA Internal Security Act
JUST Just World Trust
Kadazan indigenous community in Sabah
kampung village
KeADILan Parti KeADILan Nasional (National Justice Party)
Ketuanan Melayu Malay Supremacy
konfrontasi Indonesia’s confrontation campaign against the

formation of Malaysia
korupsi corruption
kronisme cronyism
MARA Majilis Amanah Rakyat (People’s Trust Council)
MCA Malaysian Chinese Association
MCS Malaysian Civil Service
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menteri besar chief minister
merdeka independence
MIC Malaysian Indian Congress
MIDF Malaysian Industrial Development Finance
MP member of Parliament
MPAJA Malayan People’s Anti-Japanese Army
MPH multipurpose holdings
MTUC Malaysian Trade Union Congress
NCC National Consultative Council
NDP New Development Policy
NEAC National Economic Action Council
NEP New Economic Policy
nepotisme nepotism
NGO non-governmental organization
NOC National Operations Council
NST New Straits Times
NSTP New Straits Times Press (Malaysia) Bhd.
OPP2 Second Outline Perspective Plan
OSA Official Secrets Act
PAP People’s Action Party (see PMIP)
PAS Parti Islam Se-Malaysia
PBB Parti Pesaka Bumiputera Bersatu (United

Bumiputera Pesaka Party)
PBDS Parti Bansa Dayak Sarawak (Sarawak Dayak Party)
PBS Parti Bersatu Sabah (United Sabah Party)
Pekemas Parti Keadilan Masyarakat Malaysia (Malaysian

Social Justice Party)
PERNAS Perbadanan Nasional Berhad (National Trading

Corporation)
PHEI private higher educational institutions
PM Prime Minister
PMIP Pan-Malaysian Islamic Party
PPP People’s Progressive Party
PPPA Printing Presses and Publication Act
PRM Parti Rakyat Malaysia (Malaysian People’s Party)
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PSRM Parti Sosialis Rakyak Malaya (Malayan People’s
Socialist Party)

reformasi reformation
RIDA Rural and Industrial Development Authority
Rukunegara Basic Principles of the State (the National Ideology)
Sdn. Bhd. Sendirian Berhad (Private Limited)
SEDC State Economic Development Corporations
Semangat 46 Spirit of 46
SNAP Sarawak National Party
SUPP Sarawak United People’s Party
SUARAM Suara Rakyat Malaysia (Malaysian People’s Voice)
surat layang flying letter, photocopied letters, and political tracts,

often containing unsubstantiated allegations and
revelations

syariah Islamic law
TARC Tunku Abdul Rahman College
Tengku prince
Tun highest non-hereditary Malaysian title
Tunku prince
UDA Urban Development Authority
UEM United Engineers (M) Berhad
UMNO United Malays National Organization
UMNO (Baru) New UMNO
USNO United Sabah National Organization
wanita woman
Wawasan 2020 Vision 2020
Yang di-Pertuan King
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