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Abstract 
 

This study endeavours to deliver an alternative account of the study of nation-building by 

examining the subject matter eclectically from diverse standpoints, predominantly that of 

class in Southeast Asia which is profoundly dominated by ‘cultural’ perspectives. Two states 

in the region, Malaysia and Singapore, have been selected to comprehend and appreciate the 

nature of nation-building in these territories. The nation-building processes in both of the 

countries have not only revolved around the national question pertaining to the dynamic 

relations between the states and the cultural contents of the racial or ethnic communities in 

Malaysia and Singapore; it is also surrounded, as this thesis contends, by the question of class 

- particularly the relations between the new capitalist states’ elites (the rulers) and their 

masses (the ruled). More distinctively this thesis perceives nation-building as a project by 

political elites for a variety of purposes, including elite entrenchment, class (re)production 

and regime perpetuation. The project has more to do with ‘class-(re)building’ and ‘subject-

building’ rather than ‘nation-building’. Although this thesis does not eliminate the 

significance of culture in the nation-building process in both countries; it is explicated that 

cultures were and are heavily employed to suit the ruling class’s purpose. Hence, the cultural 

dimension shall be used eclectically with other perspectives. This study, thus, attempts to 

unravel ‘the politics’ behind the nation-building policy in Malaysia and Singapore. The three 

main themes explored in this thesis are, how the nation-building projects in both countries are 

connected and personalised with class interests of their ruling elites; how state elections 

impact nation-building politics; and how nation-building policies are endorsed to build 

political loyalty or support among the ruled to the ruling elites. For these reasons, a host of 

data-gathering and references would be included, ranging from historical reports, scholarly 

works and newspaper clippings (online and printed materials). The researcher also conducted 

several field trips in Malaysia (in 2010 and 2015) and Singapore (in 2010). Throughout the 

trips, the researcher observed a number of local and national events, spoke to some members 

of the communities and non-governmental organisations, as well as interviewed a numbers of 

politicians, academicians and government servants.   
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PART I : INTRODUCTION 

CHAPTER 1 
 

Defining the Parameter 

 

 

With regards to the proposal that independence should be handed over to the “Malayans”, 

who are these “Malayans”? This country was received from the Malays and to the Malays it 

ought to be returned. What is called “Malayans”, it is not yet certain who they are; therefore 

let the Malays alone settle who they are. 

              Tunku Abdul Rahman, President of UMNO, 26 August 1951.
1
 

 

Let us create one nation for all Singaporeans. We are a young country, and we share one 

future together. Let us build among ourselves a sense of belonging, a feeling of common 

identity and shared destiny. We have more in common with one another than with any other 

people in the world. Even though we belong to different races and worship different religions, 

let us feel instinctively that we are, first and foremost, Singaporeans. This is our home and 

here is where we belong. 

     Goh Chok Tong, Prime Minister of Singapore, 15 February 1988.
2
 

  

 

The taken-for-granted idea of social modernisation project of ‘nation-building’ conceals a 

central question, apart from its obvious conception of culture - that is the question of class. 

As the name suggests, ‘nation-building’ repeatedly projected by politicians and scholars as a 

political project in making the cultural content of the society in parallel with the territorial 

boundary of the state.
3
 It is a process of building a common national identity, for various 

purposes of social functionality including national integration of the people within a political 

periphery. In states where the culture of the society are more or less homogenous, for 

example those in East Asia (Japan, South Korea and China), the nation-building process 

                                                           
1
 Six years after giving this speech, Tunku Abdul Rahman became the first Prime Minister of Federation of 

Malaysia (then Federation of Malaya). Quoted by Cheah Boon Kheng, Malaysia: the making of a nation, 

Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, Singapore, 2002, p.1.  
2
 Goh Chok Tong’s speech quoted in, Hussin Mutalib, ‘Singapore’s quest for a national identity: the triumphs 

and trials of government policies’, in Anne Pakir and Tong Chee Kiong (eds), Imagining Singapore, Marshall 

Cavendish,Singapore, 2004, p. 55. 
3
 See for example, Ernest Gellner, Nations and nationalism, Blackwell, Oxford, 2006. 
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seldom pose any immense predicaments. But in formerly colonised regions in Southeast Asia 

– particularly Malaysia, Singapore and Myanmar – which had a substantial influx of foreign 

labourers during colonial times and who later decided to settle down, often pose problematic 

and conflictual situations for post-colonial governments in the nation-building process. The 

new relationship between culture and politics engendered by the rise of nationalism
4
 and the 

nation-building process, invoked a set of national questions based on political inequalities 

among the communities in these ‘plural societies’.
5
 Nevertheless, the processes in themselves 

are ‘political’ - envisioned and put into practice by political elites, who may not always be 

‘living for politics’ but also ‘of politics’. By ‘living of politics’ I mean the act on the part of 

the political elites to maximise and safeguard their personal and sectoral interests, including 

perpetuating their political regimes.  Hence, the process of nation-building, as one of the tools 

of regimes in meeting their interests, should be examined more critically and cautiously 

rather than just descriptively. It does not only involve the question of political equalities in 

multi-ethnic or multi-national countries, but also social questions which are based on 

economic inequalities in the society, produced by the new structure of class which originated 

from the growth of capitalism. 

By examining the subject matter eclectically from different perspectives particularly 

that of class; this study endeavours to present an unconventional account of the study of 

nation-building in Southeast Asia - which is heavily dominated by ‘cultural’ perspectives. 

Two states in the region, Malaysia and Singapore, are selected to capture the nature of nation-

building in these territories. Malaysia is selected due to its status as a ‘host country’. Due to 

the political clout, historical significance, and the ‘indigenous’ status of the Malays, who also 

constitute the majority in Malaysia, the political and cultural domains of the country are 

heavily dominated by them. The Chinese and the Indians, on the other hand, are the 

minorities, considered in the past as “the immigrant race” in country. Despite their small 

number, the ‘non-Malays’, particularly the Chinese, hold substantial sway in the economy 

and politics, largely due to their early exposure to capitalism and congregation in many urban 

centres throughout Malaysia.  

Singapore, on the contrary, is a settler country. It was founded by Stamford Raffles of 

the British East Indian Company in 1819 although it was controlled by the Johor-Riau 

                                                           
4
 Rogers Brubaker, ‘National homogenization and ethnic reproduction on the European periphery’, in Marzio 

Barbagli and Harvie Ferguson (eds.), La teoria sociologica e lo stato moderno: saggi in onore di Gianfranco 

Poggi, Il Munio, 2009, p. 202. 
5
 See, J.S Funivall,. Colonial policy and practice: a comparative study of Burma and Netherlands India, New 

York University Press, New York, 1956. 
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kerajaan.
6
 Similar to the situation in Malaysia, the British island colony attracted thousands 

of immigrants from China, India and other regions in Southeast Asia. The massive 

immigration rapidly and radically transformed the cultural make-up of the island which was 

previously occupied by small numbers of local Malay fishermen. The Chinese later became 

the majority, constituting around three-quarter of the overall population, with the Malays and 

Indians forming substantial minorities. Despite the numerical dominance of the Chinese, the 

local political government of Singapore at the early phase (particularly from 1955 to 1965) 

adopted multi-racial ideologies and a bilingual policy due to the fact of the prevalent cultural 

diversity.  

Then again, as proposed above, the nation-building processes in both of the countries 

have not only revolved around the national question, the dynamic relations between the states 

and the cultural contents of the racial and ethnic communities in Malaysia and Singapore. 

This thesis contends, the question of class - particularly the relations between the new 

capitalist states’ elites (the rulers) and their masses (the ruled). More specifically this thesis 

perceives nation-building more as a project by political elites for various purposes, including 

elite entrenchment, class (re)production and regime perpetuation. The project has more to do 

with ‘class-(re)building’ and ‘subject-building’ than ‘nation-building’, though this thesis does 

not reject the significance of culture in the nation-building process in both countries of this 

study. In fact, as I shall explicate in the later chapters throughout this thesis, cultures were 

and are heavily used to suit the ruling class’s purpose. Hence, the cultural dimension shall be 

used eclectically with other perspectives.  

 

The Parameter of the Past Literature 

 

Studies of nation-building in Malaysia and Singapore could be traced back to as early in 

1960s, but they are restricted both in terms of number and also perspective. In fact, if we 

separate the study on nation-building process with the state political process, the figure would 

be even more limited. We can divide the studies into four categories: the studies on nation 

and nationalism in general, the studies on Malaysia, the studies on Singapore, and the studies 

that include the two countries in comparative perspectives.  

 

 

                                                           
6
 Literally kerajaan in the Malay language means kingdom rather than government. The term is still in use in 

Malaysia in referring to ‘government’ due to British colonialist’s influence.  
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The Studies on Nation Building in General 

 

The number of studies in nation- or state-building are relatively considerable. Seminal 

scholars include Ernest Gellner, Benedict Anderson and Anthony D. Smith. Nevertheless, 

many of the theories on nation and nationalism established by them substantively revolve 

around the perspective; like influential classical theorists on the subject matter – Ernest 

Renan and Max Weber, of culture and sentiments.  

“A nation,” Renan claims, is “a daily plebiscite”
7
 and also “a grand solidarity 

constituted by the sentiment of sacrifices which one has made and those that one is disposed 

to make again”.
8
 For Weber, “a nation is a community of sentiment”

9
. He notes that “one 

must be clearly aware of the fact that sentiments of solidarity, very heterogeneous in both 

their nature and their origin, are comprised within national sentiments”.
10

 Weber further 

argues that:  

 

The idea of the “nation” is apt to include the notions of the common descent and of an 

essential, though frequently indefinite, homogeneity. The nation has these notions in common 

with the sentiment of solidarity of ethnic communities, which is also nourished from various 

sources.
11

 

 

Ernest Gellner emphasized the importance of creating a “high culture” within a 

political unit to nationalise the disparate citizens towards a common culture of a unified 

nation.
12

 Anderson’s defined the nation as an “imagined political community”, “because, the 

member of even the smallest nation will never know most of their fellow-members, meet 

them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each, lives the image of their communion”.
13

 

He further contends that the nation is imagined “because regardless of the actual inequality 

and exploitation that may prevail in each, the nation is always conceived as a deep, horizontal 

comradeship”.
14

 In contrast to Gellner and Anderson, Smith contends that nations were 

                                                           
7
 Richard M. Chadbourne, Ernest Renan, Twayne Publishers, New York, 1968, p. 101. 

8
 Ernest Renan, ‘Qu’est-ce qu’une nation?’ excerpted in John Hutchinson and Anthony D. Smith (eds.), 

Nationalism, Oxford University Press, New York and Oxford,  1994, p. 17. 
9
 Max Weber, From Max Weber: essays in sociology, edited by H.H. Gerth and C. Wright Mills, Oxford 

University Press, New York and Oxford, 1946, p. 179. 
10

 Ibid. 
11

 Ibid. p. 173. 
12

 Ernest Gellner, Nation and nationalism, 2nd edition, Blackwell Publishing, Oxford, 2006, p. 34. 
13

 Benedict, Anderson, Imagined communities: Reflections on the origin and spread of nationalism, Verso 

Books, Brooklyn, 2006, p. 6. 
14

 Ibid., p. 7. 
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neither invented nor imagined, but then they are modern reconstruction of proto-nations with 

deeper histories.
15

 He insists that modern nations have premodern origins. A nation for him is 

“a named population sharing a historic territory, common myths and historical memories, a 

mass public culture, a common economy and common legal rights and duties for its 

members”.
16

 

Despite the overarching dominance of the concept and operation of class in Marxist 

theory, when it comes to the question of nation and nation-building, most Marxist thinkers 

and political-economic scholars are inclined to perceive nation further ahead from the 

perspective of culture and politics rather than class. Anderson noted that “since World War II 

every successful revolution has defined itself in national terms – the People’s Republic of 

China, the Socialist Republic of Vietnam, and so forth”.
17

 Even the prominent Marxist 

historian Eric Hobsbawm has criticized that “Marxist movements and states have leaned 

towards becoming national not only in form but in substance, i.e. nationalist. There is nothing 

to suggest that this trends will not continue”.
18

    

 Marx and Engel saw the “modern nation” as the by-product of the rise of capitalism.
19

  

For capitalism to work, a standardised and industrialised workforce based on common 

education and language is needed. As a result, a common consciousness and cultural 

“uniformization” based on the selected national language and education system amid a 

diverse population within the same political unit becomes possible which later might turn 

them a nation.
20

  Lenin’s definition of nation is in line with the above conception that is “a 

historically evolved, stable community of people, formed on the basis of a common language, 

territory, economic life and psychological make-up manifested in a common culture”.
21

  He 

braced nationalism and the independence of colonised states for “closer unity” and the 

“fusion of nations”. This was planned explicitly as a means of building transnational 

solidarity among imagined transnational working class.
22

   

In practice, the “fusion of nations” however failed even when communists held power 

at the multinational level, such as in the former Soviet Union and Eastern Europe. The fall of 

                                                           
15

 See, Anthony D. Smith, ‘The nation: invented, imagined, reconstructed?’, Journal of International Studies, 

vol. 20, no. 3, 1991, pp. 353-68.   
16

 Anthony D. Smith, National identity, University of Nevada Press, Reno, 1991, p. 14. 
17

 Benedict, Anderson, Imagined communities, p. 2.  
18

 Eric Hobsbawm, ‘Some reflections on the “Break-up of Britain”’, New Left Review, vol. 105, issue of 

September and October, 1977, p. 13. 
19

 Ephraim Nimni, Marxism and nationalism: theoretical origins of a political crisis, 1991, p. 18. 
20

 Ibid., p. 19. 
21

 Vladimir I. Lenin, Marxism and nationalism, Resistance Book, Chippendale, 2002, p. 197. 
22

 V.I. Lenin, Collected works: volume 20, Progress Publisher, Moscow, 2011, p. 34. 
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the Berlin Wall in late 1989, among other factors, is indicative of the weakness of communist 

internationalism and the persistence of nationally-based impulses for self-determination. In 

light of this development, Rogers Brubaker has highlighted how national identities among the 

different population were maintained during the Soviet era mainly through institutionalised 

practice, the application of practical categories (to classify the nationalities of the 

populations) and the ongoing political events.
23

 The horizontal identity based on the idea of 

communist comradeship and as proletariat class were thus effectively undermined by the state 

and societal practices of cultural identification, as recapped by Hobsbawm.
24

 

The failure of Marxist movement and states to invoke internationalised class 

consciousness among the populaces does not mean that class analysis is ineffective in 

explaining social phenomena or that class operations are irrelevant and have been displaced 

by national politics. Glezerman asserts that “National relations cannot be understood 

independently and outside of class relations”.
25

 Despite the division of population in 

nationalities and class have different social origins, the two cannot be considered in “isolation 

from each other”,
26

 as the class structure of the state influences the political characters of the 

society. In the words by Szymanski, “nationalism is a product of class forces. Although 

different kinds of nationalism differ qualitatively in their effects, all serve some classes 

within a given racial or ethnic group as opposed to others”.
27

 

Berberoglu in 2000 pitched a forceful argument but provided only a very brief 

example of his theory’s application (just two pages)
28

 in defending the use of a class 

analytical approach in studying nationalism By utilising the historical development of politics 

in Palestine, Berberoglu concluded that the development of nationalist politics in the state is 

dynamically related to its class structure and interests (e.g. class struggles) in the society.
29

 

Berberoglu, nevertheless, widened the application of his theory in his later work ‘Nationalism 

and Ethnic Conflict: Class, State, and Nation in the Age of Globalization’.
30

 The empirical 

focus of the book was on class analysis on national movement and ethnic conflict.
31

   

                                                           
23

 Rogers Brubaker, ‘Rethinking nationhood: nation as institutionalized form, practical category, contingent 

event’, Contention, vol. 4, no. 1, Fall 1994, pp. 3-14. 
24

 Eric Hobsbawm, ‘Some reflections on the “Break-up of Britain”’, ibid. 
25

 G. Glezerman, Classes and nations, Progress Publishers, Moscow, 1979, pp. 7–8. 
26

 Ibid., p. 21. 
27

 Albert Szymanski, Class structure: a critical perspective, Praeger, New York, 1983, p. 430.  
28

 Berch Berberoglu, ‘Nationalism, ethnic conflict, and class struggle: a critical analysis of mainstream and 

Marxist theories of nationalism and national movements’, Critical Sociology, vol. 26, no. 3, 2000, p. 228. 
29

 Ibid. 
30

 Berch Berberoglu, Nationalism and ethnic conflict class, state, and nation in the age of globalization, 

Rowman and Littlefield Publisher, Lanham, 2005. 
31

 See, Part III, ibid. 
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The compilation of class analysis in ‘Headlines of Nation, Subtexts of Class: Working 

Class Populism and the Return of the Repressed in Neoliberal Europe’ edited by Don Kalb 

and Gábor Halmai provide multidimensional accounts on the conjuncture of nationalist 

politics and class dynamics in Eastern Europe.
32

 With the backgrounds of the fall of Soviet 

Union and the incorporation of the post-socialist Eastern Europe states since late 1980s to  a 

neo-liberal based capitalist globalisation structured by Western Europe, a number of the 

contributing scholars examined the re-emergence of neo-nationalist politics in the light of 

growing displacements and repression of working class (and middle class) population in the 

context of Western capitalist neo-liberal policy and opportunist local political actors.
33

 

Petrovici’s case study on a multinational town of Cluj in Romania, discussed how the 

collapse of factories in the city have gravely affected its working class population. The 

dislocations of the workers, however have been utilised by local politicians, particularly by 

Funar, in capitalising the local Romanian nationalism against others especially the Hungarian 

national in Cluj.  

Theodora Vetta in ‘Nationalism is back!’
34

 and also ‘Revived Nationalism’
35

  

examined how a peaceful, working-class based, multiethnic municipality in Serbia, known as 

Kikinda, which opposed the radical socialist-nationalist party led by Milosevic and his war 

effort in Bosnia in 1990s, became nationalised in the mid-2000s and supported radical 

nationalist party since then. As the Petrovici’s case study in Cluj, foreign capital investment 

and accumulation in Serbia and Kikinda specifically, “has been part of a vast socio-economic 

dispossession and precariousness” on the part of the working class.
36

 In this context, Vetta 

notes, “the Serbian Radical Party managed to capitalize on people’s disappointment, 

aggression, and fear in order to accumulate political power”.
37

 The class consciousness 

among the population in Kikinda during the socialist era has been transformed to national 

consciousness with the rise of neo-liberal market expansion and its repercussions. The return 

                                                           
32

 Don Kalb and Gábor Halmai (eds.), Headlines of nation, subtexts of class: working class populism and the 

return of the repressed in neoliberal Europe, Berghahn Books, Brooklyn, 2011. 
33

 See, Don Kalb, ‘Introduction’, ibid., pp. 13-16.  
34

 Theodora Vetta, “Nationalism is back!’ radikali and privatization in Serbia’, in Don Kalb and Gábor Halmai 

(eds.), Headlines of nation, subtexts of class: working class populism and the return of the repressed in 

neoliberal Europe, Berghahn Books, Brooklyn, 2011, pp. 37-56. 
35

 Theodora Vetta, ‘Revived nationalism versus European democracy: Class and “identity dilemmas” in 

contemporary Serbia’, European Journal of Anthropology, vol. 55, 2009, pp. 74-89. 
36

 Ibid., p. 80.  
37

 Ibid. 
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and the revived nationalism in Serbia was captured by Vetta in the words of the then 

President Milosevic in 1990, “We came to the rally as workers, and left as Serbs”.
38

   

The class perspective on the studies of nationalism surveyed above prompts the 

researcher on the dynamic relationships between class and cultural politics which is one of 

the major processes adopted in explaining the nature of the nation-building policies in 

Malaysia and Singapore. Past studies which are based on class perspective, however, are 

limited in size (most are in the form of book chapters or journal articles), and also 

disciplinary (the edited book by Kalb for example, is of the social anthropological research). 

Most of their studies were based on the empirical evidences from post-colonial Eastern 

European states while my study focuses on the experiences of the two Asian states, which 

might offer some variations. Despite the fact that most of the past studies of class perspective 

have focused on the nature of nationalist politics its relations with the ongoing class 

struggles, the focal point of my study is inclined towards the unravelling of nation-building 

policies and its relations with the authoritarian regime maintenance and the interests of the 

ruling class in Malaysia and Singapore.          

In conclusion, the studies of nation, nationalism and nation-building around the globe 

have until now been dominated by the cultural and ‘sentiments’ perspectives – with 

substantial influences from Weber and Renan. Interestingly, class analysis, which formed a 

part of the major social theories in social sciences and history, has been rarely utilised for the 

same subject matter as raised by Berberoglu. This created a big void in the academic corpus 

particularly on when and where the clash of ideas are always welcomed. Paradoxically, even 

a socialist leader and Marxist scholar like Lenin have to resort on cultural element when 

defining and explaining the concept of nation. The failure of socialist states to invoke a deep 

class consciousness among their working class population have further undermined the 

prowess of class analysis in the subject matter. A number of Marxist scholars, as I have 

surveyed in this section, have criticised the domination of bourgeoisie analysis (referring to 

the cultural approach). They highlight the importance of employing the class analysis to fully 

comprehend the subject matter. But their studies are restricted in size (in form of book 

chapters and journals) and are very specific in their focus. Some of their work strikingly 

appears to be poisoned with Marxist propaganda, seemingly to exaggerate the good of 

socialist ideal and the evil of capitalism.
39

 As the result, while their class analysis and 
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explanation in their subject matter are fascinating, but their overwhelming preoccupation as 

contemporary Marxist scholars have made their work to be somewhat ideological and 

rhetorical in nature. 

The class analysis in this thesis, despite being a major theoretical approach, is used 

eclectically rather than ideologically. But in line with the above Marxist scholars, this thesis 

attempts to provide alternative account on nation-building, particularly in Malaysia and 

Singapore, through the lens of class. In other words, to treat nation building as class, in 

contrast to ‘national’ phenomenon, as most of nation building studies in Malaysia and 

Singapore have been done till date. Equated to the above work by the class analysts, this 

study is substantively wider and deeper in term of its analysis and explorations, with a 

different focus empirically based on the comparative case studies on modern Malaysia and 

Singapore across several political leaderships.                             

 

 

The Studies on Malaysia 

 

K.J Ratnam’s work on the “Communalism and the Political Process in Malaysia” may be one 

of the earliest attempts in examining the state’s nation-making project. He sees 

communalism, both as a political ideology and social practice in Peninsular Malaysia, as the 

obstacle to that effort among the three main ‘races’. As the main political parties in the 

country were racially-based and racially-oriented, he reflected that the Alliance’s 

government, which was then led by Tunku Abdul Rahman (since early 1970s known as 

Barisan Nasional), had always had difficulties ‘straddling’ the differing interests of politically 

and racially-charged communities in the country.  

Two and a half decade later, historian James P. Ongkili’s in his work in 1985, 

provides extensive research of Malaysia’s nation-building from post-war Malaya to the 

establishment of a new grand coalition of the ruling party, the Barisan Nasional (BN), by the 

second Prime Minister Abdul Razak Hussein in early 1970s. Despite the extensive nature of 

the work, it is too descriptive and to a certain extent, too simplistic. His argument that “a 

nation is born” simply due to the fact that Malaya has achieved independence on 31st August 

1957, reflected the less sophisticated nature of that work.
40

 Like Ratnam’s work too, 

                                                           
40
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Ongkili’s account is more focused on explaining the challenges of racial division in 

Malaysia’s nation-building, rather than the process itself.
41

 

 In 1996, Shamsul A.B. provides an interesting theoretical proposition, the ‘nations-of-

intent’, in reflecting the state of national visions in Malaysia.
42

 For Shamsul, the government 

project to build Bangsa Malaysia (Malaysian nation) as one of the objectives in the Vision 

2020 was a recognition that the Malaysian nation was yet to be born. Shamsul saw that there 

are two levels of definition of the Malaysian forms of nation that is the “authority-defined 

social reality and everyday social reality”.
43

 Authority-defined is the macro-level state 

projection of the cultural content of Malaysia’s nation-building, which is Bumiputera-centric 

as enshrined in a number of government policies and the Constitution.
44

 The authority-

defined projections are intensely contested at the everyday level of the vision of Malaysia, 

divided ideologically and racially. The Malay-based UMNO is struggling for the realisation 

of a Malaysian nation which is based on Malay dominance and culture. While PAS, the then 

UMNO’s main opponent, is proposing for the promulgation of a nation-state based on the 

Islamic state ideal. On the contrary, another opposition party, one which is dominated by the 

Chinese, the Democratic Action Party (DAP, envisions an equivalent and secular nation, 

perhaps based on Lee Kuan Yew’s Malaysian Malaysia ideology. To add to the 

complications of the challenging undertakings of the nation-of-intent in Malaysia, several 

parties in Sabah and Sarawak also preferred their distinctive projections of the nation, which 

were founded on the respective states’ supremacy in politics (better federalism) and culture 

(instead of the culture of the Peninsular Malay-Muslim) of their respective societies. By 

picking on the ideologies of the ruling parties and political aspiration of the oppositions as the 

foundation of his argument; the contested characterization at the everyday intensity is in 

reality ‘less everyday’ and more elite-level by definition. By treating the societal contestation 

of the vision of the nation as equivalent to the elite contestation of and competition for 

powers, Shamsul’s account ignored the peaceful social relations in Malaysia which is, after 

about 15 years later, recognised by himself as “social cohesion” through his later works.
45
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In the 2000s and 2010s, the numbers of related studies on Malaysia’s nation-building 

have increased extensively as many regarded that reflections on the process have been timely, 

particularly after four decades of Malaysian independence. Cheah’s work presents a historical 

explanation of Malaysia’s nation-building since the state’s independence in 1957 to the early 

2000s. His study was divided into four eras of Malaysian political leadership from Tunku to 

Mahathir. Despite the noticeable disparities in the state of nation-building between the four 

premiers of Malaysia, Cheah argues that the process has constantly gyrated around the 

“historic bargain” between the Malays/Bumiputras (sons of the soil) and non-Malays/non-

Bumiputeras.
46

 The historic bargain is defined by ‘social transaction’ or ‘social contract’ 

between the communities in Malaysia whereby the latter
47

 - the immigrant communities - 

accepted the supremacy or dominance of the Malays/Bumiputeras in the country in exchange 

for citizenship conferred to them.
48

 By focusing on the historic bargain, Cheah’s work is 

partly similar to Ongkili’s account,
49

 though it is more analytical and wider as it includes the 

examination of the two premiers of Malaysia after Abdul Razak that is Hussien Onn and 

Mahathir Mohamad. 

 Abdul Rahman Embong and Timothy Daniels put forward several sociological 

perspectives on Malaysia’s nation-building. Abdul Rahman indicated that the Malaysian 

society should be no longer regarded as a plural society, as claimed by Furnivall. Due to the 

standardisation of the education system, modernisation and urbanisation, the spatial and 

economic-ethnic segmentations of Malaysians, particularly since 1980s, has been less rigid in 

contrast to the past, despite the resilience of cultural differences among Malaysians. For these 

reasons, he proposed that Malaysia should be conceptually and practically considered as a 

multi-ethnic society. Despite the intellectual insights, Abdul Rahman’s work however is 

extremely unpretentious as it was intended to promote discussions rather than to provide a 

detailed account. In ‘Building Cultural Nationalism in Malaysia: Identity, Representation and 

Citizenship’, American sociologist Timothy Daniels offers a deep sociological account of the 

process of nation-building in Malaysia at the inter-ethnic level (meso-level).
50

 Daniels 
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scrutinizes the mechanism of identity negotiation among the ethnic communities and the 

government through various structural means, both in public and private places.
51

 His 

empirical study is extensive but by analysing the subject matter based on the dynamics at the 

inter-ethnic level, his conceptual framework and the unit of analysis is rather similar to 

Cheah’s work. Nation-building studies by Daniels and Cheah were framed based on the inter-

ethnic situation in Malaysia and their reconciliation process with the state for fuller 

recognition of their nationhood and citizenships rights. 

 In 2007, a number of Chinese intellectuals in Malaysia published their reflections on 

the roles and contributions of the Malaysian Chinese in Malaysia.
52

 They affirmatively 

proffered on how the minority group substantially facilitated in advancing the nation,
53

 

through various economic means,
54

 ethnic cooperation,
55

 and gender roles.
56

 This wide-

ranging study of ‘subaltern’ group has conveyed some intellectual balance against the 

dominant version which is Malay-based, but by seeing the nation-building process from the 

Chinese perspectives, their works are still confined within the racial paradigm that they had 

intended to balance. 

Then, in 2008, a group of distinguished social scientists provided a concise 

intellectual account of Malaysian nation-building. Entitled Sharing the Nation: Faith, 

Differences, Power and the State 50 years after Merdeka, Norani Othman, Mavid 

Puthucheary and Clive Kessler lamented against a number of flaws in Malaysia nation-

building process.
57

 Puthucheary contends that by emphasising on group rights instead of 

individual rights in the perceived social contract in Malaysia,
58

 the “important values 

associated with social justice, equality of opportunity and individual liberalism have not been 
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allowed to flourish in Malaysia. Instead, sectionally-divisive policies associated with group 

rights have dominated public policy-making”.
59

 Kessler on his part highlights the trajectory 

of Islaminisation of the Malaysian state during the Abdullah Ahmad Badawi years (2003 to 

2009).
60

 He put emphasis on how the state de-secularised the nation through Abdullah’s 

Islamic policy, the Islam Hadhari.
61

 

 With 25 chapters and more than 20 contributing authors, the Multiethnic Malaysia: 

Past, Present and Future, presents the most wide ranging account of the state of Malaysian 

society and nation-building.
62

 Involving many renowned scholars of the subject matter, 

including Johan Saravanamuttu, Edmund Terence Gomez, P. Ramasamy, Cheah Boon 

Kheng, Khoo Kay Kim, Lim Teck Ghee, Maznah Mohamad and Alberto Gomes (to name a 

few), the societal situation and the nation-building process of Malaysia have been discussed 

and analysed, from its historical roots to future prospects, together with various dimensions 

of economy, politics, social and cultural. Khoo illustrates the historical emergence of plural 

communities in the Malay Peninsular before the British intervention,
63

 whereas Cheah 

enlightens the readers of the strain in race and ethnic relations in Colonial Malaya in 1920s 

and 1930s
64

. Ariffin Omar explicates the struggle of ethnic unity in Malaya after the World 

War.
65

 From the economic perspective, Johan Saravanamuttu provides some discussion in 

‘The Great Middle Class Debate: Ethnicity, Politics and Lifestyle?’
66

. He argued that in 

“many ways Malaysians remain parochial and inward-looking and somewhat conservative”, 

and also materially oriented, which explains “the continuing propensity to support the status 

quo”.
67

 Maznah Mohamed deliberated on the relation between the politics of the New 
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Economic Policy (NEP) and the state of ethnic relations.
68

 She sees the real consequences of 

the NEP as the strengthening of an ethnic state in Malaysia instead of restoring social justice 

between the majority Bumiputera group and the minority non-Bumiputera group.
69

 Gomez in 

his chapter, ‘Ethnicity, Equity and Politics in Multiethnic Malaysia’, explicates the positive 

impacts and negative outcomes of the NEP
70

. While the policy promotes business partnership 

at the elite and middle class level, particularly between the Malay and the Chinese 

businessmen, the continuation of the policy Gomez argues, “has been the key factor for 

growing feelings of marginality and exclusion among non-Bumiputera”.
71

 The policy has also 

created a ‘crutch mentality and contributed to “serious wealth and income disparity within the 

Bumiputera community”.
72

 Ong Puay Liu in ‘Identity Matters: Ethnic Perception and 

Concerns’ discusses the question of how the politics of identity and ethnicity at the national 

level has influenced the public debate at the everyday level.
73

 As this generates problems to 

society, Ong circuitously suggested that the Malaysian nation should be based on, and 

projected as, “a nation of equal citizenships” rather than “a nation of unequal ethnics”.
74

 

  

One of the leading economists in Malaysia, Muhammad Abdul Khalid offers an 

economic account of the state of Malaysian society. In his book, The Colour of Inequality: 

Ethnicity, Class, Income and Wealth in Malaysia, he sketches the alarming disproportion of 

national wealth despite the tremendous increase in national income since 1980s:
75

 “the wealth 

gap in Malaysia is alarmingly high and extremely skewed”.
76

 Despite the class and 

economics element of his study, the focus is more “on the gap between the Bumiputera 

majority and the non-Bumiputera minorities”.
77

 Consequently, his study is more ethnically-

based rather than class.  
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The Studies on Singapore 

  

On Singapore, Raj Vasil’s “Governing Singapore” of 1984,
78

 and “Asianising Singapore: The 

PAP’s Management of Ethnicity” of 1995 are amongst the earliest exertions in discerning the 

nature of Singapore’s nation-building under PAP.
79

 The two books should be seen as 

sequential works since the former covers the history of PAP struggle from 1950s to late 

1970s, while the latter continues the historical account to mid-1990s. The books’ arguments, 

despite being heavily biased and based on the perspectives of leading PAP leaders (including 

with Lee Kuan Yew, Goh Chok Tong, Goh Keng Swee and S. Rajaratnam) – to the extent it 

could be regarded as the ‘official’ PAP account of Singapore’s nation’s building, they 

provide valuable sources for official references, apart from those in the public office and 

libraries. The first book provides the PAP’s account on its “nature and role” in “establishing a 

multi-racial nation”,
80

 and the second describes the PAP’s project in “Asianising Singapore” 

in the 1980s as the response of the state to the unwanted effects of liberal, Western influences 

over Singapore society.
81

 

 C.M. Turnbull has contributed extensive historical accounts on Singapore’s society 

and politics. Even though it contained limited theoretically content, but the thesis benefited 

very much from the details provided in her book.
82

In “Ethnicity and Nationality in 

Singapore”,
83

 Chew Sock Foon finds out, through his empirical research, that a “dual 

identification”, that is “high ethnic and national identification could exist concurrently”.
84

 His 

study defies the “easily assumed that ethnic and national identification comprise incompatible 

loyalties in sovereign multi-ethnic states”.
85

 Out of the impact of social, political, economic 

and cultural forces in Singapore, he observed that many Singaporeans would not have any 

problem in their loyalty towards the state despite the presence of high ethnic identifications 

particularly among the minority communities.
86

 

 In line with PAP’s agenda in creating shared national values since the late 1980s, the 

Institute of Policy Studies published several intellectual accounts for the project called In 
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Search of Singapore’s National Values.
87

 In the introducing chapter,
88

 Quah highlights the 

notion of “communitarianism” as the basis of Singapore’s national values as espoused by the 

then First Deputy Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong who himself was influenced by the idea 

(communitarianism) and work of George Lodge and Ezra Vogel.
89

 Leo Suryadinata
90

 in his 

account warns that “an inappropriate national ideology does more harm than good because it 

gives rise to divisive rather than unifying tendencies”.
91

 He also suggests that “the national 

values to be adopted in Singapore must take into account the multi-racial nature of its 

society”.
92

 Quah in one of his chapters (Chapter 4)
93

 looks into “the impact of six selected 

government policies on the development of a national identity in Singapore”.
94

 While 

imparting a constructive remark for the state nation-building effort, Quah cautioned that “the 

government must fine-tune those policies which have unintentionally raised the population’s 

level of racial consciousness”.
95

 

 In 1992, a group of local scholars published their compiled work in Imagine 

Singapore,
96

 discussing the various viewpoints in the process of Singapore nation-state 

building. Three of the works warrant some reflections here. The first is the work by Hussin 

Mutalib which briefly discusses Singapore’s multiracialism and meritocratic policies and the 

issues surrounding the execution of those policies,
97

 particularly the treatment against the 

Malay community after 1965.
98

 Lim Boon Tiong provides the economic perspective behind 
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the volte-face in the government’s population policy from 1970s to 1990s.
99

 By linking the 

economic imperatives with the size of the population, he explicates why the government had 

decided to cut the size of the population in 1970s but later in 1980s needed to reverse the 

policy when the population growth was greatly affected by such policy. The author, however, 

did not touch on the political dimension of the policy whereby the graduates, mostly Chinese, 

were allowed and given some incentives and rewards for having more babies when the policy 

was implemented in 1970s. Anne Pakir in her chapter ‘English-Knowing Bilingualism in 

Singapore’, recaptures the ‘nationalisation’ of English (since early 1960s) vis-à-vis Mandarin 

(since late 1970s) as the main languages in Singapore through the state’s language policy and 

the education system.
100

 The programmes were so effective that the number of English and 

Mandarin speakers in 1990 had increased more than two-fold than in 1980.
101

 

 Michael Hill and Lian Kwan Fee’s book The Politics of Nation Building and 

Citizenship in Singapore provides a detailed sociological account of the process of nation-

building in Singapore.
102

 The authors explore how the creation of national identity is made 

possible through the creation of new institutions. They see the education system holding great 

influence over the government projects of multiracial and multicultural Singapore. The 

authors also relates a number of other PAP’s state policies and actions in achieving similar 

objectives, including housing and population, and the creation of para-political structures and 

the national ideology of shared values. Despite its wide ranging coverage of Singapore’s 

nation-building, the work is less critical and omitted the crucial examination of the state 

policy of meritocracy which is the forefront ideology of Singapore since its independence in 

1965.    

 The aspect of control is one of the main elements of PAP’s state administration of the 

Singaporean society. As such, several studies have been undertaken in uncovering the control 

element in the state’s nation-building project. Chua Beng-huat in Communitarian Ideology 

and Democracy in Singapore
103

 discusses the PAP’s ideological trajectories from 

authoritarianism to communitarianism.
104

 Drawing on the different nature of Singapore’s 
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society from the West, he sees Singapore’s progress towards democracy under the then new 

leadership of Goh Chok Tong could only be done through non-liberal, communitarian path.
105

 

Cherian George in Singapore: The Air-Conditioned Nation describes how the perpetuation of 

PAP rule is made possible through the material comfort and political control structured by the 

ruling regime to the populace in Singapore.
106

 Under a relatively similar perspective, Carl 

Trocki in Singapore: Wealth, Power and the Culture of Control discuss the nature of state 

control over the society and nation-building process in Singapore.
107

 He elucidates how the 

middle class and the multi-racial society on the island are carefully managed by the 

government to the extent that the society is confronted with the issue of “intellectual and 

cultural sterility”.
108

 

 Barr and Skrbiš in their book Constructing Singapore: Elitism, Ethnicity and Nation-

Building Project provides a critical and in-depth study of PAP’S nation-building project 

through the analysis of the interplay between elitism and ethnicity in the state’s operation and 

policies.
109

 Through the process of elite selection, training and formation of a ruling and 

administrative elite under the so-called meritocracy policy, Singapore’s society are 

structurally organised and technocratic leadership is built and perpetuated. An in-depth study 

was made in the state’s education system and the government structure in their explication of 

how elitism works in Singapore.
110

 They also unravel, in detail, the contradictions of said 

project by identifying the significance of ethnic, class, personal and gender factors in the 

nation-building project.
111

 

There are several studies on Singapore’s nation-building dedicated to understand the 

situation of the Malay community. Tania Li’s monograph, Malays in Singapore: Culture, 

Economy, and Ideology could be said to be the earliest detailed and dedicated work that 

attempts to explicate the social life of the Malays on the island.
112

 By using an 

anthropological approach, she analysed how “cultural ideas and economic conditions shape 

not only the lives of individual Singapore Malays but also Malay households within the 
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community”.
113

 She contends that “differences in the cultural framework within which 

Malays and Chinese organize their economic lives, especially with regard to 

entrepreneurship, have put Malays at an economic disadvantage in Singapore since 1959, and 

supported the idea that Malays are culturally inferior which, in turn, has been a source of 

discrimination against them”.
114

 Lily Zubaidah Rahim’s work in The Singapore Dilemma: 

The Political and Educational Marginality of the Malay Community, which is based on her 

field study, observed the systematic downfall of Malay political power and socio-economics 

positions under PAP rule.
115

 She focuses on the role of the state, particularly in the 

marginalisation of the Malays in politics and education, apart from the political and 

ideological play of race - ostensibly the Malay’s cultural deficit – in justifying the 

backwardness of the community, as the systemic and structured constraints the progress of 

the Malays. In one of her latest works on the Malays in Singapore,
116

 Lily Rahim examines 

“the contradictions between the PAP government’s rhetoric of meritocracy and 

multiracialism and the reality of ethnic-based social and security policies”.
117

 She argues that 

the contradictions were “driven by the socio-political dynamics of Singapore’s authoritarian 

state, Minister Mentor Lee Kuan Yew’s strongly ethno-centric worldview and the state’s 

subtle promotion of the PAP government as the guardian of Chinese interests in Singapore 

and the region”.
118

 She also found out that they were some “important similarities in the 

nation-building approaches” between Singapore and Malaysia while “acknowledging” their 

“dissimilarities”.
119

 Hussin Mutalib in Singapore Malays: Being Ethnic Minority and Muslim 

in a Global City
120

 explored three fundamental aspects of the ‘Malay plight’ - the socio-

economic, politics and culture. Grounded on an embedded study of the dynamic relations 

between the state and the non-state actor,
121

 he contended that the state is the primary source 
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of the plight,
122

 whereas the ‘minority syndrome’ (among the Malays), historical legacies and 

globalisation are the secondary causes.
123

 

 

Comparative Studies on Malaysia and Singapore 

  

There are also several comparative studies of Malaysia and Singapore’s nation-building in the 

past. Stanley Bedlington’s Malaysia and Singapore: The Building of New States (1978) is the 

first serious attempt to study the subject matter.
124

 The book provides descriptive reflections 

on the political processes and the major problems of the two new countries since their 

independence in mid-1970s.  

Leo Suryadinata’s edited book of Ethnic Relations and Nation-Building in Southeast 

Asia: The Case of Ethnic Chinese, offers several accounts on Malaysia, Singapore and 

Indonesia nation-building from the Chinese perspective.
125

 Remarkably, the accounts on 

Malaysia are not focused on and from the Chinese per se, but include also the Malays and 

Indians as well. Even more so, the three ethnic-based accounts on Malaysia were written by 

the intellectuals from the three main races in Malaysia. Lee Kam Hing on his part
126

 argues 

that “there is general acceptance of Mahathir’s vision of an eventual Bangsa Malaysia despite 

the fact that this Bangsa Malaysia is not defined”.
127

 Although “all sides” of Malaysians 

“accept the need for integration”, “but there continues to be at least two different perspectives 

on how this is to be achieved”.
128

 Lee did not straightforwardly define the “two different 

perspectives”, but we can surmise the two as assimilationist (based on the culture of the 

majority ethnic) and integrative (nation-building based on the idea of multi-culturalism) 

perspectives. Shamsul A.B in his contributing chapter discusses the authority-defined 

perspective on the construction of social categories of “Malay” and “Malayness” as well as 

“Chinese” and “Chineseness” in pre and post-independent Malaysia.
129

 He balanced the 
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discussion with the same process of construction at the “every-day, experiential level”,
130

 

capitalising on his own experience as a Malay on the idea of Chinese and Chineseness in the 

social context in Malaysia. P. Ramasamy focuses on the “marginalisation” of the Malaysian 

Indians as the state’s nation-building is based on “advancing Malay dominance” and 

“hegemony”.
131

 Out of the process of “urbanization, commercialization, and ethnic 

discrimination”, “Indians have become politically marginalized, economically deprived of 

opportunity, and culturally alienated’. He also argues that “Indian involvement in criminal 

activities has nothing to do with their particular cultural and ethnic disposition”,
132

 which 

often the regular stereotype is attributed by others to Indians, but due to the above processes. 

Singapore on the other side holds three intellectual accounts provided by Tan Ern Ser, 

Eugene Tan and Sharon Siddique. Drawing from survey data, Tan Ern Ser concluded that 

although ethnic relations in Singapore since 1990s is much “healthier” than in 1960s and 

before,
133

 as long as “multi-culturalism continues to be promoted and practiced, it is likely 

that that the ethnic boundaries will remain, rather than be dissolved”.
134

 Eugene Tan 

highlights the Singaporean Chinese dilemma of nation-building – revolving around the 

distinction between ethno-nationalism and multiracialism.
135

 Sharon Siddique shared four 

decades of personal experience of Chinese as a Malay Singaporean. She observed the web of 

significance in the reproduction of Chinese identity through government involvement and 

ethno-religious celebration.
136

 She also highlighted the positive progress on ethnic relations in 

Singapore through various cultural exchange and borrowings such as giving hong bao (red 

packets) during the Chinese New Year and duit raya (green packet) among the Muslims 

during Eid Mubarak.
137
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In 2005 a noted Southeast Asian historian Wang Gungwu edited a book entitled 

“Nation-Building: Five Southeast Asian Histories” that combined the works of a number of 

leading scholars in the region.
138

 In the opening chapter, Wang stressed the need for 

historians to reflect on the history of nation-building process in Southeast-Asian countries, 

especially after their independence.
139

 But in doing so, he argued that the historians will be 

confronted with a twofold challenge between the contemporary and the national history.
140

 

On the Malaysian part, Milner provided his examinations of a number of historical accounts 

on Malaysia’s nation-building and framed them as “Historians Writing Nations: Malaysia 

Contest”. He meanderingly highlighted certain precautions to be taken against the reflections 

provided by the Malaysian historians. For instance, if they enjoy relationships with political 

characters, the written histories could be ideological rather than based on social realities.
141

 

Tony Stockwell in his work identified the challenges of Malaysia independence (including 

Singapore, Sabah and Sarawak) and nation-building in the early years of its establishment.
142

 

Describing the new Malaysia as just “a state without nation”, he commented that the 

Malaysian government was not only confronting with a divided society and divided loyalty, 

but also the threat of internal territorial separation, and external military attack from the 

neighbouring countries.
143

 Albert Lau’s chapter “Nation-building and the Singapore Story: 

Some Issues in the Study of Contemporary Singapore History” is the only account of 

Singapore in the book.
144

 Lau’s objective was not to provide a historical account of 

Singapore’s nation-building, but to underline several issues of writing history in Singapore 

due to the problems of incomplete documents, perspective and objectivity owing to the 

secretive and dominant nature of the PAP government in Singapore. 
145
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In another book “Race and Multiculturalism in Malaysia and Singapore”,
146

 a series 

of discussions on the practices of race and multi-culturalism in the two countries were made 

both at the governmental and every-day level. Seeing the significance of the post-colonial 

governments in Malaysia and Singapore in producing and reproducing race through its 

institutions, or what was regarded as racial governmentality,
147

 Ting highlighted the discourse 

of ketuanan Melayu (Malay supremacy) in the Malaysian historical textbook;
148

 while Goh 

explored the impact of renewed relations between the governments of Singapore and China to 

the Chinese and Chineseness in Singapore.
149

 At the every-day level, several accounts of 

increasing Malaysian and Singaporean multi-culturalism, largely due to the process of 

cosmopolitanism, are studied through observation of popular arts and culture. For instances, 

Antoinette stressed on the rethinking of the Malaysian identity through “the art of race”,
150

 

Tan observed the racial stereotypes in Singapore films,
151

 Gabrielpillai discussed the 

phenomenon of Singapore Indians in the quest for Chinese identity.
152

 

 Of the dozens of scholarly works surveyed above, practically all except one analysed 

the subject of nation-building from the cultural perspectives. This development is surprising 

as class perspective is one of the most dominant intellectual perspective in Malaysia and 

Singapore. In fact, a number of Marxist or class scholars, particularly in Malaysia, have 

switched their intellectual discussion into cultural ones when they reflect on the process of 

nation-building. The only work providing some class or “elitism” perspective in the study of 

nation-building was by Barr and Skrbis in “Constructing Singapore”. The authors offer an in-

depth study of the process of nation-building from bottom to top, analysing how elitism 

works in Singapore, while also providing some discussion on the cultural elements of the 
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state’s nation building project. The book is one of the main guidance for this thesis. However, 

being a comparative study involving Malaysia and Singapore, this thesis would not venture 

on the same path and explore the same depth which had been undertaken by Barr and Skrbis. 

Instead, it seeks to achieve a wide coverage of the subject matter to uncover and appreciate 

the class elements of nation-building in both countries. It is redundant for this thesis to 

reproduce another in-depth account on the process of nation-building in Singapore as Barr 

and Skrbis have already produced detailed work. In addition, there will be noticeable 

variations in the theoretical perspective in this thesis from Barr and Skrbis’s work. 

 Many of the studies above were conducted some time ago. There are some important 

variations of the state of nation-building in Malaysia after Mahathir (1981 – 2003) and in 

Singapore after Lee Kuan Yew (1959 – 1990). Thus, apart from providing a more recent and 

contemporary analysis on the state of nation-building in Malaysia and Singapore, some 

comparisons of the subject matter between the past and contemporary leaders will also be 

made.   

 

Theoretical Perspective: Nation-Building as Class Phenomenon 

 

From the perspective of Karl Marx, the human history is entangled in a dialectical struggle 

between two competing groups, the dominant and the dominated, which is motivated by the 

nature of the economic forces.
153

 The economy does not only, in this perspective, divide the 

group into social classes (the upper class/elite and the lower class/masses), but also shaped 

the nature of the society. The current economic system of capitalism has given rise to two 

main classes, the bourgeoisie or capitalist – those who have control over the production, and 

the proletariat or the working class – those who provide labour for the production. The 

economy, thus, according to Marx, is the substructure or the foundation of the society.
154

 The 

substructure is maintained and perpetuated by the superstructure, the non-economic forces. 

The state and the system of belief and values that are mainly controlled by the upper class 

constitute the central components in the superstructure.
155

 Being economically powerful and 

politically significant, the upper class could influence, and to some extent, control the state 

                                                           
153

 See, Claudio J. Katz, From feudalism to capitalism: Marxian theories of class struggle and social change, 

Greenwood Press, Santa Barbara, 1989.  
154

 Norman Levine, Divergent Paths: Hegel in Marxism and Engelsism, Lexington Book, Lanham and Oxford, 

2006, p. 70 
155

 Frank E. Manuel, A requiem for Karl Marx, Harvard University Press, Cambridge and London, 1995, p. 130. 



25 
 

according to their own class interest.
156

 As a result, the upper class, being the dominant 

group, enjoys significant advantages in the capitalist system, resulting in class maintenance 

and reproduction, so as to get wealthier and becoming politically powerful than before. The 

role of the masses or the proletariat in the capitalist system is not entirely insignificant. In 

fact, they play a crucial role in a democracy, particularly in elections and civic movements. 

But their role in politics and access to power is notably limited. In the case of the Presidents 

of the United States, for example, almost if not all of the U.S Presidents and presidential 

candidates are of the upper class groups. The recent contest in the U.S. presidency in 

November 2016 was between political elite Hillary Clinton and business tycoon Donald 

Trump. This is one of the reasons why Marx had dismissed democracy as simply a 

bourgeoisie or capitalist democracy – a system ruled by the rich. But the masses are made to 

believe, by the superstructure (the state, media and the education system, to state a few 

examples), that their political system is popularly based although it is heavily shaped and 

structured by the elite. 

 In extending the capitalist rule and the above popular perception, it is essential to 

appreciate the theory of hegemony as developed by Antonio Gramsci.
157

 Hegemony through 

Gramsci’s lens is a continuous
158

 process of constructing (and reconstructing) the 

worldview
159

 of the masses (the ruled) in parallel with the elite (the ruler) in obtaining 

consent and legitimacy from the former to the latter.
160

 The consent and legitimacy are 

attained through the combination of force and intellectual influence.
161

 Various institutions 

including the state structures and non-state agencies are used by the ruler in 

‘hegemonising’
162

 the ruled. This principally includes the activity of socio-political control
163

 

and the use of propaganda.
164

 The enactment of laws, particularly with draconian elements,
165
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and the use of the state-controlled (or funded) media are among the most popular tools for 

hegemony.
166

 Through these acts, the civil space of the masses are not only made limited but 

dominated by ruling elite.
167

 The domination allows the ruling elites to become the 

‘hegemon’
168

 who hold the capacity to impose their beliefs as the worldview of the society 

and the state.
169

 

  In the context of Malaysia and Singapore, their modern political system was imposed 

on to them by the British. Their constitutions were enacted by the British, in accordance with 

the Westminster system, before the countries gained independence. But as the process of 

decolonisation in both countries took place during the Emergency (declared in 1948) which 

allowed the authorities to have excessive powers in combating communists and political 

opponents, the practice of ‘democracy’ or ‘politics’ inherited by both Malaysian and 

Singaporean state elites were more authoritarian in nature. In parallel with the security laws 

enacted to stem the spread of communism and avert a potential communist take-over of 

British interests in the colonies, the British cautiously and strategically forged an alliance 

with the local leaders they could trust in Malaya and Singapore. The English-educated and 

conservative elites were always the first choice to British when came to this.  

In Malaya, the British favoured the English conservative elites in United Malays 

National Organisation (UMNO) party. A number of UMNO leaders were given prominent 

positions in the colonial government since 1948, including cabinet ministers and state 

secretaries. At the same time, political dissidents were effectively checked and controlled by 

the colonial government, paving the way for UMNO to enjoy a landslide victory in the 1955 

General Elections and form the interim government.  

In Singapore, the British in 1957 made a pact with the leader of the English-educated 

group in the People’s Action Party - Lee Kuan Yew. Through this, Lee was not only able to 

control PAP leadership where more than ninety per cent of the party members were Chinese 
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speakers, it was also made possible for him to become the Prime Minister following the 1959 

General Election. Lee would go on to stamp out considerable threats from his political 

opponents by way of Operation Coldstore in 1963.            

The laws which were passed during the Emergency, such as the Sedition Act 1948, 

are maintained and used by the post-colonial government even after communism ceased 

being a threat in the late 1960s. In fact, the powers of the governments are occasionally 

increased as the nation progresses. With the enactment of the Internal Security Act (ISA) in 

1960, thousands of political opponents to the ruling party of Malaysia, UMNO, were been 

arrested and detained by the government. Ten years later, the University and College 

University Act 1970 was introduced to control growing student activism. The freedom to 

expression was curtailed by way of the Printing Presses and Publications Act in 1984. Later 

on, when the internet had started to become a potential political risk to the ruling regime, the 

Malaysian Communications and Multimedia Act in 1998 was passed. More recently, the 

Security Offences (Special Measures) Act or SOSMA was passed in 2012 along with a 

number of new security laws ostensibly to combat terrorism in Malaysia. During 

parliamentary debates on SOSMA, the government promised that the statute would not be 

used against political dissidents, in response to Opposition criticisms.
170

 However, in 2015, 

SOSMA was used against political opponents,
171

 and in late 2016 against a civic leader of 

mass demonstration who had called for a change of regime.
172

 

In Singapore, the colonial government of Singapore in February 1963, together with 

the ruling party PAP, launched the infamous ‘Operation Coldstore’ which effectively crippled 

the position of the Opposition and thus securing the victory of the PAP in September that 

year. The steps and measures taken by the Malaysian authorities were also undertaken by the 

Singapore government, such as the enactments of the Newspaper and Printing Presses Act in 

1974, the Computer Misuse and Cybersecurity Act in 1993, and the Terrorism (Suppression 

of Financing) Act 2003. In one of the recent instances of the excessive use of power by the 

government, a sixteen-year-old blogger was detained for “praising the death of Singapore's 
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first Prime Minister, Lee Kuan Yew” and calling Lee “totalitarian” in 2015.
173

 The teenager 

was detained by the police for 53 days.
174

 

 The ownership of excessive state powers and force on the part of UMNO and PAP is 

one of the central reasons that have helped both parties to stay in power until the present 

(2017). With such powers, the political elites utilise and manipulate the political systems to 

ensure the perpetuation of their rule. The powers are also used for their other class interests, 

including self-enrichment. Malaysia is currently experiencing an economic slowdown since 

2014. Subsidies were gradually and systematically reduced, and new tax regimes were 

introduced under the government’s economic rationalisation programmes to reduce 

government burden and burgeoning debts.
175

 Yet, at the same time, the government continued 

to announce new mega-size developmental projects costing hundreds of billions ringgit in the 

name of progress and the people.
176

 This agrees with the agenda of material development in 

the government’s nation-building project. In one of the government’s latest development 

announcement in 2016, the government revealed its plans to build a new railway to the East 

Coast (ECR) that would cost RM55 billion. Strangely, most of the cost is going to be borne 

by a loan from China – indicating the dire situation of the government’s financial standing. 

Even more peculiarly, according to Mahathir Mohamed, a former prime minister of Malaysia, 

the real cost for the project should not be more than RM35 billion.
177

 The difference, as per 

Mahathir’s words, “will go to personal accounts”.
178

 K.S. Jomo and Terence Gomez have 

written numerous works on how the state’s developmental and privatisation projects in 

Malaysia are devised by the ruling elites for itself and a source of large political funds for the 

ruling party.
179

 In another scheme, this time through the state’s investment, the 1Malaysia 

Development Board (1MDB), The Wall Street Journal reported how the national funds were 

                                                           
173

 Emiko Jozuka, ‘Singapore teen blogger Amos Yee jailed over social media posts’, CNN, 29 September 2016, 

viewed 1 March 2017,<http://edition.cnn.com/2016/09/29/asia/singapore-amos-yee-teen-blogger-sentence/>.  
174

 Ibid. 
175

 Mikhail Raj Abdullah, ‘Government's subsidy reduction to benefit rakyat in the long term’, Ministry of 

Domestic Trade, Co-operative and Consumerism’s web site, viewed 1 March 2017, 

<http://kpdnkk.bernama.com/newsEn.php?id=975352>. 
176

 ‘Najib reiterates commitment to transform public transport, meets commuters' needs’, New Strait Times, 17 

October  2016, viewed 1 March 2017, <http://www.nst.com.my/news/2016/10/180873/najib-reiterates-

commitment-transform-public-transport-meets-commuters-needs>. 
177

 ‘Najib’s China trip’, 17 November 2016, viewed 1 March 2017, <http://mahathir-

mohamad.blogspot.my/2016/11/najibs-china-trip.html>. 
178

 ‘ECR-Najib Razak berhutang 100 kali ganda dari perbelanjaan sebenar-Tun Mahathir (Tun M) terkini 2016’, 

Youtube, 14 November 2016, viewed 1 March 2017, < https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=R9UTkakqK8I, 

KONVENSYEN PAKATAN HARAPAN:>. 
179

 See for example, Edmund Terence Gomez and Jomo K.S, Malaysian political economy: politics, patronage, 

and profits, 2nd ed., Cambridge University Press, Cambridge and Melbourne, 1999. 

http://edition.cnn.com/2016/09/29/asia/singapore-amos-yee-teen-blogger-sentence/


29 
 

channelled to the ruling party through 1MDB to help the party to secure a victory in the 2013 

General Elections.
180

 These matters would be examined in detail in Chapter 6 of this thesis. 

 In Singapore, similar practices exist, albeit done in a more subtle, strategic, and 

concealed manner. In the late 1980s to 1990s, as a result of the increasingly competitive 

global market, the Singapore government radically reduced its corporate tax to attract foreign 

investment into the island nation. Personal income tax, which affected the few, privileged 

groups of the population, was also significantly reduced. As a result, the national revenue was 

affected and the government introduced a new tax scheme in April 1994 – the Goods and 

Services Tax (GST), as a trade-off. The government argued that tax reform was necessary to 

maintaining Singapore's competitiveness, sustain long-term growth and boost job creation.
181

 

But in contrast from the personal income tax, the GST affected all Singaporeans, including 

the working class, which constitute the majority of the population. Certain arguments were 

brought up by civic and opposition leaders, especially on the moral aspect in taxing the poor 

in the society. The calls were rejected by the government by repeating its justifications on the 

need of having such reform. Interestingly, just when the government was trying to find more 

funds for the national coffers through the GST, later that year, in November 1994 the 

government tabled a White Paper entitled “Competitive Salaries for Competent & Honest 

Government” in parliament.
182

 The White Paper recommended that salaries of Ministers and 

senior Civil Servants be pegged at 2/3 of the average income of the top 4 earners in 6 private 

sectors, instantaneously propelling Singaporean officials to becoming the highest paid 

government officials in the world. The Opposition slammed the increase and dubbed the 

increase as “Lee-galised corruption”. These issues, and others that display the dynamics of 

class relations and contentions in Singapore’s nation-state building, will be studied in greater 

detail in Part III. 
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 Thus, if Marx regards the state in the West as merely a tool for bourgeoisie rule and a 

necessary evil for the proletariats,
183

 in the Malaysian and Singaporean context as described 

above, there are certain variations to the composition in and relations between the state and 

business elites. In Malaysia, many members of the state elites are directly involved in 

business through the productions of various government resources, rents and projects. From 

the same scheme too, they enjoy strong relations with business elites and corporations who 

are also aiming for similar interests in the government’s rents. Together with high-ranking 

government officials, the political and business elites practically constitute the ruling class in 

Malaysia. Jomo refer to them as the statist-capitalist class.
184

 In Singapore, the connection 

between the three groups is also strong albeit through its meritocracy system.
185

 In fact, 

unlike the salary of the political executive in most of other countries, the ministerial pay is 

pegged to the salary of the top business elites in the state. Moreover, the migration between 

the elites in the three sectors of the ruling elite is a common practice in Singapore’s elitism 

and technocratic system. 

 Despite a gross misuse and exploitation of state powers by the ruling class, large 

number of the population in both countries continuingly supported the same political regimes 

in their respective states since late 1950s. Many of them have positive views to their 

governments and have steadily provided their consent to the ruling class. Hegemony, both 

through force and intellectual control, plays a major role in building the positive worldview 

to the ruling class among the populace. As described above, various laws and policies were 

enacted by both political regimes in controlling the populace, civil society, political 

oppositions and the dissenting views, while at the same time “manufacturing” realities mainly 

through the manipulation of the state structures. Through such activity of control and the 

production of propaganda by the state agencies, the masses were swayed away from the real 

facts and were made believe the ‘authorised’ reality sanctioned by ruling class. For many 

Malaysians and Singaporeans for example, race been made to believe by the governments as 

a tangible issue in contrast to economics. Consequently, through this misinformation and 

misrepresentation of reality by the hegemons, consent from the masses is achievable and the 

masses are continuingly (re)constructed by the ruling class to function as their ‘political 

subjects’ in contrast to ‘nation’ albeit with the growing force of modernisation. The class 
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consciousness among the masses is thus effectively contained as many were trapped with the 

“false consciousness”
186

 mainly from culturally-based ideology making them to become a 

“class in itself” rather than a “class for itself”.
187

 This “hegemonic bloc”
188

 has made possible 

for the UMNO and PAP regimes perpetuation in the history
189

 of post-colonial Malaysia and 

Singapore. 

 Nation-building, from this perspective, therefore does not resonate with the general 

literature which is dominated by cultural perspectives. In the Malaysian and Singaporean 

context, the class element is more than, or at least equally significant with, the cultural 

element in the nation-building projects. The practice of crony capitalism in Malaysia and 

elitism in Singapore, which favours the selected few, is a prominent example of class element 

presence in both states’ nation-building projects. Thus, rather than seeing nation-building in 

both countries as a cultural project of building the nation, this thesis views the processes as 

political projects to build the subjects for the new class rule in post-colonial Malaysia and 

Singapore.    

 

Objective of the Study 

 

Nation-building in Malaysia and Singapore should not be assumed as nation-building per se, 

or only as a cultural matter, as both are the frontage rather than the essence of the state’s 

social modernisation project. On the contrary, nation-building in these authoritarian countries 

should be understood as a subject-building process, political and class matter, and as the state 

elites and ruling regime’s project to maintain and perpetuate their rule. By using this 

perspective, we can critically appreciate and appraise the volte-face, contradictions and 

inconsistencies in the states’ nation-building policies as it is not cultural motive that drives 

the elites’ direction in their national vision, but more political ones. It could better explain 

why the PAP regime adopted some pro-Malay policies before the merger with Malaya, 

abandoned the policies right after the separation from Malaysia, and later moved to Sinicise 

Singapore in the late 1970s – which is departs from what they had preached since the 
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establishment of PAP in 1954. It also could explain why the Malay nationalists in the ruling 

regime of UMNO and BN in Malaysia, who were ostensibly willing to do and give anything 

in the name of the community, yet from time to time did things which go against their own 

community at large.
190

 Kelantan, for instance, which is one of the Malay-majority states, has 

always been denied proper budgets and development projects from the federal government 

since 1990 when voters in the state continue to support UMNO’s old rival – Pan Malaysia 

Islamic Party (PAS).
191

 As a result, the state of Kelantan is politically made poor by the 

UMNO-controlled federal government. Furthermore, during the Mahathir years (1981 - 

2003), many Malay-majority seats in the parliament had been transformed to mixed seats, by 

increasing the number of Chinese voters through re-delineation as there was growing Malay 

dissatisfaction towards Mahathir’s government which partly originated from two internal 

clashes within UMNO in the late 1980s and late 1990s. The federal government thus, in these 

two occasions, clearly made its decisions on objective political motives, rather than 

subjective emotions, in weakening the Malay-majority constituencies as they are not 

perceived, at that time and space of history, simply as ‘Malays’, but more importantly as 

‘voters’. 

 Based on this premise, the nation-building projects in Malaysia and Singapore will be 

analysed, involving the process of revising and re-interpretation of past nation-building 

politics and policies and examination of contemporary history in the both countries. The 

study attempts to comprehend “the politics” behind the changing nation-building policy in 

both country. The main themes explored in this thesis are, how the nation-building projects in 

both countries are connected and personalised with class interests of their ruling elites; how 

state elections impacted nation-building politics; and how nation-building policies are 

enacted to build political loyalty or support among the ruled to the ruling elites. For these 

reasons, the main nation-building policies in Malaysia and Singapore will be scrutinised and 

examined eclectically, but mainly from the class perspective. Thus apart from the class 

theory, several other conceptual approaches such as ‘situationalist’ and revisionist will also 

be used pragmatically.  

The decision to avail class perspective in approaching the subject matter is not to 

undermine or deny the merit of cultural approaches in the studies of nation-building. The 
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study aims to provide an alternative, if not complementary, perspective of the subject matter. 

The author is also hoping that, by doing this, the nation-building studies which are 

overwhelmingly dominated by cultural approaches, could be balanced and appreciated from 

other intellectual perspectives. It is peculiar to view a dearth of class and alternative 

perspectives in the studies of nation-building in the two countries, seeing that class 

perspectives are actually the dominant perspective in the studies of politics in both countries. 

In fact, even leading class analysis proponents in Malaysia, such as P. Ramasamy and Abdul 

Rahman Embong (see my reflections on their work at the early part of this chapter), were 

using cultural and ethnic perspectives when approaching the question of nation-building. This 

is probably due to the hegemonic, common-sense understanding that nation-building is purely 

a cultural matter and falls within the cultural domain. For these reasons, this thesis is 

undertaken to prove the otherwise and illustrate other possibilities. But this is not to say that 

the class analysis is superior to the cultural one in approaching the subject matter, or that the 

latter is wrong or insignificant. On the contrary, as mentioned earlier, the class perspective is 

used to provide an alternative and complementary understanding, thus balancing the 

theoretical dimension of nation-building studies, particularly in Malaysia and Singapore.  

Methodology 

 

The aspired intent of this study is to deliver an alternative perspective, particularly of class 

analysis (and eclectically with other perspectives), on the politics of nation-building in 

Malaysia and Singapore, which is predominantly echoed from the cultural dimension. For 

these reasons, a host of data-gathering and references would be included, ranging from 

historical reports, scholarly works and newspaper clippings (online and printed materials). 

This researcher also conducted several field trips in Malaysia (in 2010 and 2015) and 

Singapore (in 2010) in 2010. Throughout the trips, this researcher observed a number of local 

and national events, spoke to some members of the communities and non-governmental 

organisations, and interviewed a numbers of politicians, academicians and government 

servants.
192

  With the advent of internet technology, this thesis benefited much from internet 

research, particularly in obtaining online news reports for a contemporary analysis of 

Malaysia and Singapore.      
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Malaysia and Singapore: A Brief Overview 

 

Malaysia and Singapore are former British colonies in Southeast Asia. Peninsular Malaya 

achieved its independence in 1957 and was known as the Federation of Malaya. In 1963, with 

the inclusion of Singapore, North Borneo (now Sabah) and Sarawak, the federation is later 

known as Federation of Malaysia. Both of the ruling elites in Malaysia and Singapore had 

decided to remove Singapore from the Federation in August 1965.  

 Both states are practises the parliamentary system. The ruling coalition in Malaysia is 

known as the Barisan Nasional (BN) and in Singapore it is the People’s Action Party (PAP). 

Both BN and PAP have never failed to be re-elected into power since 1955 and 1959 

respectively. 

The societies in the countries are multi-ethnic, where the Malays and the Chinese 

constitute the majority. The multi-racial character of the two countries is the by-product of 

colonial capitalism. Both countries are the top two economies in the Southeast Asian region.  

 

The Organisation of the Study 

 

In general, this study consists of eight chapters. This thesis is divided into four main parts. 

Part I is consists of two chapters: the introduction (Chapter 1) and the construction of a party-

state system in Malaysia and Singapore (Chapter 2). Part II is the study of Malaysia and is 

also contained in two chapters. The first chapter (Chapter 3) is the analysis of the politics of 

nation-building in Malaysia from Tunku Abdul Rahman’s administration until Abdullah 

Badawi. Then, in Chapter 4, analysis of the politics of nation-building under the current 

Prime Minister Najib Razak is made out. The analysis of Singapore’s politics of nation-

building is sketched in Part III which stretches over three chapters. The study of the Lee 

Kuan Yew years is in Chapter 5, Goh Chok Tong in Chapter 6 and Lee Hsien Loong in 

Chapter 7.  Part IV is the conclusion (Chapter 8). 
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Conclusion 

 

The nation-building studies of Malaysia and Singapore, as surveyed in this chapter, have too 

long been dominated by the cultural analysis. While there is nothing wrong with such a trend, 

it may hinder the thinking and reflecting on nation-building from a different perspective. This 

thesis strives to fill in the lacuna in the theoretical perspective of nation-building by 

appreciating and appraising the process not only as a cultural project, but more importantly, 

as a class project as well. The researcher humbly hopes that such an attempt would assist in 

the apprehending of the nation-building project from another theoretical dynamics – that is, 

of class.      
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CHAPTER 2 

 

The Construction of the Party-State System in Parliamentary Democracies 

 

As the name suggests, a “state-building” process can be conceptually differentiated from a 

“nation-building” project. The latter has more to do with the construction of a perceived 

obvious distinction in the cultural content (the nation) of a population within a political 

territory. Nation-building is a rather abstract project, subjective in nature and thus can be a 

long and arduous task for political leaders around the world. On the other hand, state-building 

is the process of making the physical infrastructure and power structures of a state - a 

political organisation within a sovereign political territory. The process is thus more direct 

and objective. In many cases, like the former colonial territories, the state structure precedes 

the existence of the nation. In fact, it is the state, such as in the cases of the United States 

(U.S.), Canada, and Australia, that make and remake the cultural content of its nation. In this 

sense, the state functions as political tool to build the nation. In the U.S., the state decided to 

shape its population based on the “melting-pot”
1
 idea—nation-making based on the notion of 

cultural homogeneity in its population. In Canada and Australia, both states practice the 

politics of multiculturalism,
2
 thus the characters of their constructed “nations” are much more 

heterogeneous. However, the Anglo culture is more supreme than other cultures in their 

political territories (in contrast to, for example, the French culture in Canada and the 

Aboriginal culture in Australia), as it was chosen to function as the integrative component 

and the lingua franca among the culturally different populations, besides the fact that it was 

also a byproduct of British colonialism in both states. 

Nevertheless, state-building and nation-building can conceptually and practically be 

merged through the state’s nationalisation project, or, conversely, the state itself nationalises. 

The latter occurs when the political elite attempts to “nationalise” the character of the state, 

which could make the state into an ethnoculturalone like the cases of Japan and Thailand. The 

former is often when the elites of a majority ethnocultural community control the state 

structure in a given political territory, using the state to nationalise their culture as the 

“national culture” in the country—such as in several Eastern European states including 
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Romania (the Romanian ethnics against the Hungarians in the country), Hungary (Hungarians 

against Romanians) and Slovakia (the Slovaks against the Czechs).
3
 These are among the 

main notions behind the idea of “nation-state” —the hyphen equates the meaning of political 

organisation of sovereign territory with the cultural content of its population, leading to 

unification and division of states based on their perceived “national” similarities and 

differences. The unification of West Germany with East Germany and the separation of 

Czechoslovakia in the early 1990s are vital reference points.  

This chapter’s analysis on state-building in post-colonial Malaysia and Singapore is 

principally based on the idea of separating state-building from nation-building, as explicated 

in the first paragraph. This is partly to appreciate the process of state-building in both 

countries more fully, as the examination of nation-building projects in Malaysia and 

Singapore will be done in the succeeding chapters. However, a full separation between the 

state-building process and the nation-building project in Malaysia and Singapore is rather 

unfeasible as both states are knownfor their ethnonational characteristics. The Malaysian state 

is dominated by Malay culture since its independence in 1957, whereas Chinese 

characteristics in the Singaporean state became much more salient since the late 1970s. 

Hence, certain parts of this chapter’s discussion will reflect these dynamics. 

This chapter revolves around the nature and process of the state-building in Malaysia 

and Singapore. As the state has the “monopoly over the legitimate use of physical force”,
4
 

regime change has been skilfully dodged by the ruling elites in Malaysia and Singapore 

through the use, exploitation, and manipulation of their states’ powers. The ruling elites in 

both states have successfully “occupied” and controlled government by merging the ruling-

party structures with the state structures, thus enabling the creation of the party-state system 

in democratic countries. Despite their countries’ democratic organisation as laid out by their 

constitutions, the politics of the Malaysian and Singaporean governments since the late 1950s 

have evolved not towards democratisation, but more towards, if I might suggest, 

“authoritarianisation”, that is, the route opposite to democratisation. Authoritarianisation in 

Malaysia and Singapore, or their state-building processes, centred on creating a party-state 

system, enlarging the legal and extra-legal powers of the state-cum-ruling elite, and 

establishing the supremacy of the Executive. The main argument of this chapter is that the 

structure and function of the state in Malaysia and Singapore have been shaped and reshaped 
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by the ruling elites in the direction of class rule, that is, towards the perpetuation of the ruling 

regimes.  

 

The Post-Colonial Polities: Consolidation of the New Ruling Class, Emergence of 

the Party-State System and the Hegemonic Bloc 

 

Many scholarly works on the Malaysian and Singaporean political systems incline to take the 

states’ independence days, coinciding with the enforcement of their constitutions,
5
 as the 

foundational period of their analysis in characterising the nature of the states.
6
 Therefore, the 

historical relations and dynamism between the pre-independence and post-independence 

Malaysia and Singapore in terms of their legal-political practices does not seem well 

appreciated. While it is true the nature of the polities since their independence increasingly 

moved towards authoritarianism, it is somewhat simplistic to refer to the nature of the states 

as originally democratic based simply on the enactment of their constitutions. In fact, not 

only do the constitutions themselves confer certain authoritarian powers to the Executives, 

but the supremacy of the constitutions vis-à-vis the Executives’ power is not beyond question 

as certain constitutional rights and provisions are subject to various laws that are essentially 

dictated by governments. 

Therefore, although the constitutions do structurally recognise certain modern and 

democratic components in governance, their true nature is more ambiguous as they also 

preserve some components of the pre-independence authoritarian political structures and 

practices. During the British colonialism, authoritarian measures, through various state 

institutions, have been arbitrarily used to quell political challenges posed by opponents to the 

ruling elites, who discursively framed these dissidents as a threat against the states. The same 

system is inherited by the Alliance/BN and the PAP from the British - a power configuration 

that proved effective in preserving the colonial regime and its interests. In this context, 

certain democratic components provided by the newly-introduced constitutions upon 
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independence inevitably became highly-potential sources of political challenge and regime 

change. Thus the constitutions, which the British hoped would undergird fuller democracy in 

Malaya/Malaysia and Singapore, were gradually redefined by the ruling elites to reduce their 

“political threat” to these regimes. Simultaneously, these ruling elites pragmatically increased 

the powers of government and thus of themselves, along the course of political history in both 

states. 

The above forms two major aspects of state-building in Malaysia and Singapore, 

which then served as the structural framework for their states’ nation-building projects. These 

political projects can be referred to as “authoritarianisation”, that is, the reverse route of 

democratisation. While the state authoritarianisation process has many dimensions, the three 

most important are: 

1. the construction of a dominant party-state; 

2. the production of a pervasive network of the quasi-political legal system as well as 

its enforcement agencies; and 

3. the monopolisation and near-centralisation of the state powers by the Executive, 

thus overshadowing the supremacy of the constitution with the supremacy of the 

Executive.     

 

These processes are not mutually exclusive but are interrelated, with parts of the 

processes taking place within the same period. State authoritarianism is one of the major 

contributors to the Alliance/Barisan Nasional (BN) and the PAP regimes’ political resilience 

in Malaysia and Singapore. Note that there are various similarities (as well as differences) of 

legal-political frameworks between the Federal Constitution of Malaysia and the Constitution 

of the Republic of Singapore, as both were products of British colonialism and constituted the 

same political unit in 1963 before separation in 1965.
7
 Thus, despite some noticeable 

differences, they generally share many common features that this section will focus on. 

Nevertheless, details will be provided in certain aspects to demonstrate certain specifics of 

each state.  

The colonisation and party-nisation of the structures of government and state by the 

ruling parties’ elites were among the first projects strategically undertaken by the Alliance 
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and the PAP once they assumed the executive offices in their respective states in 1955 and 

1959. In Singapore, the “hostile”
8
 civil service was reconfigured by the then Prime Minister 

Lee Kuan Yew’s PAP government through the “mental revolution”
9
 programmes, alongside 

the replacement and promotion of a group of “younger local men” as the new “stewards that 

have loyally served the political leadership, and remained in the service, albeit with new 

special financial perks”.
10

 These mental revolution programmes were implemented by the 

Political Study Centre for the Civil Service, established soon after the PAP came to 

government in 1959 to “enable the civil servants to learn something of the values and 

aspirations of the political leadership”.
11

 In Lee’s opinion, the government and civil service 

cannot “think in different concepts and talk a different language” as both institutions “have 

vested interest in the survival of democratic state” and their tasks “for the next five years are 

the same”.
12

 This clearly indicates the intention of Lee (and his group in the PAP) to render 

the civil service a partisan, subordinate, and loyal political tool for the PAP. As the power 

base of Lee’s group in the PAP was weak, Lee was pushed to reorganise his power base in 

the government structures—not only in confronting the external, but more importantly the 

internal challenges primarily posed by Lim Chin Siong’s group. In 1962, following the 

departure of Lim’s group and a majority of PAP members, as well as the shutting down of 

many of its local branches to Barisan Sosialis, Lee’s cabinet effectively functioned as the 

“Supreme Council” of the PAP, whereby party aspirations intertwined various agendas of the 

government. The government practically became the de facto organisation of the dominant 

party elites, utilising the party’s visions, plans, and political programmes as tools for the party 

to reach the people. This near-assimilation between party and government structures later saw 

the leaders’ positions in the party as essential overlaps with Cabinet positions.
13

 As supreme 

leader of the PAP, the secretary-general would be the Prime Minister. Most members of the 

party supreme council, the Central Executive Committee (CEC), occupied significant 

positions in the cabinet. This move was not only effective in building partisan and 

subservient civil servants, but also shielded Lee from any future pressure from his own party. 
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Accordingly, the “non-governmental” or actual part of the party essentially became more 

symbolic. It stayed alive primarily as a vehicle and political identity for the government to 

contest in elections.
14

 

These same practices also occurred in Malaysia. Unlike the PAP however, the 

political parties, particularly UMNO, have remained important. Some national policies are 

first discussed by the parties before being presented to the Prime Minister and his Cabinet for 

consideration. In fact, it is common for the Prime Minister himself or a Cabinet member, as 

supreme leaders in the governing party, to announce the state’s programmes or plans in the 

annual party assembly.
15

 The “administocrats” in the UMNO-led Alliance, led by a Malay 

prince, Tunku Abdul Rahman, did not face much difficulty in depicting the ruling party (and 

its supreme elites) as the state. After centuries of feudalism and colonialism with highly-

centralised powers in the hands of the rulers, and with the practically powerless position of 

the rakyat (literally, “the subjects” or “the people”)
16

, the idea of a political boundary 

separating the ruling party and the state was alien to many sections of the populace, 

especially among the Malay ethnic majority in Malaya/Malaysia. Indeed, competitions for 

party positions, except for supreme posts at certain times, are very intense as they determine 

(though not always) the contestants’ eventual positions in the government. 

Given the extraordinary powers conferred to the Executive through the Emergency 

Regulations and other draconian laws, alongside political practices inherited from 

colonialism and feudalism, the line differentiating the structure of governments/states from 

the organisation of the ruling elites/parties was already blurred to begin with. In this context, 

the development of democracy in these states is highly contingent on the willingness of the 

dominant party elites, and to a certainextent, the people at large, to realise such an ideal.
17

 

The elites’ aspiration to maintain the status quo, including their powers and positions, have 
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led them to reverse the development of democracy, as democracy is perceived as a source of 

political challenge to their rule. The ruling elites’ supremacy in the government structure, and 

the continued electoral successes of the Alliance/BN and the PAP since independence, have 

in time produced a dominant worldview that the ruling elites and the government are not only 

inseparable, but more importantly, constitute one and the same entity. Through this 

successful political project of party-state making, the ruling elites’ positions are consolidated 

as the powes, interests, and operation of the states are virtually interconnected with and 

dictated by the elites.  

This structural assimilation between the dominant party and the government/state 

brings certain profound repercussions. Firstly, public employment is discursively defined by 

the party-state as not only an employment with the state, but also with the party.
18

 Hence, 

government servants and governmental organisations are expected to be partisan in tandem 

with their original governmental functions, since the party is considered (or at least part of) 

the state. In the government-sanctioned hegemonic discourse, their loyalty to the state 

implicitly requires them to be loyal the party, or at least to not openly oppose the party. Work 

professionalism, or political neutrality, of public servants and organisations is defined by the 

party-state as undivided support and obedience to the party or government-of-the-day (read: 

the dominant party elites).
19

 To preserve these practices, the upper echelons of government 

institutions tend to be conferred to loyalists,
20

 especially in strategic institutions. Furthermore, 

every single government department—except, to a certain extent, the judicial branch—is 

placed under the power or direct order of the Prime Minister or a Minister. This relationship 

between the Executive and bureaucrats is virtually top-down, whereby bureaucrats (in 

Malaysia, they are usually called the kakitangan (hands and legs) of the government) usually 

have limited rights and have to follow the order from “above” without question. On the 

compliant character of the Malaysian civil service towards its political master, Saifuddin 

Nasution, the then Vice-President of Parti Keadilan Rakyat (PKR, literally “People’s Justice 
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Party”), remarked that the Malaysian police have a “weak heart” in disobeying any directions 

from “above”.
21

 

To inculcate and propagate the “party-state” consciousness among civil servants in 

Malaysia, certain courses and examinations are made compulsory for staff training and job 

promotions. This is implemented by certain government training institutions such as the Biro 

Tata Negara (BTN, National Civic Bureau) in Malaysia and the Civil Service College in 

Singapore. This process requires public servants to know and to equip themselves with the 

ruling parties’ agenda and policies, as this “knowledge” will be tested in examinations for 

their employment confirmation and promotions. 

In maintaining “party discipline” among public servants, rules are imposed to 

structure their loyalty or compliance to the party-state. Any public servant identified or 

“captured” as being involved with the opposition(s) is usually penalised by his or her 

department.
22

 This may include a show-cause letter, being summoned to the disciplinary 

board, warnings, harassments, being transferred out (especially to rural areas), or even 

contract termination and dismissal. The Mahathir administration (1981–2003) introduced an 

Akujanji (literally, “I promise”) that made it compulsory for every public servant to be loyal 

under oath effectively to the party-state, in light of growing challenges to the regime posed by 

the late-1990s Reformasi movement. The underlying myth justifying this action was that civil 

servants should be thankful to the party-state because it has “conferred” them the opportunity 

to work with the government and thus has contributed to their well-being. Being with or 

supporting the opposition, which is discursively constructed by the party-state as “the enemy 

of the state”,
23

 is considered as an act of disloyalty and ungratefulness that warrants stern 

action. 

Consequently and over time, government agencies have practically become the 

instruments of the ruling class, though their original role as public institutions for the people 

remains.
24

 Thus, some government agencies play a dual role: they are not neutral state 

agencies that merely serve the people’s interest, but they also serve the interest of their 

political masters. In searching for suitable election candidates, BN has openly relied on 
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information, intelligence, and analysis provided by the Police Department or its Special 

Branch, the Military Intelligence Agency, the Ministry of Information, and several other 

government agencies,
25

 apart from party resources.
26

 The Special Branch is expected to 

provide the party-state elites with pre-election as well as post-election intelligence and 

analyses on the prospects and performance of BN and the opposition in every electoral 

district.
27

 This too is believed to be the practice of the PAP government in Singapore. Indeed, 

during election season, the Alliance/BN and the PAP blatantly utilise government properties 

and agencies in their campaigning programmes.
28

 For example, the Ministry of 

Communication and Information’s assets, such as television and radio broadcasting, are used 

arbitrarily to campaign for the ruling parties, with little or no space given to the opposition.
29

 

There is also a routine tendency for both ruling parties to announce certain government 

projects and distribute certaingovernment allocations to voters during elections. Voters are 

also often reminded that if they do not support the ruling party, their future state allocations 

may be affected.
30

 In the words of the current Prime Minister of Malaysia, Najib Razak, “If 

you help me (read: BN), I (read: the state) will help you”.
31

 During the 1997 General Election 

in Singapore, the then Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong reminded the voters: 

If they choose the People’s Action Party, their neighbourhood will be improved. Their 

children will benefit from schemes, like the Edusave merit bursaries, and elderly will be taken 

care of. If they do not vote for the PAP, they will not get these programmes and their families 

and estates will be left behind while others progress.
32

 

The quasi-partisan role of some government agencies unavoidably causes certain 

biases as an agency may be rendered political in high-profile issues. The Attorney General’s 
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Chamber, the Royal Malaysian Police, and the Malaysian Anti-Corruption Commission 

(formerly the Anti-Corruption Agency) in Malaysia have been criticised for their selective 

enforcement in certain politically-connected cases. Such cases include former Chief Minister 

of Sarawak Taib Mahmood’s wealth and the National Feedlot Corporation (NFC) scandal. 

The three agencies are criticised as impotent and unable to initiate any serious investigation 

into the powerful elites. When there are grounds for investigating a certain politician, critics’ 

claim that the party-state elites decide “upstairs” whether they want the politician to be 

investigated and prosecuted.
33

 Indeed, the police and the Anti-Corruption Commission have 

in several occasions have attempted to acquit the alleged politicians even before the NFC 

scandal was placed under investigation.
34

 Another case involves the defection of Yong Teck 

Lee, former Chief Minister of Sabah (1996 to 1998), and his party, the Sabah Progressive 

Party (SPP), from BN several months after the 2008 General Elections.  A few weeks after 

his defection, Malaysian Anti-Corruption Commission (MACC) officers were despatched to 

probe his alleged malpractices during his tenure as Chief Minister—more than ten years 

before he left BN. In Singapore, moneyed corruption among the ruling class is rare, partly 

due to the PAP’s own policy of anti-corruption (read: monetary), and partly because their 

political elites are well-paid at the highest rate in the world.
35

 

This structural party-state assimilation gives the ruling class pervasive influence over 

the governmental structure for various functions and at various levels. For the function of 

political control and surveillance, law enforcement agencies assist the party-state at the 

national and state levels. Para-political organisations, regarded by the ruling class as “the 

eyes and ears” of the government, have greatlybacked the party-state at the local level. 

Important local-level organisations in Malaysia include the Jawatankuasa Kebajikan dan 

Keselamatan Kampung (JKKK, literally the Village Council for Security and Welfare) that 
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are usually established at Malay residential areas, especially in villages or in rural areas.
36

 

The appointment of JKKK heads is political in nature. JKKK heads are usually UMNO heads 

of branches and/or the village headmen in BN-controlled states. To operate, the JKKKs 

receive funds from the state or federal governments; in fact, JKKK heads each receive a 

monthly allowance from the government. Besides welfare services, JKKKs perform various 

party functions, particularly public outreach on behalf of the party-state through social 

events.
37

 More importantly, JKKKs conduct political surveillance and intelligence work in 

their areas. Such work includes determining the political leaning of individuals or 

households, whether white (BN supporters), black (opposition supporters) or grey (fence-

sitters); identifying current issues affecting the locals; reporting on the opposition’s activities 

and clout in their areas; and gauging their communities’ approval of BN and of opposition 

leaders at the local and national levels. Such is the importance of these organisations that 

when BN for the first time lost four states in Peninsular Malaysia to the opposition (Penang, 

Perak, Selangor and Kedah) in the 2008 General Elections,
38

 a similar organisation was 

established. Referred to as the Jawatankuasa Kebajikan dan Keselamatan Kampung 

Persekutuan (JKKKP, literally the Village Federal Council for Security and Welfare), this 

new organisation was set up primarily to preserve the JKKKs’ functions. The JKKKs 

themselves were taken over by Pakatan Rakyat (PR)-nominated members since the power to 

appoint the head and council members is held by each state’s Chief Minister. As their name 

suggests, the JKKKPs receive funding for their operations mainly from the federal 

government. 

Para-political organisations in Singapore include the Citizen’s Consultative Council 

Committees, Residents’ Committees, People’s Associations, and Management Committees of 

Community Centres. All are “linked to the Prime Minister’s Office (PMO) as the nerve-

centre”.
39

 They serve various party functions, such as being “middle persons” between the 

local community and the government, and mobilising local support for the government—not 

unlikeBN’s JKKK and JKKKP in Malaysia. However, they are actually government 
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associations and thus have “served to blur the line between government and the party, which 

has not been discouraged by the PAP”.
40

 

Through their dominance over state structures, the party-state elites have gradually 

strengthened their power against the institutional and societal checks and balances. At the 

institutional level, the power of the state has been almost-monopolised and centralised into 

the hands of the Executive. At the societal level, democratic freedoms have been reduced to 

the point where public space and discourse are essentially dictated by the elites. A key 

component in the ruling class’s ability to consolidate its political position is the practice of 

“partisanship” or party discipline in the legislature. Every Alliance/BN and PAP Member of 

Parliament or Assemblyperson (in Malaysia) is required to support every single proposal put 

forth by the government in the legislatures. Refusal to do so would lead to punishment by the 

Prime Minister. Given that it is dominated by a compliant and partisan two-thirds majority (in 

Malaysia except in 1969, 2008 and 2013 General Elections), Parliament has effectively lost 

its significance as the highest body of law and decision-making. Indeed, owing to such 

practices, some critics dismiss Parliament as merely a “rubber stamp” institution for the 

Executive’s decisions. Given the Executive’s supremacy over Parliament, laws (or their 

sections) are enacted, repealed, and amended with the fundamental aim of empowering the 

Executive, particularly with regards to institutional constraints and societal challenges. 

Hence, the party-state elites rule with ever-increasing powers in the name of the law (its 

supremacy and fairness), even though parts of the law ostensibly contravene justice and 

democratic ideals. A situation of rule-by-law, rather than rule-of-law, is thereby established. 

At the institutional level, virtually all government agencies are under the authority of 

the Executive, particularly the Prime Minister’s Department (in Malaysia) or Office (in 

Singapore). This includes agencies in charge of security, law and order, prosecution, finance, 

taxation, elections, and anticorruption. For example, the Election Commissions (ECs) have 

been repeatedly criticised for alleged bias against the opposition, especially concerning 

gerrymandering and malapportionment. Re-delimitations of electoral boundaries almost 

invariably advantage the ruling party. The secret behind such practices is that the ECs were 

never independent bodies, unlike their counterparts in other democracies. For instance, the 

immediate past Chairman of the Election Commission of Malaysia, Tan Sri Abdul Rahman 

Abdul Rasyid, stated that “the Election Commission only has half of the power or jurisdiction 
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in administrating the state’s election. Another half belongs to the police and several other 

government departments and ministries”.
41

 Every election proposal made by the Commission, 

including the re-delimitation of electoral boundaries, must be submitted to the Prime 

Minister’s Department (PMD) to amended and approved before being tabled to the 

Parliament for “stamping”. Thus, Abdul Rahman contends, the “Commission should not be 

solely held responsible for any weakness or irregularity of the election system due to its lack 

of power” and independence in governing the state election.
42

 He added, “The EC does not 

make law, rather it is just following what is stated in the enacted law, as instructed. If the law 

is as stupid as cow, so is the institution (and its practices)”.
43

 In such an electoral system, the 

opposition not only contends against the dominant parties, but also against the regulatory 

system as a whole. Nonetheless, the opposition in Malaysia has won many seats and even 

controlled several states in Peninsular Malaysia and Sabah (in the second half of the 1980s 

under Parti Bersatu Sabah), likely due to growing political divisions among the electorate.
44

 

Neither has Singapore’s Election Department escaped allegations of submission to the ruling-

party elites—for instance, the introduction of Group Representation Constituencies in 1988 

clearly favoured the PAP over its opponents.
45

 

Therefore, in the strong-state model of “parliamentary democracy” in Malaysia and 

Singapore, the last bastion of constitutional integrity and democratic freedom is the judiciary. 

Although judicial powers have been curtailed by certain laws, the Malaysian judiciary was 

renowned for upholding justice before the Mahathir administration (1981 to 2003). Various 

rulings not in favour of the government have been made. While the independence of the 

judiciary was respected by the first three Prime Ministers of Malaysia—Tunku Abdul 

Rahman (1957 to 1971), Tun Abdul Razak Hussein (1971 to 1976) and Tun Hussein Onn 

(1976 to 1981) - the fourth Prime Minister, Mahathir Mohamed, perceived judicial 

independence as working against democracy, as it continually bothered the affairs of his 

popularly-elected administration. In his words, judicial independence is “fierce” as they 
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“often bend over backwards to award decisions in favour of those challenging the 

government”.
46

 A clash ensued between the Executive led by Mahathir, and the Supreme 

Court led by Tun Salleh Abbas (the then Lord President, now referred to as Chief Justice). 

Salleh Abbas was subsequently charged, before a Special Commission, with malpractice in 

discharging his duties as Lord President. He was found guilty and sacked in 1988. Five other 

senior judges who actively supported his cause were also penalised. Two were sacked while 

the others were suspended. After Salleh’s dismissal, some appointments to Lord 

President/Chief Justice appeared political or politically-linked. Tun Abdul Hamid Omar, one 

of the panellists in Salleh Abbas’s trial, succeeded Salleh Abbas immediately after the 

dismissal. Tun Mohamed Eusoff Chin, who succeeded Abdul Hamid in 1994, was criticised 

for having close relations with Mahathir. One of Mahathir’s former lawyers, V.K. Lingam, 

allegedly influenced Mahathir to appoint Tun Ahmad Fairuz Abdul Halim as Chief Justice in 

2003.
47

 In rather indirect recognition of the injustices faced by Salleh Abbas and his senior 

justices, Mahathir’s successor, Abdullah Badawi made ex-gratia payments to the judges in 

2008.
48

 The appointment of Zaki Azmi, a longstanding UMNO lawyer and Disciplinary 

Board Legal advisor, as Chief Justice in 2008 by Abdullah’s administration courted 

controversy as he had less than three years’ experience as senior justice. A candidate for 

Chief Justice may undergo tight political screening, and even a personal meeting or 

interview, before he or she is appointed to the post.
49

 

While Singapore has no such case of a Chief Justice being sacked by the Executive,
50

 

several top appointments in the city-state’s judiciary have been criticised for political or 

personal links. Among the most controversial is the appointment of Lee Kuan Yew’s old-time 
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friend Yong Pung How as Chief Justice—the highest official in the judiciary that, in a 

democracy, checks the powers of the Executive, then helmed by Prime Minister Lee Kuan 

Yew himself. Yong’s sudden appointment to the highest judicial post was shocking as he had 

no experience in the judiciary prior to his appointment. In fact, he was serving Lee’s 

government in the Executive body and in government-linked companies since 1982.
51

 In 

asking Yong to become Chief Justice in 1989 (Lee was looking for a new Chief Justice at that 

time), Lee’s own words were, “I hope your answer will be yes because you have done 

nothing for Singapore!”
52

 When Yong replied asking what then is he supposed to do, Lee 

stressed, “Become Chief Justice! Just clean up the whole thing, you know what to do”.
53

 As 

the nature of Yong’s appointment clearly contravened the legal dictum of “not only must 

justice be done, it must also be seen to be done”,
54

 the judiciary’s complaisance to the 

Executive during Yong’s tenure from 1990 to 2006 is unsurprising. After all, Lee Kuan Yew 

was one of Yong’s “oldest friends” and former “boss”, and the one who personally appointed 

him as Chief Justice. Before his appointment, Yong had “done nothing for Singapore [read:  

PAP]” and was expected to “clean up the whole thing”.
55

 Under Yong’s lordship, the courts 

became an effective tool in weakening the opposition, largely through defamation suits and 

libel cases. During Yong’s administration and even to date, the PAP has never lost a 

defamation action against their opponents.
56

 In the words of American academic Christopher 

Lingle in his article, The smoke over parts of Asia obscures some profound concerns
57

 the 

government has “relied upon compliant judiciary to bankrupt opposition politicians”.
58

 After 

publishing these reflections in the International Herald Tribune, both Lingle and the paper 

were sued by Lee Kuan Yew. Lee won the case; the publisher was ordered to pay almost 

$700,000 in damages to Lee.
59

 Among the PAP’s biggest contemporary opponents who have 
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been politically crushed through this modus operandi are J.B. Jeyaratnam in 2001
60

 and Chee 

Soon Juan in 2006.
61

 Due to such action, Jeyaratnam lost his membership in Parliament, 

while Chee was effectively barred from contesting in the election. So successful was this new 

PAP formula in overpowering its opponents that the use of draconian laws against political 

dissenters since 1990 has steady declined. This pragmatic move also keeps the Executive 

from criticisms of misusing the state’s powers to quell opposition, by placing the 

responsibility of their intolerance
62

 of opposition in the hands of the perhaps more-than-

willing judges who are expected to do something for the PAP. 

The appointment of the Prime Minister’s personal friend as Chief Justice, as 

mentioned above, reflects the personalisation of state structures since the 1970s by the then 

Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew and his role in building an elitist-technocratic governing 

system in Singapore since independence. As the political obliteration of the opposition via 

Operation Coldstore in 1963 saw the total absence of the opposition from 1966 to 1981, the 

PAP based their legitimacy on the notion of an effective, technocratic government in 

Singapore. Popular legitimacy was not possible because in most general elections, the PAP 

were returned to power on nomination day, as the majority of its seats were left unopposed—

a scenario partly created by the PAP themselves, via manipulation of the political system to 

ensure their re-election to power.
63

 Thus, an effective and efficient government that was 

administered by technocrats and elites, and that delivered material growth, constituted the 

validity of PAP rule.
64

 In this sort of governance, politics is considered “harmful” to society. 

The no-nonsense technocrats should not be burdened with unnecessary pressures and 

irrational politics;
65

 rather, they should be left to govern the state impartially based on their 

“scientific” knowledge and “rationality”.
66

 This hegemonic principle, propagated by Lee and 
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PAP elites, justified his government’s policies including the “systematic depoliticisation” 

projects “of a politically active and aggressive citizenry” through rigid political and societal 

control,
67

 while at the same delivering material progress to the population.
68

 Lee and the PAP 

successfully delivered their promises of progress, bringing Singapore from third world to 

first. Consequently, domestic opposition against his administration effectively waned and 

became rather unwarranted among the populace,
69

 though many may have felt rather uneasy 

with the overzealous life regulations enacted by Lee’s government, such as the “scientific” 

“Stop at Two” policy (a policy to discourage uneducated parents from having more than two 

children, as part of government efforts to deal with overpopulation problem in the 1960s).
70

 

In the 1970s, Lee rather openly embarked on “talent scouting” for his government,
71

 

ostensibly to energise the government with the “new blood”
72

 and to address the “problem of 

succession”.
73

 The problem of succession partly originated from Lee’s policy of 

depoliticisation, which rendered the natural creation of leadership through open politics 

difficult. Beyond recruiting new leaders, or talents, to the government, Lee’s leadership 

renewal projects were a tactical move to check challenges from within, thereby tightening his 

grip on the government and sustaining his rule as Prime Minister. He was cautious not to pick 

those leaders with political qualities and oratory skills, such as labour-union leaders or 

student activists. In the 1950s and early 1960s, union leaders and student activists were key 

sources of political leadership and posed great challenges to the government, including Lee’s 

government of 1959. Lee sought “talents” with “technocrat” rather than political qualities, 

including high academic merits, spectacular management records, and strong loyalty to the 

state (read: PAP) and to himself. Therefore, Lee’s talent-scouting involved headhunting the 

top guns (or potential top liners) in the business and public sectors (and later involved 

leadership recruitment from the armed forces). The scouting was done by Lee himself on 

recommendations from his close allies in the PAP. Goh Chok Tong, Lee immediate successor 

in 1990, “described Mr Lee as a “worrier” who single-mindedly planned for leadership 
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succession”.
74

 Goh noted that “Mr Lee had cut short the political careers of his old colleagues 

[for the leadership renewal process], which had been painful for him”.
75

 The candidates were 

rigorously and cautiously examined by Lee himself, and only a few were finally accepted. 

Once accepted to succeed leadership in the Executive, they will be set to contest in the 

elections before being appointed to the cabinet.  

Goh Chok Tong, Lee’s immediate successor in 1990, was introduced to Lee by his 

close friend in the PAP. Goh’s outstanding record in Neptune Oriental Lines attracted Lee. 

Goh was accepted as a candidate for the leadership renewal project in the mid-1970s after 

arduous tests. He was listed as a candidate in the 1976 general election, then was appointed to 

the Executive. In the Executive, Goh was continually monitored and groomed personally by 

Lee before he was made Deputy Prime Minister in 1985, then Prime Minister in 1990. Goh 

admired Lee and always regarded him as his mentor.
76

 

The ascendancy of Lee’s first son, Lee Hsien Loong, was much more spectacular with 

Lee Sr.’s personal influence
77

 and intervention. Following two opposition members’ triumph 

to Parliament in the 1984 General Elections, Lee Sr. declared that he would step down as 

Prime Minister. All the remaining Central Executive Committee members, except Lee Kuan 

Yew himself, resigned from their posts on 1 January 1985.
78

 This move created a leadership 

vacuum, part of which Lee Hsien Loong was set to fill. After short but remarkable years in 

the army, the then newly-appointed Brigadier-General Lee Hsien Loong abruptly left the 

force in September 1984. Less than four months later, he was fielded as a PAP candidate in 

the General Elections held in December that year.
79

 Following his victory, he was appointed 

as Minister of State (Deputy Minister) by Lee Kuan Yew in 1985, while Goh was appointed 

as Lee Kuan Yew’s first deputy. A year later, Lee Jr. became a member of the Central 

Executive Committee and the PAP’s Youth Chief. His father appointed him as a full cabinet 

minister in 1987. Throughout this period, Lee Sr. structured the cooperation between Goh and 
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his son in various Executive functions, such as in the Economic Committee set up in 1985 to 

revive Singapore’s economy. In late 1990, on the day Lee Sr. stepped down as Prime 

Minister, Lee Jr. was appointed by Lee Sr. as Deputy Prime Minister in Goh’s cabinet. Lee 

Sr. appointed himself as Senior Minister to provide “guidance” for the new leadership—

essentially to check Goh’s powers, to prolong his interests to stay in power, and to safeguard 

the continuation of his legacy, particularly his son, in the government. 

But as in the case of Yong’s appointment as Chief Justice, the Prime Minister’s role in 

personalising control over the state structures was not only confined to the executive body, 

but extended to almost all top government officials in the public sector and in government-

linked companies. Lee’s “talent scouting,” or fielding his own men in the state structures for 

his political control and personal gain, was noticeable in the 1970s. However, this practice 

had really begun much earlier, that is, right after he became Prime Minister. Take for instance 

the appointment of Yang di-Pertuan Negara, also known as the President of Singapore. It was 

Lee who invited Yusof Ishak to be the Yang di-Pertuan Negara in 1959, ostensibly “to dispel 

the “Third China” image of Singapore, and to emphasise the multiracial character of 

Singapore”.
80

 Lee was then trying to win the heart of the then Prime Minister of Malaya for 

his merger plan.
81

 Lee also painstakingly persuaded Benjamin Sheares, a doctor with no 

formal experience when he was appointed by Lee, to stay for a third term as the second 

President.
82

 The third President, Devan Nair (from 1981 to 1985), was Lee’s oldtime friend. 

Nair was tasked with establishing the PAP’s branch in Malaysia in the 1960s, now known as 

Democratic Action Party (DAP). The fourth President, Wee Kim Wee, had served Lee’s 

government for many years in the public service prior to his appointment in 1985. Tan Boo 

Teik, one of Lee’s loyalists, was made Attorney-General in 1969. With his overzealous 

efforts in defending Lee’s government by taking action against Lee’s political opponents,
83

 

Tan held the same position until 1992.   

Besides fielding their own men in the state structures, it is a regular practice for the 

Prime Ministers of Malaysia (particularly Mahathir) and of Singapore to strengthen their 

states’ powers by enacting new laws and amending existing ones. Certain quasi-political laws 
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akin to the Emergency Regulations are skilfully promulgated in the interest of the state as 

well as in the interest of the ruling class. When the 1948 Emergency was declared over by the 

Malaysian government in the 1960s, the Internal Security Act (ISA—among other provisions, 

it allowed detention without trial for an indefinite period) was introduced to perform almost-

similar functions to the ERs, as the communist threat to security was still perceived to be 

present.
84

  

At the same time, certain security laws enacted by British were still enforced, such as 

the Sedition Act. In response to growing sources of political opposition post-independence, 

new laws of similar functions were gradually introduced in Malaysia and Singapore. Firstly, 

the Banishment Act 1959 preceded the introduction of ISA in 1960. One by one, quasi-

political lawswere enacted to shut off political challenges; these laws were made possible by 

historical changes. For example, when the student movements peaked in the early 1970s, the 

Razak government responded with the introduction of the University and University College 

Act (UUCA) 1971 that criminalised a student’s participation in politics and in political 

parties. When the Internet became a potent source of opposition in the late 1990s, coinciding 

with the Reformasi era in Malaysia, Mahathir’s regime countered with the enactment of the 

Multimedia and Communication Act in 1998. Singapore’s PAP government has taken a 

similar route. As the media, particularly international news agencies, constituted the few 

voices critical of Singapore’s government, Lee’s administration enacted the Newspaper and 

Printing Presses Act in 1974. The act has encouraged self-censorship among media 

journalists and editors as it requires an annual permit for their operation from the 

Communication Ministry.
85

 Furthermore, this Act has made applications to publish new 

newspapers difficult and political as the power for licensing is conferred to the Minister of 

Communication.
86

 Such a pervasive and ever-extending network of legal-political control 

through draconian laws curtails opposition politics and structures civil obedience. These laws 

and their enforcement agencies thus constitute the ultimate defence for the ruling class in 

domestic politics. 
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In sum, these laws are partly political in nature, with purposes identical to those of the 

British ERs but with legal-political coverage extending to almost every source of political 

opposition; while the enforcement agencies are often headed by party-state loyalists. Such a 

political situation akin to the Emergency era reemerged in post-colonial Malaysia and 

Singapore. In this context, societal consent is obtained through arbitrary and selective use of 

legal force to control political opposition. Such laws do not merely increase the power of the 

state and the ruling elites at the expense of the people’s freedoms; they also redefine the 

states’ constitutions and political systems towards a greater level of authoritarianism. This is 

one part of Gramsci’s “hegemonic bloc” theory, in which popular obedience is achieved 

through use of force, and on how political regimes can resist change from below.
87

 

Consequently, the public space is essentially seized and dictated by the party-state 

elites. This severely affects the activity of the political opposition and reverts the growth of 

civil society, citizens’ freedoms, and democratic rights. Freedom of expression among the 

public and the opposition on political issues and on matters that the government deems 

sensitive (such as ethnicity, religion, and to a certain extent criticism against the government) 

is strictly restricted. Opposition periodicals are constrainedin their publication and circulation 

through licensing and permit regulations.
88

 The party-state owns and controls almost all 

prime media, causing a “total black-out” of political opposition from media coverage and 

access. Each society must be registered under the Societies Act and must submit an annual 

report to the Registrar of Societies to maintain its active status. Any society that is not 

registered or unsuccessful in obtaining the Registrar’s approval is deemed illegal and may 

face legal action by the state if it continues to operate. 

On the democratic freedoms of expression and assembly, an assembly initiated by 

non-governmental organisations (NGOs) or the opposition, especially on a large scale, would 

be less-than-tolerated by the party-state elites—the political masters of the bureaucrats. The 

subordination of the police forces to their political masters is evident in this respect. When 

such a large-scale assembly is led by the opposition(s) or independent NGO(s), it would 

generally be arbitrarily disallowed (by not issuing the police permit) and thus considered as 
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illegal, warranting the use of force if the organiser is still adamant on convening the 

demonstration. This kind of assembly would typically be framed by the authorities and the 

prime media as a “riot”, as an attempt to create “chaos”, “public disorder”, and to 

compromise “national security” or “racial unity”, long before the assembly takes place.
89

 A 

public rally, dubbed “Bersih 2.0” (now there is Bersih 5 in 2016), was held in Malaysia on 9 

July 2011 to press the government for a “free and fair” electoral system. Wielding its power 

apparatuses, the government responded rather harshly to the rally by shooting water cannons 

and tear gas at the crowd. More than 1,500 protestors were detained, including prominent 

opposition leaders. Several days before the rally, a group of Bersih activists were detained 

under the Emergency Ordinance simply because they wore the yellow Bersih t-shirts, which 

were deemed unlawful by the police since the rally and the organisationwere considered 

illegal. On its part, the prime media painstakingly—by quoting statements made by BN 

politicians, pro-government academicians, and their own political commentators—sought to 

demonstrate that such an event was equivalent to chaos that would adversely impact national 

security.  

On the other hand, if an assembly is organised by the party-state leaders or the 

politically-connected leaders and/or organisations, not only it would be allowed most of the 

time, but the police often generously dispatch its personnel to maintain order and security at 

the procession. The police would rather audaciously act in concert with the party-state elites, 

sometimes prematurely, to brand the assembly as “peaceful” even when the assembly clearly 

incites interethnic disunity. Such an assembly would be effortlessly promoted on the national 

scale, primarily through the prime media to encourage mass participation. In 2010, the 

UMNO-linked Malay rights organisation, Perkasa, conducted a national-scale public 

assembly dubbed “Wake-Up, Malays.” This assembly was supposedly to unite the Malays in 

Malaysia against the growing “attacks” from, and the “power” of, the non-Malays since the 

2008 General Elections. At the end of 2011, a massive assembly was proposed by the party-

state organisations to gather one million Muslims from across Malaysia, dubbed Himpunan 

Sejuta Umat
90

 or simply Himpun, supposedly to protect and empower Islam and the Malay-

Muslim community against perceived Christian “threats”. Two significant cases were 

invoked to justify such an event: alleged Christian proselytization in Selangor, and the use of 

the name of “Allah” in referring to God by the Christians and churches in Sabah.  While the 
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allegation in Selangor was never backed up by sound evidence to date, the case in Sabah was 

a longstanding practice among the Christians with no major problems prior to Home 

Ministry’s decision to forbid its usage in 2010. Although the risk of inciting ethno-racial 

tensions was high in both these events, the Wake-Up Malays and the Himpun rallies were 

afforded extensive space by the police, partly because they were organised (or supported) by 

the party-state or politically-connected organisations. The subordination of legal 

enforcement, in this case, the police, has inevitably led to certain “double-standard” decisions 

in discharging duties. In party-state-linked events, the police have acted as the “protector”; in 

opposition-linked events, the police have been criticised for acting as the “oppressor”.
91

 

If speeches or statements made by politicians (particularly those from the opposition), 

influential members of the public, or NGO representatives go beyond certain undefined 

limits, the persons or the organisation as well as the press that aired their views are prone to 

be harassed, investigated, charged, arrested, or even detained without trial by the authorities. 

If the ISA is invoked, the authorities have no obligations to justify the detainment—in fact, it 

almost cannot be challenged in court due to constraints imposed by the Act, except regarding 

its technicalities. 

In the case of Singapore, the mass arrests of opposition members and political 

dissenters in the 1963 Operation Coldstore contributed greatly to the decline of the opposition 

and politics as a whole.
92

 Later, when the party-state regime opted for the use of defamation 

suits
93

 against its critics, the climate of fear among the populace to express, or to assemble to 

express, their dissenting views against the government was evident.
94

 This was before the 

development of citizen-based online media and social networking, which have gained more 

prominence in the second half of the 2000s.
95

 The risk of penalty under quasi-draconian laws 

or civil suits to be heard by party-compliant judges was perceived by many as too high for the 
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too little voice that they could articulate in public, particularly in contrast to the mass media 

owned and controlled by the party-state. Reflecting the climate of fear among Singaporean, 

J.B. Jeyaratnam, a prominent opposition politician once said, “People coming here see 

Singaporeans walking around smiling and think, ‘No, we can't see any fear’. But fear lurks 

under the surface, and it is very real”.
96

 

This strict political control, alongside strategic cooption tactics by the PAP 

government with key civil-society leaders (such as the cooption of the leader of the 

Association of Muslim Professionals, Yang Razali Kassim),
98

 considerably stifled civil 

societies’ ability to champion social issues and influence public opinions. Although this 

situation favours the party-state elites, these elites have increasingly lost touch with the 

people, such that they have become less popular since the 1980s.
99

 

 Partly due to this undesirable situation, the Goh administration was driven to find a 

platform to obtain Singaporeans’ opinions for the continual survival of the party. 

Accordingly, Goh launched “Singapore 21 Committee” in 1997, led by Teo Chee Hean, “to 

consult Singaporeans about what kind of Singapore they wanted, what vision of Singapore 

they had for the future”.
100

 Mauzy and Milne suggest that “active citizenship” is the most 

central of the five thoughts aspired to by Singaporeans in the nationwide consultation.
101

 An 

outcome of the consultation was the Speaker’s Corner, modelled after London’s Hyde Park. 

The speakers may speak on any matter, from 7:00 a.m. to 7:00 p.m. daily, but must not 

provoke racial or religious tensions, and, as implicitly understood, the government’s 

antagonism. This effort was criticised as merely symbolic yet important to the development 
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of Singapore’s democracy as certain controls still applied. The speakers must be Singaporean 

citizens and must register themselves at a police station. They are not immune from the law 

and can be sued for libel or defamation if they went significantly “out of bound”.
102

 Public 

demonstrations are not allowed.
103

 

Apart from getting “feedback” from the people, the provision of this space can be 

construed as a tactical move by the party-state regime to organise “oppositionism” and 

criticism in a special compound that can be closely watched and controlled, rather than if 

assemblies were to take place elsewhere. It could also function as a “safety valve” for the 

regime by allowing the citizens to release their dissatisfaction on certain issues. However, 

fear and lack of trust among the public towards the government have prevented the space 

from being more democratically functional. By that time, the growth of the Internet and of 

online media in Singapore meant that Singaporeans could easily and anonymously air their 

views with less legal-political risk. Singapore’s economic progress, especially until the mid-

2000s, as felt by most Singaporeans may indicate not only their busy daily schedules, but also 

some “comfort”
104

 with the current conditions, leading them to support the PAP or to become 

politically apathetic. 

Thus, as I have argued and demonstrated, through these pervasive, ever-extending 

networks of legal-political control, the public spaces in Malaysia and Singapore are 

practically seized and dictated by the party-state elites. Through the above processes and 

practices, these elites have been placed in a supreme and vastly influential position to mould 

the consciousness of the masses and the “public opinion” of the majority of the populace. 

With extremely high political control, the sole “legitimate” source of worldviews is the one 

sanctioned by the government. Indeed, with such regulation and the lack of alternative media 

in the “open market”, especially before the growth of Internet in the 1990s, the government-

sponsored public discourse became hegemonic and was commonly uncritically accepted by 

many sections of society. As it was virtually the only media accessible to all, the news 
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covered by the prime media was once (and still is, to certain sections) taken as the “absolute 

truths” by many.  

Through these structures, hegemonic discourse and knowledge are produced to 

influence the consciousness of the populace and thus manufacture consent amongst them. 

Opinions or criticisms from opposition politicians and civil society were effectively framed 

by the government as “deceitful”, seeking to divert the people from the real “reality” as 

dictated to them repeatedly by the government, almost in every time and at every facet of 

their lives. 

Through these dominant structures also, the everyday worlds of the populace are 

significantly influenced by the party-state elites. These include the discussion of everyday 

issues and their opinions on those issues. Ethnic perception and racial sentiment were 

somewhat influenced by the politics from “above” as ethnicity is one of its main components. 

The Singaporean government’s grip on the everyday affairs of its populace went even further 

by partly dictating the private lives of the populace—for instance, the number of children 

they should have, whom they should marry, and what language they should use at home.      

In term of politics, through their hegemony, the Alliance/BN and the PAP managed to 

convince a large part of the populace about the need for strict regulations as societal 

pluralism was perceived as unstable and conflict-prone, while communists, terrorists, and 

political extremists posed national-security threats. Full democracy was pictured as 

dangerous and too liberal, potentially affecting the countries’ social fabric. It was dismissed 

as a “Western culture” and thus not suitable for Asians who desired “consensus over 

conflict”, especially in the people’s relation to government. Asians were considered 

somewhat immature to uphold such practices. Democracy should be guided by the state with 

certain values sanctioned by the authorities. Mahathir, the fourth and longest-serving 

Malaysian Prime Minister to date, and Lee Kuan Yew of Singapore were the main 

proponents of the concepts of “Asian Values” and “guided democracy”, whereby certain 

values were selectively picked (and others ignored) essentially to justify their authoritarian 

rules. 

Through this authoritarian state-building—in particular, the party-nisation and the 

intensification of the state’s power—the ruling elites consolidated their positions to the 

detriment of democratic space and freedoms. Consequently, state structures have effectively 

become instruments of the party-state elites’ political governance and control, over their 
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original function as public agencies. This is crucial for regime perpetuation in Malaysia and 

Singapore. These authoritarian political structures have functioned as the hegemonic obstacle 

against regime change. Nevertheless, these structures not only function as the party-state 

elite’s apparatus for power-maintenance, but also as a tool to colour the state’s cultural 

component—the nation-building projects—which will be discussed in rest of this thesis.      

The above processes of “authoritarianisation” have changed the “political 

configuration”
105

 of the ruling class throughout the Alliance/BN and PAP rules. In post-

colonial Malaysia, under Tunku’s administration (1957–1970), the Alliance was governed by 

the ruling elite based on a more-or-less equal partnership between the three component 

parties. This era’s elite pack,
106

 although described by Arend Lijphart as “consociational 

democracy”,
107

 was less of a democracy given its party-nisation of the state and the 

implementation of draconian laws, such as the enactment of Banishment Act in 1959 and the 

ISA in 1960.
108

 These processes later enabled the establishment of a party-state system in 

Malaysia.  The Alliance’s poor performance in the 1969 General Election subsequently 

sparked the May 13
th

 riot and allowed the “second generation leaders”
109

 in UMNO to take 

control from Tunku. They reorganised the Alliance into a grander coalition known as Barisan 

Nasional (BN) by incorporating all opposition parties in 1971 except DAP, which refused to 

join. In this new reorganisation, the power configuration was changed to a BN-led 

government, in which UMNO held an unequal, higher position vis-à-vis the other component 

parties. When Mahathir came in 1981 with his power monopolisation projects
110

 that 

gathered various state powers into hands of the Prime Minister, the power configuration of 

the ruling class was once again changed—this time to the system of a Prime Minister-led 

Barisan Nasional. The personalisation of the state powers in the hands of the Prime Minister 

brought Malaysia to a fuller level of authoritarianism, which some characterise as rule-by-one 

or a dictatorship,
111

 a system defined by Milne and Mauzy as “Malaysian politics under 

Mahathir” (to connote the extraordinary power grip in Malaysia under the then Prime 
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Minister).
112

 The power configuration after the Mahathir years (he retired in 2003) has not 

changed much, but has actually strengthened, particularly under the era of Najib Razak since 

2009 (examined in detail in Chapter 4). 

The power configuration of the ruling class in Singapore underwent a rather similar 

trajectory towards personalisation of the state powers from 1959 to the mid-1980s, but under 

the same man, Lee Kuan Yew. When Lee rose to power in 1959, there was a “balance of 

power” situation, whereby the top administration was controlled by Lee’s English-educated 

faction, while the Left Chinese-educated faction controlled the grassroots. To Lee, such 

“balance” was dangerous to his position as he could be toppled by the Left. With his control 

over the government, he quickly transformed the state towards a party-state system to secure 

his position in the government and to evade political pressure from the party, which was 

under the control of the Left. Lee also embarked a project of unification of Singapore with 

Malaya since taking power, knowing that Tunku would be an intolerance to the Left, thereby 

letting Tunku do the dirty work of crushing his opponents for him. When Tunku’s 

announcement of his “Malaysia Plan” in May 1961 was strongly supported by Lee’s faction, 

a split in the PAP ensued,
113

 something predicted by Lee himself. With the “removal” of the 

Left which later formed a new party in July, the position of English-educated elites in the 

government and the PAP was strengthened. Throughout the 1960s, the Singaporean elite’s 

governance was rather equal among the English-educated pioneers in the PAP (later known 

as the Old Guards), although Lee held the leading position.
114

 With Singapore’s separation 

from Malaysia and the disappearance of the opposition, the politics and government of 

Singapore in the second half of the 1960s were effectively dominated by the PAP.
115

 But in 

the 1970s, through Lee’s pragmatic leadership renewal policy, many members of the Old 

Guard were strategically replaced by new ones like Goh Chok Tong, Tony Tan, and Ong 

Teng Cheong under Lee’s patronage. Consequently, the state powers have been steadily 

consolidated into Lee’s hands. This was evident in many of Lee’s personal policies since the 

late 1970s, including the “sinicisation of Singapore” (discussed in detail in Chapter 5).
116

 

With the retirement of all the remaining of the Old Guards in 1985 except Lee,
117
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“Singapore” practically “belonged” to Lee, 
118

whereby the government was based on a “one 

man rule” and one man show.
119

 

In conclusion, the power monopolisation projects by the top executives in post-

colonial Malaysia and Singapore may have produced a new and different political dictum 

from that of the West. The Western political system is famous for its concepts of “supremacy 

of the Constitution” as in the United States and “supremacy of the Parliament” in the United 

Kingdom, a system which made possible by the practice and evolution of liberal democracy. 

However, in Malaysia and Singapore, the real dictum of politics, as I have detailed 

throughout this chapter, can be best defined by the notion of the “supremacy of the 

Executive”, which has been constructed through the practice of “illiberal democracy”.
120

 In 

Singapore, authoritarianism is constructed and re-constructed by its elitist-technocracy rule; 

in Malaysia, the same system is defended by ethnocracy surrounding the projects of UMNO’s 

dominance.   

 

Hegemonic Breakdown and the New Politics 

 

The hegemonic position, according to Antonio Gramsci, is not permanent but a contested 

one.
121

 Certain developments in society could lead to the breakdown of the hegemonicregime, 

or its replacement by others. Globalisation and the advancement of information and 

communication technology in recent decades have transformed the social and political 

landscape in many parts of the world, including Malaysia and Singapore. Globalisation has 

made the world economy more competitive and has caused some multinational corporations 

(MNCs) to move their operations to countries with skilled or semi-skilled labour at a lower 

cost of production. Malaysia and Singapore are considerably affected by this development. In 

both countries, some MNCs have moved their operations to China. To counter the impact of 

globalisation, the Singapore government started bringing in more foreign labour and 

professionals to make its economy more competitive in terms of cost as well as expertise. 
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Known as the “Foreign Talents Policy” (FT policy), this policy has affected the state’s 

economy and society in various ways. On the one hand, it has increased the level of 

Singapore’s economic effectiveness and retained its position as the most industrious country 

in Southeast Asia, and among the best in Asia. Singapore’s gross domestic product 

demonstrated stable growth, usually more than double that of neighbouring countries. This 

sudden, massive migration has also increased demand for housing accommodation, food, and 

transportation, to state a few. The property industry enjoyed a significant profit out of the 

appreciation in property value; whereas restaurant owners, hawkers, and taxi drivers 

benefited much with the escalating customer numbers.
122

 On the other hand, it posed setbacks 

in both the economic and social conditions of the populace. For instance, wage stagnation 

since the early 2000s, and even salary cuts to certain sections of the labour force. Rising 

demand for property brought an increase in price and rental. It is common nowadays for 

Singaporean (as well as Malaysian) couples to combine their thirty-year or more loans to buy 

an apartment. It is also common for many young or married couples to rent a room (usually a 

master bedroom) as they cannot afford to rent more decent accommodation. In this case, the 

house owner who rents out one or more of his/her bedroom(s) not only to make money, but 

more importantly to cope with the rising cost of living, is pushed to stay in the common 

rooms or the living room.
123

 There are cases where house owners partition their flat houses 

into two to rent out the other half. There are also cases where Singaporeans must leave their 

accommodation as they cannot afford to pay the rent or the monthly instalments. Apart from 

the rising living costs, the social conditions of the populace are impacted. The surroundings 

have become very crowded; the people have to “compete” in using the increasingly-packed 

public transportation.
124

 Social pluralism has become much more complex.
125

 Thus, the idea 
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that “Singapore is an air-conditioned nation” should be revised as the level of comfort for 

substantial parts of its populace has been gravely affected.
126

 

 In Malaysia, particularly since 2011, the cost of living has markedly increased, 

particularly due to the property boom and the rising costs of raw materials. Certain sections 

of the labour force, particularly in the manufacturing industry, also face the problem of 

stagnant wages. More and more urbanites are forced to live in relatively far outskirts of the 

cities to save money for other living needs. Distance of between thirty and sixty kilometres 

(some even further) from home to workplace, with increasingly heavy traffic, has become 

normal. Some are also working part-time jobs, as is encouraged by the party-state elite, just to 

get by in the pressing economic circumstances. 

 The advancement of information and communication technology (ICT) has changed 

some societal characteristics. As the news and information on the Internet in Malaysia and 

Singapore are not easily controlled, many sections of society are now exposed to alternative 

media like online newspapers, forums, blogs, and political websites, in addition to social 

media like Facebook and WhatsApp. Many Malaysians and Singaporeans are gradually 

becoming new sets of society based on knowledge, defined by their life relations to ICT. The 

use of ICT in the latest general elections—2013 in Malaysia and 2015 in Singapore—was so 

widespread among all quarters of the populace that the elections can be dubbed the 

smartphone elections. Indeed, the populace in Malaysia and Singapore have practically 

become “smartphone societies”, whereby smartphones form an integral part of daily life. 

Many no longer read printed newspapers but subscribe to online media, to the extent that the 

notion that online media is alternative media no longer holds water. In fact, it is currently 

print media that is “an alternative” among the societies in both countries.  

Recently, a new kind of media, referred to as the “new social media” has gained 

prominence in Malaysia and Singapore. This media, such as Facebook and Twitter, has 

become part of daily life for many sections of society. Through this media, ideas and 

information can be exchanged with many people at remarkable speeds, virtually at all places 

and all times. Many also use social media to make statements and give comments to micro- 

and macro-level issues surrounding their lives. Ad hoc political groups, such the Anti-GST 

Group, are established through Facebook to make political demands and exert political 
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pressure.
127

 Through extensive use of WhatsApp, many Malaysians and Singaporeans can 

have discussions among their families and friends at their convenience, from everyday 

matters to political and economic issues.  

This development has enabled a new kind of social movement—one that is less 

structured, but organised in an ad hoc manner using social media for a certain agenda. Social 

media has proved to be an effective tool of social mobilisation, especially in Malaysia. For 

example, the supporters and demonstrators of the Bersih 2.0 rally on 9 July 2011 were 

essentially mobilised through these media. As the reach is not only national, but also global, 

Malaysian civil society for the first time managed to organise a global-scale movement to 

press the government for reform (in this case, of the electoral system), from Kuala Lumpur 

and Jakarta to China, the Middle East, Australia, the United Kingdom, and the United States. 

This movement has captured the worldwide attention for its cause, as well as for the regime’s 

response to demonstrators in Kuala Lumpur. Nevertheless, the regime has finally somewhat 

recognised the Bersih 2.0 demands and has thus set up a Parliamentary Select Committee to 

review and suggest certain changes in state’s electoral system to Parliament. 

These developments also influence the behaviour of the political opposition. After 

long decades of failure to establish prominence in national-level politics, the opposition is 

now seen as more mature in their decisions and actions. While opposition parties previously 

contested among themselves as well as the dominant party in elections, this may have 

become history in the contemporary politics of Malaysia and, to a certain extent, in 

Singapore. The opposition parties realised that competing against a grand coalition or party 

like the BN and the PAP required them to unite or at least coordinate their political causes. 

Ethno-racial and religious tones have been lowered down, whereas more universal issues—

such as good governance, societal welfare, and better economic and social conditions—

started to gain prominence in their ideologies and actions. With this mind-set—previously 

almost unthinkable, particularly between PAS and DAP in Malaysia—a “meeting point” to 

connect the opposition parties and their causes was found. With direr economic and social 

issues, rising living costs, advancement in ICT, and the emergence of new social media and 

of new social movements, the cooperation between opposition parties in Malaysia and 

Singapore started to feature more prominently. In the 2008 Malaysian General Elections, 
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BN’s two-thirds majority in Parliament was denied for the first time. In the 2013 General 

Elections, the opposition parties managed to repeat the result, though they failed to capture 

the federal office. The PAP’s performance in the 2011 General Elections were also strongly 

affected by these developments. Its popular vote in the election was the worst in its election 

history, and the opposition for the first time won one five-member Group Representative 

Constituency (GRC) and one constituency. This landmark electoral result ended Lee Kuan 

Yew’s political eminence in Singapore. Just a week after the election, Lee and Goh Chok 

Tong decided to retire from the cabinet.
128

 

Since 2008 General Elections, BN can be said to be no longer a hegemonic regime, 

but remains dominant and powerful. Indeed, under recent developments under the Najib 

Razak administration, examined in detail in Chapter 7, the political system has been 

redefined, from rule-by-few to rule-by-one. Najib Razak has pragmatically cooperated with 

PAS in seeking to increase the jurisdiction of the sharia courts. With PAS’s separation from 

the opposition coalition, BN stands a better chance of winning the next election; although a 

new party established by Mahathir and Muhyiddin Yassin (Najib Razak’s ex-Deputy Prime 

Minister) known as BERSATU (United) have joined the opposition.
129

 

Although the PAP remains dominant, its hegemony is now not as solid as before. In 

this situation of new politics—defined by the development of universal issues and ideals 

across ethnic and religious sentiments; better cooperation within the opposition and with civil 

society; the growth of ICT; and new media, new social media, and new movements—almost 

every affair of the state is being watched, discussed, commented on and criticised by many 

sections of society. The political space is progressively becoming the site of contestation. The 

supreme authority of the party-states in dictating the state and the form of the nation is 

questionable. Political opposition, civil society, and society as a whole have begun to play 

greater roles in shaping the political and cultural landscapes of the state. The state’s power in 

nation-building projects are no longer solely owned by the government, but are increasingly 

shared by “non-governmental” forces. Accordingly, nation-building in Malaysia and 

Singapore has become a more contested process, thus making it more interesting, although 

still taking within the authoritarian structures. The hegemonies of BN and the PAP, indeed, 

are under great strain as society and the state are now in transition. 
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Conclusion 

 

In this chapter, I have demonstrated that the historical and political processes of state-

building (and its political systems) in Malaysia and Singapore do not simply originate from 

their independence days, but also draw from British colonialism, and to a certain extent in 

Malaysia, include the feudal system prior to British presence in Malaysia. In consolidating 

and maintaining the dominant parties’ and the elites’ political prominence, the state structures 

have been reconstructed and manoeuvred partly to serve the interest of the ruling elites, 

thereby enabling the construction of the party-state system in the parliamentary democracies 

of Malaysia and Singapore. These post-colonial projects of state-building have bolstered an 

effective and hegemonic bloc against regime change to date. Nevertheless, following recent 

developments, the hegemonies of BN and the PAP are under fundamental challenges, thus 

making the process of nation-building, which will be discussed in the following chapters, 

more vibrant as the public space has increasingly become more contested sites in both 

countries.   

Consequently, as I have noted in the previous section, the power monopolisation 

projects by the top executives in post-colonial Malaysia and Singapore have produced a new 

and distinct political dictum from the West. While the Western political system is famous for 

the ideas of “supremacy of the Constitution” and “supremacy of the Parliament”, the political 

practices in Malaysia and Singapore can be best defined by the notion of “supremacy of the 

Executive”. In Singapore, such authoritarianism is constructed and reconstructed by its elitist-

technocratic rule harnessed by Lee Kuan Yew; whereas in Malaysia, the same system is 

defended by its ethnocratic rule surrounding UMNO’s continued dominance in the country 

(discussed in detail in the next chapter). 
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PART II : MALAYSIA 

CHAPTER 3 

 
The Politics of Malaysian Nation-Building Policy: 

From Tunku to Abdullah 

 

In Chapter Two, it has been detailed how the elites of the Alliance/Barisan Nasional (BN) 

and the People’s Action Party (PAP) amalgamated themselves with the structures of the state 

to skilfully manipulate the latter in maintaining its status quo. Through this practice, the 

support given to the parties are effectively structured and this contributed to the parties’ 

continuing dominance in Malaysia and Singapore effectively. Accordingly, feudalism (in 

Malaysia) and colonial authoritarianism during the pre-independence era where the 

distinction between the ruling elite or organisation and the state/government is blurred had re-

emerged in a modernised form, which is the ‘party-state’. Under this new form of political 

system based on popular authoritarianism or “electoral authoritarianism”,
1
 the ruling 

positions are not achieved through the use of physical force, but rather through hegemony 

where the ruled internalise the views of the ruling elites, thereby consenting to the regime.
2
 

 This chapter will examine the nature of nation-building politics and policies in 

Malaysia, from Tunku Abdul Rahman’s to Abdullah Badawi’s administration. Najib’s 

administration is examined in the next chapter. Not only will state nation-building in 

Malaysia under the ruling of its past five Prime Ministers be reflected upon, the four main 

spheres of nation-building will also be analysed, namely Malaysia’ public sector, education 

system, national language as well as its economy. The development of these four spheres are 

interrelated to questions pertaining to class and nation as projected in the 1957 Malaysia 

Federal Constitution, the introduction of the New Economic Policy and Malaysia 

development since the early 1970s and the nature of politics and elections in multiethnic 

Malaysia. The main undercurrent of nation-building policies in Malaysia, as argued in this 

chapter, is the ruling elites’ pragmatism in maintain its class rule and interests as opposed to a 

genuine ethno-nationalist struggle. 
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The Politics of Nation-Building Policy: From Tunku to Abdullah 

 

The inter-ethnic character, or more specifically inter-elite rule, of the Alliance/BN, was 

evident during Prime Minister Abdul Rahman’s reign (1957 – 1969). The British-educated 

prince of Kedah shared his liberal-ethnonationalist (centre-right) political views with other 

British-educated capitalists in MCA and professionals in MIC and these were later manifest 

in various laws and policies. Despite UMNO’s ascendancy in the Alliance and in Parliament, 

the Tunku did not neglect the positions of the non-Malays. The Tunku also recognised the 

important roles played by the non-Malays in the Malay(si)an economy. He had steadfastly 

held on to the belief that the non-Malays should be left to manage the economy (in his view 

they were more apt and better suited for this sector), whilst the Malays should be the ones to 

control the nation’s politics.
3
 However, to warrant harmony and integration amongst different 

ethnic groups, the Tunku saw that it was essential that the non-Malay elites be given 

comparable political powers in the party-state. As such he bestowed upon the non-Malays 

senior positions within his Cabinet such as the position of Minister of Finance. It was no 

secret that the Tunku’s administration practised “backdoor” bargaining and compromises,
4
 

wherein  ethno-racial elites in the Alliance secretly meet to discuss and to attempt to 

reconcile issues considered to be “too sensitive” to be discussed in the cabinet, in Parliament 

or within their respective parties. This practice has been dubbed by his critics as the “kitchen 

cabinet”.
5
 This elitist structure seemed to have been successful in curbing extreme 

politicisation of ethno-cultural issues and unnecessary ethnically charged sentiments by 

clandestinely expressing “ethnic demands and dissatisfactions” though a “proposer channel”,
6
 

which in turn produced a more balanced outcome (“win and win situation”) due to the rather 

equal positions amongst the elites in the Alliance. As a result, neither completely ethno-racial 

nor multi-ethnic policies were produced. Instead, this birthed dynamic inter-ethnic policies 

wherein ethno-racial identities were not only prioritised, but also served as a basis for policy-

making. The Malays assumed central positions with their culture prioritised, however the 

non-Malays and their identities were not compromised. This style of political accommodation 
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influence by Tunku’s personal views is evident in the various issues pertaining to nation-

building in Malaysia which were then crystallised in the Federal Constitution as well as 

various policies namely that of citizenship, language, education and religion.  

 Although Tunku’s “middle ground approach” was perceived as a ‘win-win situation’ 

as it strived to prioritise each and every ethnic community in Malay(si)a, the same was 

criticised by some parts of society as inadequate in meeting their demands and resolving their 

dissatisfactions.
7
 Some even dismissed the approach as merely being symbolic.

8
 Just as some 

Malays (including those associated with UMNO) regarded the government’s efforts in 

prioritising the Malays, their culture and interests as inadequate,
9
 similarly, many non-Malays 

felt that their interests were being marginalised in the interests of the Malays.
10

 Tunku’s 

administration was therefore marked with a relatively high-level of structurally based ethnic 

tension (conflict between ‘ethnic organisations’ over certain national policies), especially 

with regards to ethno-national issues. Nevertheless, the ability of the Alliance to win the 1959 

and 1964 elections managed to temporarily silence Tunku’s critics, particularly those within 

UMNO for it seemed that the Tunku had successfully predicted that elite-based inter-ethnic 

bargaining contributed to the Alliance’s political success. However, when the infamous May 

13 riots (a politically driven sectarian violence) erupted following the failure of the regime to 

win two-third majority and its loss of many seats at state level in the 1969 General Election, 

11
 UMNO ethno-nationalists swiftly took the opportunity to oust Tunku and blamed the 

regime’s failure on his “soft” or “pro-Chinese” approach and his liberal economic policies 

which they considered to have substituted the interests of the Malays with those of the non-

Malays.
12

 

 The narrative that Tunku had failed to “protect the interests of the Malays” and 

thereby contributed to the poor performance of the Alliance during the 1969 General Election 
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was an effective one.
13

 Certain UMNO ethno-nationalists claimed that poor economic 

conditions experienced by most Malays were due to the Chinese dominating the economy.
14

 

The claims were made in spite of overwhelming dominance of the country’s wealth by the 

Europeans.
15

 According to these narratives, Tunku’s failure to intervene only prolonged the 

situation and thus spawned dissatisfaction and unrest amongst the Malays. Accordingly, not 

only did these accusations seemed to have justified the Tunku’s Deputy, Abdul Razak’s 

speedy take-over, but it had also seemed to justify the corrective measures taken in an effort 

to revamp the party-state and the nation as a whole.  

 The rise of Razak in 1969/70 marked the beginning of a new kind of political regime 

and order in Malaysia. Granted, Razak’s political regime aimed to re-define Malaysia’s 

vision as one that leaned towards Malay dominance.
16

 At the political level, a temporary 

emergency executive council known as Majlis Gerakan Negara (MAGERAN – National 

Action Council) led by Razak was established in light of the proclomation of a state of 

emergency days after the May 13 riots.
17

 Parliament was suspended (until early 1971), until 

then MAGERAN assumed the government’s role to restore order within the nation. For the 

sake of national interest and political stability, Razak executed active negotiations with 

almost all opposition parties by inviting them to form a coalition.
18

 A new coalition was 

established by Razak in 1971 known as the Barisan Nasional (BN-National Front) which 

incorporated almost all political parties in Malaysia during that time, with the exception of 

DAP. Unlike the Tunku’s administration, the other parties (other than UMNO) found 

themselves to be structurally organised by the hegemonic UMNO (the largets partu in the 

coalition which holds state power). The elites of UMNO dominated executive position in 

MAGERAN and later the Cabinet when Parliament was restored in 1971. MCA leaders on 

the other hand were consigned to less important positions.
19

 It was not long before Razak’s 

cabinet became increasingly Malay and Bumiputra dominated and it was during this time that 
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several ultra-Malay nationalists such as Mahatir Mohamad, who would later be the fourth 

Prime Minister of Malaysia, started to emerge.
20

 

 Having secured a strong foundation of power through the establishement of BN, 

Razak’s regime began to draw up a set of grand nation-building policies in various sectors 

whilst faithfully upholding the interests of the Malays and resotring the prestige of the Malay 

community on the crafty pretexts of furthering interracial unity and hamony and national 

development.
21

 Razak’s New Economic Policy (NEP) is one of the fundamnetal plans that 

defined the character and set the sail of BN’s nation building efforts and developments since 

1970 until this very day.
22

 Although it is indisputable that the policies largely benefitted 

Malaysians, it remains questionable whether the NEP was mainly catered to the Malays, 

given that the Malays are economically the weakest compared to the Chinese and the 

Indians.
23

 To this end, various agencies had been established and huge monetary allocatations 

were made by the state for the sake of changing the “fate” of the Malays in their own 

country.
24

 

 The NEP made significant  impacts on the transformation of the ethno-economic 

structure of the nation. Amongst these impacts are the economical growths experienced by 

the Malays, their increased involvement in the capitalist economy, rapid urbanisation and the 

increase in the size of the Malay middle-class in the country.
25

 However, whilst the NEP 

might have been successful in closing inter-ethnic gaps in various aspects, the policy has 

nevertheless widened existing intra-ethnic gaps, particularly within the Malay community. At 

the implementation level, the flawed structuring of the distribution system means that the 

policy looks at one’s status and social political networks, not merely just one’s ethnicity. As 

such, had the policy been purely ethnicity-based, the Malays will largely and as a whole 

benefit from the policy. However, since the system favours certain elite groups within the 
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Malay community, the benefits are not equally distributed.
26

 Some Malays regard such 

situation as “yang ramai dapat kuah, yang sikit dapat nasi” (the elite reaps the most benefits 

whilst the masses benefit little).  

 Under Razak’s governance, intense nationaslisation projects based on Malay cultures 

took place in almost every part of the public sphere. Malay language was elevated to become 

the national language and was also promoted as the “language of unity”.
27

 It has also been 

regarded as on of the core identities of Malaysia. It is “the soul of the Malaysian nation” (as 

per the Malay slogan Bahasa jiaw bangsa). English-medium shcools were gradually replaced 

with national schools which adopted the Malay language as the medium of instruction.
28

 The 

Malay language is also made a mandatory subject in all national schools
29

 and is a subject 

which would greatly affect one’s chances of continuing his/her studies and gaining 

employment in the country, particularly in the public sector. Vernacular schools (which uses 

Mandarin or Tamil as  the medium of teaching) at the secondary level (high schools) had also 

been gradually converted as national schools although schools at the primary level are 

preserved.
30

 The Malay language soon started to be actively and increasingly used in 

Parliament as well as for official government affairs. Road signs, business signboards, public 

advertisements are increasingly “Malaysianised” and certain names of streets and places built 

during the colonial times were altered to Malay names, supposedly to reflect “a new 

Malaysian identity”.
31

 

Overzealous efforts to assist the Malays and nationalising their cultures to promote 

inter-racial unity by the state only heightened inter-ethnic tension and differences in 

Malaysia. Many of the non-Malays are of the opinion that the NEP and the programmes 

introduced to achieve its objectives are discriminatory to them.
32

 Their exclusion from the 

policy only provoked and sustained their ethno-cultural consciousness and identities. 
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The unexpected death of Razak in 1976 saw one of his cousins, Hussein Onn (1976 – 

1981) assuming the premiership. Hussein might be seen as rather unprepared to lead due to 

the unanticipated death of Razak - his style of governance was largely monotonous and 

basically just carried on the policies enacted by the Razak’s government almost without any 

major changes. He also only just returned to politics with the support and encouragement 

from Razak several years earlier. Hussein was credited by the ruling regime as the “Farther of 

Unity” due to his somewhat relaxed and tolerant style of leadership, in particular his 

relationship with the non-Malay leaders within BN. 

However, Hussein’s “failure” in the internal power struggle within UMNO saw the 

rise of Dr Mahathir Mohamed (1981 – 2003) as the fourth Prime Minister. Once regarded by 

the opposition as “Malay-ultra” and the strongest critic of the Tunku’s regime,
33

 Mahathir 

was placed in the right position to realise his political beliefs. His twenty-three years of rule 

was markedby numerous socio-political events which laid diverse and profound changes in 

the country’s nation-state building and history. With huge electoral supports earned 

throughout his administration which he personally regarded as the mandate of his 

leadership,
34

 Mahatir gradually took radical steps in re-shaping the character of BN Malaysia 

as the party-state. Since assuming the premiership, he had ventured beyond the Prime 

Minister’s constitutional constraints and individually monopolised the powers of the state as 

highlighted in Chapter 2. 

During Mahatir’s leadership that spanned over a period of more than two decades, 

UMNO has been divided twice. The first was in 1987 which saw Mahathir’s opponents, led 

by Tengku Razaleigh Hamzah, establishing a splinter party based on Malay nationalism, but 

without Mahathir, known as the Semangat 46. He made a pact with the opposition parties in 

challenging BN during the 1990 General Election. The second split happened after Mahathir 

sacked his deputy, Anwar Ibrahim in 1998 which saw the establishment of another splinter 

party in April 1999, the multiracial Parti Keadilan Nasional.
35

 The splits in UMNO also 

meantsplits of Malay support to UMNO. As majority of the Parliament seats are of Malay-

majority constituencies maintained through the 1974 electoral boundaries redelination 
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exercise,
36

  the splits could affect and threaten the electoral winnings of Mahathir-led BN. In 

the 1999 General Election, Keadilan made a pact with PAS and DAP.
37

 Together they won 

many Malay-majority seats in the urban areas.  

For these reasons, Mahathir who was previously known for his Malay ultra-

nationalism had pragmatically planned for a new strategy in winning the support of the non-

Malays, particularly the Chinese since early 1990s. By then he knew that he could not rely 

solely on the Malay votes if he intended to remain in power. Accordingly, he embarked on a 

new, much more open policy to woo the support of the non-Malays and thus increasing his 

political support. In February 1991, not long after the 1990 Election, Mahathir launched a 

new grand vision of Malaysia nation-building – Wawasan 2020 (Vision 2020). Mahathir 

believed that it was “the way forward” in Malaysia’s strive to attain full status as a developed 

nation-state in the future. 

By the year 2020, Malaysia can be a united nation, with a confident Malaysian society, 

infused by strong moral and ethical values, living in a society that is democratic, liberal and 

tolerant, caring, economically just and equitable, progressive and prosperous, and in full 

possession of an economy that is competitive, dynamic, robust and resilient. 

      Mahathir Mohamed, 28 February 1991.
38

 

In this nationalist blueprint, Mahathir highlighted “nine central strategic challenges” in 

achieving the vision with the quest of building a united Bangsa Malaysia (Malaysian nation) 

as the first and foremost challenge.
39

   

The first of these is the challenges of establishing a united Malaysian nation with a sense of 

common and shared destiny. This must be a nation at peace with itself, territorially and 

ethnically integrated, living in harmony and full and fair partnership made up of one `Bangsa 

Malaysia` with political loyalty and dedication to the nation. 

            Mahathir Mohamed, 28 February 1991.
40
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This attractive, inclusive and new multiracial vision of the nation was very much 

anticipated especially by the non-Malays since Lee Kuan Yew’s idea of “Malaysian 

Malaysia” and after two long decades of the state’s practice of the Malay preferential policy. 

With regard to the relationship of Mahathir’s government with the non-Malays, although 

there were certain disagreements over various issues of nation-building, Mahathir had 

managed to reduce their frustrations through the enactment of certain policies and practices. 

Some of the non-Malay elites and some of those of the business class in urban areas as well 

as rural areas had greatly benefited from the establishments of “Ali-Baba” cooperation. 
41

As 

the name suggests, the cooperation is between the well-connected Malay elite with the 

Chinese contractors and businessmen. The Malays are the project seekers, who seek and 

acquire lucrative development projects from the party-state whilst the Chinese capitalists are 

the contractors. Through the NEP, the government offered numerous developmental projects 

worth hundreds of billions of ringgits. However, it was difficult for the non-Malays to 

directly benefir from this co-operation as the co-operation is supposedly aimed to improve 

the socio-economic ocndition of the Malays.
42

 Notwithstanding, certain well-connected non-

Malays, despite the innate constraints imposed by the co-operations, were able to obtain 

direct development contracts from Mahatir’s government (as discussed in the next session).  

Mahathir’s liberal policy on the privatisation of education institutions at tertiary level 

since the late 1990s has allowed many non-Malay children, especially from the middle-class 

families, opportunities to study at local universities at a much cheaper cost.
43

 Prior to this 

policy, aspirant non-Malay middle-class families were frustrated at the government for 

providing insufficient places at public universities for non-Malays which left them little 

choice but to send their children abroad to pursue higher education. Their frustrations were 

also heightened by the imposition of racial quota and ethnic preferential policy in the process 

of admission to public universities which was perceived as excessively favouring the Malays. 

Thus, the government’s initiatives in encouraging foreign universities to open up branches 
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and allowing the establishment of private universities in the country had somewhat lessened 

the non-Malay grievances in respect to this aspect.
44

 

In maintaining its relevancy and symbolic role as the representative and the protector 

of the ‘Malaysian Chinese’ in light of the growing popularity of DAP amongst the Chinese 

community, MCA, particularly through its  Bureau of Complaint (MCABC), had somewhat 

re-invented itself as an effective political broker for the Chinese. By maintaining close ties 

with government agencies and sources of significant political funds, various issues faced by 

the Chinese in particular at the individual level managed to be resolved. This also included 

minor problems such as transferring the complainant’s children to the preferred school; poor 

household waste management, drainage system and road conditions at their housing estates; 

scholarships issues;
45

 and last but not least issues revolving loan sharks (known as “ah 

longs”).
46

The ability of MCA during the Mahathir years to effectively resolve such problems 

did not only boost its image as a reliable organisation within the Chinese community but also 

contributed to increased positive perceptions towards the BN government. 

The need for Mahatir’s reign to please the Chinese voters led to a collation of 

Chinese-based non-governmental organisations – known as the Malaysian Chinese 

Organization Elections Appeals Committee (SUQIU) - which presented a seventeen-point 

proposal to the Mahathir-led government several months before the 1999 Election.
47

 SUQIU 

was calling for the abolishment of Bumiputera and Non-Bumiputera status in favour of 

asystem based on needs.
48

 Mahathir admitted to the situation and said that BN “had no 

choice” but to agree to the proposals in order to win the votes of the Chinese.
49

 During the 

election, Mahathir’s reign was continued with more than two-third majority and he later 

materialised part of the SUQIU proposals. However, this was done as more of a symbolic 
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gesture by his administration, including his support in the establishment of Universiti Tunku 

Abdul Rahman in 2001. He also announced some quota for non-Malays in the matriculation 

programmes and the MARA Junior Colleges (MRSM) in 2002 which previously had been 

made exclusive for Malays and Bumiputeras.
50

 The supposedly ethnic quota for the 

enrolment of a student in the public universities was also abolished and replaced with a new 

system based on merits.
51

 Whilst most non-Malays welcomed the initiatives, Indian leaders in 

MIC on the other hand were worried about the abolishment of the quota system as they felt 

that it might affect Indian representation in the public universities. This initiative was not 

well received by Malay nationalists and the Malay community at large.  In a move to appease 

the Malays, Mahathir promised to set up more public universities and MRSMs in the future to 

accommodate more Malaysia despite arguing for healthy competition in the education system 

in Malaysia.  

Therefore, apart from improving government policies so that they cater to all races 

Mahathir’s administration also carried out re-delineation exercises before the general 

elections in order to alter certain Malay-majority constituencies to create constituencies that 

are more equally represented by the three main races.
52

 This was not unlike Tunku’s 

accommodative style of administration. The strong support of BN from the Chinese during 

the 1999 General Election, as a result of the politics of patronage played by Mahathir to the 

non-Malays, had enabled Mahathir’s regime to win more than two-third majority
53

 which 

also later contributed to Abdullah’s landslide victory in the 2004 General Election.  

Despite his renewed approach towards the non-Malays, Mahathir was in no sense 

abandoning the interests of the Malays interests. He was a political man who was pragmatic 

in preserving his objectives.  Thus, the Mahathir years also saw various new and refined 

policies being introduced. Although he admitted that the NEP played a significant role in 

restructuring the society in particular the Malay community, he contended that the NEP was 

still unable to produce a Malay business class and Malay millionaires. Thus, by streamlining 

NEP and introducing privatisation policies, certain well-connected Malay individuals were 
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made millionaires by owning and/or heading giant corporations previously owned by the 

governmentand/or receiving contracts, funds, loans and/or land worth millions of ringgit from 

the government in the name of ‘development’. Accordingly, the business and class elements 

of the political parties within BN particularly UMNO became even more significant as the 

party increasingly become an apparatus for class (re)production. The memberships of 

UMNO, from the top to the grass roots, gradually have material values.
54

 Those in the top 

ranks are usually appointed as members of the cabinet and thus have access to various 

government contracts and projects in their ministries. Due to weak enforcement of the law, it 

is common for the ministers to award the contracts to politically well-connected persons 

including family members, friends, UMNO leaders and corporations. 

Another fundamental element of Alliance/BN nation-building which is correlated to 

the party-state role as symbolic representatives and protectors of their respective communities 

is the production and maintenance of the structure of dependency. Largely through the 

Alliance/BN’s government monopolisation of the state power, the national wealth (material 

assistances, developments, etc.) is manipulated by the government in such a way that it would 

influence, discipline and force the people to channel their support to the party-state. One of 

the manifestations of this element is the practices of politics of development. This practice 

has become more apparent during Mahathir’s years. The works of Loh and Yusoff clearly 

revealed how Mahathir’s administration, at the federal-state level slashed budgets and froze 

many development projects in the state of Sabah and Kelantan when both states were 

controlled by opposition parties.
55

 During my personal interview with Mahathir, he 

personally “abstained”
56

 from the petroleum royalty payment to Terengganu
57

 when the state 

was controlled by PAS from 1999 to 2000,
58

 ostensibly to “avoid the misuse the fund for 

PAS’s political purpose”.
59

But after some tremendous pressure, Mahathir finally allocated a 

portion of “special funds” to Terengganu known as  “wang ehsan”
60

 to give the impressipon 
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to Terengganu and Malaysians at large that his administration is generous even to the 

opposition-controlled states and that the rakyat in return should be thankful for 

that.Accordingly, state developments under the opposition-controlled states were effectively 

decelerated by the Mahathir’s administration and thus strengthening the state’s propagated 

notion that only BN that was capable of bringing development to the country.
61

 Proud of the 

self-serving idea, Mahathir once stated that the PAS-control Kelantan state “would be much 

prosperous if it was continuously ruled by Barisan Nasional”.
62

 

In October 2003, Abdullah Ahmad Badawi succeeded Mahathir. Abdullah is a 

graduate in Islamic Studies and the grandson of influential Islamic preacher Sheikh Abdullah 

Badawi Fahim. His charming, gentle and Islamic personalities coupled with the fact that he is 

scandal free prior to his premiership, has won him the hearts of many leaders in UMNO 

including Mahathir. About three months before he assumed office, Abdullah publicly 

announced that he would “steer Malaysia in his own way”. Several months after he held the 

position of the Fifth Prime Minister of Malaysia, he embarked on an operation to “cleanse” 

his administration, which was akin to Mahathir’s early policy. He dismissed two of his 

ministers who were accused of being involved in corruptions as a show of good faith.
63

 That 

initiative along with his more open style of leadership and successful efforts in recovering the 

economy from the late 1990s recession has won him and BN the highest ever votes in the 

coalition electoral history since the 1955 Malayan General Elections. In the 2004 Malaysia 

General Election, Abdullah’s BN not only managed to take back Terengganu from PAS, but 

nearly wrested Kelantan– PAS traditional stronghold - as well. In Parliament, BN largely 

controls the House by commanding more than three quarters majority. Abdullah was also 

known for his initiatives in establishing the Malaysian Anti-Corruption Commission (MACC) 

and Judicial Appointment Commission (JAC) in 2009 in his purported efforts to improve 

Malaysia’s good governance.   

Although the political structure of authoritarianism remained unchanged under 

Abdullah,
64

 his gentle and mellow personality had more or less spurred a more open political 
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atmosphere as compared to the previous regime. Anwar Ibrahim who was imprisoned for 

misuse of power and acts of sodomy in 1999 was released by the Court of Appeal in 2004 

during Abdullah’s administration. Although Abdullah had every opportunity to put Anwar 

back behind bars or at the very least delay his freedom by instructing the Attorney General 

Chambers (AGC) to file for an appeal in the Federal Court, a move that would have most 

probably been taken by his immediate predecessor without hesitation, he did not do so. 

Anwar later became the biggest threat to Abdullah’s regime. Anwar had even publicly 

declared to take-over the country’s leadership on 16th September 2008 through party-

hopping. Anwar’s declaration had caused tremendous unrest to the regime, but Abdullah still 

refused to use his powers and position to contain Anwar and his threats.  In fact, several 

months before the 2008 General Elections, Anwar, a number of civil rights associations and 

the political oppositions had organised a massive rally known as Bersih (literally means clean 

in Malay) demanding the government to conduct a free and fair election. Thousands of 

people had gathered in Kuala Lumpur in support of the cause. The government responded 

aggressively towards the protestors, but no one was caught under the Internal Security Act 

(ISA) 1960.  

Abdullah’s regime, however, was not completely far off from using the ISA and other 

repressive laws in containing external challenges to his administration. On certain occasions, 

such as the 2007 Hindraf rally,
65

 the ISA and the Police Act were used by government to 

suppress the movement. Despite the establishment of MACC, Abdullah’s administration was 

criticised for the intervention of his son-in-law, Khairy Jamaluddin, dubbed as the “Young 

Turks” and “the Fourth Floor” (Khairy’s office),
66

  in his government. His administration had 

awarded his son’s controlled company Scomi with lucrative government contracts
67

 worth 

hundreds of millions of dollars. He also played a pivotal role in the ‘controlling’ of the 

judiciary on the meteoric rise of a long time UMNO lawyer, Zaki Azmi
68

 as the Chief Justice 

in October 2008. Zaki had just joined the judiciary for about a year (in September 2007) 

before his appointment as Chief Justice. Prior to that, he had only served the judiciary for 
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three months when he was appointed as the President of Court of Appeal in December 2007, 

the second most senior position in the Malaysian judiciary.    

In line with his Islamic beliefs and principles, in 2004 Abdullah proposed a new 

concept of governance based on ten pre-selected Islamic principles which he referred to as 

the Islam Hadhari (the Civilised Islam).
69

 It was an effort made by Abdullah to redefine the 

governance of the nation-state based on “moderate Islamic paradigm”
70

 to “secular 

paradigm”.
71

 The impact of such an attempt was rather minimal and generally dismissed by 

the critics as merely “symbolic” and a move to break “the monopoly of Islamic politics by 

PAS”,
72

 thereby showing the Malays that UMNO/BN was not any less Islam than the 

influential Islamic party. Islam Hadhari, however, reiterated the idea of the primacy of Islam 

and the Malay-Muslim’s way of life as a major cultural component of the nation. Abdullah’s 

administration, overall, was comparable to Hussein on the grounds that he principally 

continued the policies of the previous administration without enacting any fundamental or 

major changes.   

 

The Nation-Building Policy 1957 - 2009: Ethnicity, Class and the Regime 

Maintenance 

 

The division of labour  according to ethnicity initiated by the British during colonialism have 

brought about fundamental changes and racial inequalities in the process of modernising the 

Malay(a)sian society. Whilst the rise of capitalism in the territoty has invoked new social 

issues that concern economic inequalities in an increasingly capitalist society, the rise of 

nationalism brought by decolonisation (and independence) has called upon national questions 

which revolves around political-cultural (status) inequalities.
73

 These are the unsettled and 
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unsettling dilemmas of nation-building building faced by the Alliance/Barisan Nasional (BN) 

government which had ruled the state since the country’s independence up until this very day. 

Alliance/BN party-state in its nation-building projects, do not attempt to build a just and 

equitable nation which would “proudly and loyally” identify themselves in response to the 

territorial organisation of the state without forgetting their traditional ethnic cultures and 

origins. Moreover, as part of the configuration of the Alliance/BN’s regime maintenance, the 

party-state also seeks to produce a nation that would recognise themselves as being one with 

the political organisation of the government-cum-ruling party. Ethnicity, class and politics 

(regime maintenance), therefore, constitute the prism that characterises the Alliance/BN 

Malaysia as authoritarian in nation-building which will be the subject of examination in this 

section.  

 Constitutional provisions in relation to Malay special privileges and the 

nationalisation of the Malay culture clearly indicate that the Alliance/BN party-state has 

recognised these inequalities as fundamental issues to be addressed in the nation-building 

process. However, the inter-ethnic nature of Alliance/BN party-state and the racially- played 

up social situations in Malaysia (especially in the Peninsular) seemed to have evaded the 

government. Moreover, the hegemony of Malay nationalism over Malaysian nationalism and 

the Malays’ influential claim over their rightful status as the original inhabitants  of the land 

raises two distinct questions pertaining to Malaysian nation-building, which are economic 

and political-cultural inequalities, to be consolidated and addressed together in the direction 

of Malay dominancy. This is in spite of the fact that the Constitution (and the State), 

recognise the interests of the other races. Article 153 of the Federal Constitution provides that 

the “reservation of quotas in respect of services, permits, etc., for Malays and natives of any 

of the States of Sabah and Sarawak”
74

in relation to the “legitimate interests of other 

communities” shall be safeguarded.
75

 The apparent purpose of the provision is to “advance 

the Malay’s economic status” as many of them “are economically underprivileged”.
76

 The 

truth is that it was meant to be a “temporary” measure to correct the imbalances created by 

colonial capitalism during the British era.
77

 However, the provision has been misunderstood, 

misused and misquoted by many Malay nationalists and the rakyat is frequently made to 
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believe that Article 153 is a permanent scheme to advance the Malays’ economic standing 

owing to their status as the “definitive race or nation in the state”.
78

 

 Despite the “trade-off” neither fully satisfying the Malays nor the non-Malays, Tunku 

and his counterparts in the Alliance consider the compromise a fair deal in the ethno-racially 

divided society. In fact, the political accommodation, power sharing and ethnic bargains had 

proven to be the Alliance’s winning formula in the 1955, 1959 and 1964 General Elections. 

However, the temporary inclusion of Singapore with its influential leaders in PAP, 

particularly its Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew had caused some tensions between several 

ethnically-based organisations. Lee’s idea of a “Malaysian Malaysia”, directly challenged the 

hegemonic notion of Malay supremacy.
79

 Lee’s idea was thus met with aggressive responses 

from many Malay nationalists within and outside of UMNO. They considered Lee’s vision as 

‘dangerous’, a ‘threat to the national security and harmony’ and an open challenge to ‘Malay 

rights’.
80

 The Malay nationalists also channelled their dissatisfaction to the Tunku’s 

administration which was perceived as ‘too soft/weak’ in dealing with the Chinese and; too 

tardy and inefficient in effectively upholding the status of the Malays and its culture.
81

 For 

example, they deem that the importance of Bahasa Melayu (Malay language) and the 

education system has strayed far from what was originally intended since the country’s 

independence. 

Finally, in the 1969 General Election, the Alliance was constricted by two forces of 

nationalisms. On one hand was the growing PAS/PMIP-led Malay nationalism and on the 

other hand was DAP. GERAKAN and PPP’s multiracial nationalism. However, the Alliance 

stood steadfast in its Malay-based inter-ethnic approach which allowed the party to win the 

1969 General Election. However, its performance in the elections was the worst since the 

1955 election. The Alliance only secured 49.3 per cent of the popular votes and merely 

commanded a simple majority in Parliament.
82

 It lost in the states of Penang, Kelantan, and 

Terengganu and nearly lost in Selangor. Alliance lost in many Chinese dominated 

constituencies in the urban areas and also Malay-majority constituencies in the rural East 
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Coast states in the Peninsula. UMNO’s grip on power, however, was re-strengthen when the 

May 13 riots in Kuala Lumpur erupted just three days after the election. It allowed the federal 

government to declare a state of emergency and establish an interim government which was 

known as National Operation Council (NOC). The situation also compelled Tunku to resign, 

and several months later, Deputy Prime Minister Abdul Razak Hussein became the de facto 

Chief Executive. He was officially appointed as the new Prime Minister in September 1970.  

Despite the contention that the Alliance are rooted on two different takes on 

nationalism, Razak’s camp arbitrarily regarded the clash and the electoral result as the 

consequences of the Malay’s dissatisfaction with their status and situation, particularly their 

jealousy against the purportedly well-to-do Chinese. For this reason, Razak launched the New 

Economic Policy (NEP) in 1971 to address grievances of the Malays and re-structured them 

to be the main foundation of UMNO political support for the sake of the survival of the 

political party. On the pretexts of eradicating poverty by raising income levels and increasing 

employment opportunities for all Malaysians, irrespective of race and restructuring the 

Malaysian society to correct economic balance so as to reduce and eventually eliminate the 

identification of race with economic function,
83

 NEP was prepared to elevate the status of the 

Malays and  their culture to greater and more dominant heights despite its civic objectives. 

UMNO’s administration under Razak had hoped that this new vision for Malaysia would 

restore racial balance and help foster national unity in the society. 

 

Public Service 

 

Standing alone as one part of the Federal Constitution, Part X, with sixteen articles in 

addition to other related provisions in other parts of the constitution,
84

 the Malaysian Public 

Services comprised one of the grand components of the Alliance/BN’s visions of the desired 

nation-state. As the backbone of the government which is responsible in executing and 

materialising the plans and policies of the ruling elite, Alliance/BN recognised the 

importance of aligning the make-up of the Public Services (which was originally established 

during the British colonialism) with the party. The transformation of the Public Service was 
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one of items on the Alliance’s campaign manifesto during the 1955 election on the pretext of 

“Malaysianisation”.
85

 However, instead of “Malaya-nising”, UMNO-led Alliance/BN 

government have “Malay-nised” the Public Service in aligning the bureaucracy with the 

political and cultural make-up of UMNO. The bureaucracy then gradually become the 

symbol and also the instrument for maintaining ‘Malay/UMNO supremacy’ and 

‘Malay/UMNO government. 

Under the British rule, British officers held top positions in the Public Services while 

some Malay elites gradually filled the middle-level positions when an elite administrative 

department, the Malayan Civil Service (MCS) was established in 1920.
86

 The lower-level 

consisted of a good balance of the non-Malays and the Malays. As part of the Malaya 

decolonisation plan, a racial quota was imposed on the recruitment of Malayan senior-level 

civil servants in the elite MCS by the colonial government on 13 March 1953.
87

 The ratio was 

4:1 favouring Malays over the non-Malays which was later preserved by the Alliance 

government after the country’s independence. Although the non-Malays considered this 

unfair as observed by Horowitz, it has never proven to be the destabilising issue
88

 as the non-

Malays still dominated the “professional and technical services”
89

 in the early years of 

independence.
90

 Out of 34000 public servants in the government services in 1957, 26.3 per 

cent were Indians and 15.4 percent were Chinese.
91

 Moreover, the total number of Malay 

officers in Division I, the highest division of the public service during that period, was 

relatively small, that was 14.1 per cent in 1957
92

 although the Malay proportion was much 

bigger in the elite Malayan Civil Service that was 34.6 per cent.
93

 This situation, however, 

was about to undergo substantial changes not long after independence. 
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 The propositions of Malay (and Bumiputera) officers in Division I, that is the second 

highest division of the public service rose substantially since independence. From merely 

14.1 percent in 1957, the number of Malay officers significantly increased to 39.3 per cent in 

1970 and constituted almost two-third (65 per cent) in the division by 1987.
94

 By June 2005, 

the Malay officers in the same division rose to 81.65 percent or 155,871 out of 190,903.
95

 In 

the top management composition of the public sector in the same year, the Malay directors 

comprised of 83.95 percent whereas the Chinese 9.25 percent and Indians 5.08 percent out of 

1632 members.
96

 

 Similar trends are evident in the support division which is the biggest group in the 

Malaysian Public Service. In 1957 the Malays comprised about 52 per cent in the division,
97

 

and then reached 64.5 per cent out of 75,875 personnel in 1969,
98

 before rose to 75.77 percent 

out of 706, 715 in June 2006.
99

 Out of 899,250 public servants in Malaysia in June 2006, 

77.03 per cent or 692,736 of them are Malays, 9.37 per cent (84,285) Chinese and Indians 

comprised of 5.12 per cent (46,054). These figures, however, include the proportion of 

teachers and personnel in the public educational service which are the biggest service in 

Public Service. According to Malaysia Human Rights Foundation (HRF) estimation, 60 

percent of the Chinese and 20 per cent of Indians in the Public Service in 2005 were of the 

Educational Service.
100

 If the Educational Service was not to be included in the 2005 

Government’s Report, HRF contends 85 per cent of public servants were Malays.
101

 

The size of the Malaysian Public Service grew exponentially since Independence. 

From just around 34,000 personnel (or 97,000 if the Police, Home Guard, Prisons and Armed 

Forces personnel were included) in 1957, the number swelled to a flamboyant 1.6 million in 

2017. In ratio, this means that there is one civil servant for every 19 Malaysians, “the highest 

in the world”.
102

 In 2010, the size of the Civil Service accounted for about 10 per cent of the 
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total labour force.
103

 The growth may not be solely attributed to the growth in the Malaysian 

population and administrative complexity, as it also goes without saying that such growth is 

associatedto the party-state’s intention to create and provide employment for the Malays, in 

parallel with the spirit of the NEP.  

The “Malay-nisation” of the services, however, did not reduce the recruitments of 

non-Malays in the absolute term. From 27,472 personnel (including those in the Police 

Department, Home Guard, Prisons and Armed Forces) in 1957,
104

 the number of non-Malay 

personnel in the service grew to 136,686 in June 2005.
105

 This annual increment, however is 

still marginal when compared to the significant growth of the number of Malay civil servants. 

The services were also ‘Malay-nised’ in the sense of the usage of Malay language in the 

organisation. Being the national and official language of the state, the Malay language was 

increasingly used for official purposes of the services, after the second wave of Malay 

nationalism starting from 1969. The fact that there are more Malay civil servants also meant 

that the Malay language is increasingly used in non-official communications among the 

staffs.   

 As a result, the Public Service and the Alliance/BN, both which formed the major 

parts of the state, are widely regarded by non-Malays and Malays as a “Malay government”. 

It has become emblematic of Malay political power and supremacy. Through this paradigm, 

the loyalty of the Malays toward the government is obliquely sought after. Since the 

government is a “Malay government”, any opposition from any Malay person would be 

deemed by the government as ‘traitors to the community’ or ‘ungrateful Malays’;
106

 and any 

political challenge posed by the non-Malays, in particular their politicians, would be regarded 

by the government as a challenge or threat to the Malay community. The Communist 

insurgency (1960 to 1989) for example, was successfully framed by the UMNO government 

as a violent confrontation by the Chinese (or more specifically Chinese Communists) not 

only against the UMNO-led government but also the Malays at large. 
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Government Scholarships 

 

The Public Service offers numerous government scholarships –  known as the Public Service 

Department (PSD) scholarships  –   to eligible school-leavers for the purpose of recruitment 

and development of qualified staff. The distribution of the scholarships, nevertheless, is not 

liberal and in fact largely secretive. As it is considered as one of the avenues in improving the 

socio-economic status of society and its restructuring, the distribution are governed by Article 

153 of the Federal Constitution and the NEP.
107

 Article 153 (2) provides the power to the 

Yang di-Pertuan Agong (YDPA - the King of the Federation) to review the quota of 

government scholarships periodically under the advice of the Prime Minister. The proportion 

of the distribution was in general believed to be based on the overall ethnic composition of 

Malaysian society or 55:45 as according to quota at public universities under the NEP. 

Nevertheless, government data revealed that that it was never adhered to.  

In 2000, 92 per cent (3444 out of 3763) of the PAS scholarship were awarded to 

Bumiputeras,
108

 while in 2011 only twenty percent (300) out of 1500 PSD scholarships were 

based on merit.
109

 The rest (in 2011) was divided according to four categories – Sarawak 

Bumiputra (5 per cent), Sabah Bumiputra (5 per cent), socially-handicapped (10 per cent) and 

‘racial’ composition (60 per cent).
110

 The number of PSD scholarships for outstanding 

student in local universities for the first degree and diploma programmes is usually much 

larger than those furthering their studies overseas as the costs are cheaper.
111

 In 2011 the PSD 

offered 2500 scholarships for first degree programmes and 8000 for diploma courses 

compared to overseas scholarships which stood at 1500 grants.
112

 The racial proportion for 

the PSD local university scholarship was (and is) more secretive. Although there are 

practically no official figures produced by the government on the distribution, the method of 
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distribution must have not varied much, not least because it was decided by the same persons 

who believe in the same ideals (in advancing the socio-economic status of the Malays).This is 

evident from the fact that the number of the Malays in tertiary public-funded institutions has 

increased to dominant proportions since the introduction of the NEP, particularly at the 

diploma level.
113

 

Consequently, it is a common phenomenon for outstanding non-Malay students to be 

less successful in securing a PSD scholarship PSD, not because of the limited scholarships, 

but because the policy and practice of the government lies in favour toward ‘assisting’ or 

‘prioritising’ the Malays. It is “a fact of life that the non-Malays have to live with”, told by a 

group of non-Malay students during one of my interviews in Malaysia.
114

 In 2011, for 

example, the Deputy Minister of Education, Dr Wee Ka Siong revealed that “363 straight A+ 

students (read: non-Malays) who deserved to receive scholarship grants to study overseas had 

lost out to those with lower grades (read: Malays)”.
115

 

Despite such divergences, certain Malay nationalists and the aspirant middle class 

within and outside of UMNO regarded the allocations as too limited and competitive. Many 

non-Malays, they observed, are still able to study at tertiary institutions even without any 

assistance from the state. Therefore, in their minds, the government initiative in reducing the 

economic disparities between ethnic categories would not be much effective unless a bigger 

allocation is exclusively awarded with more focus on boosting the socio-economic status of 

the Malays. For this reason, the state under a major initiative by Razak (and his successors) 

since the mid-1960s have established and restructured several agencies for the advancement 

of the Malays and also themselves, both in the education and in the economy. 

MARA or Majlis Amanah Rakyat (People’s Trust Council), is one of the government 

agencies established under the Ministry of Rural Development in 1966 as a result of the 

strong pressure from the first Malay Economic Congress (Kongres Ekonomi Bumiputra) 

which was held in 1965. It is largely a strategic agency with a huge financial allocation 

exclusively entrusted by the state for the purpose of advancing the socio-economic status of 

the Malays (and the natives) through education and business entrepreneurship.
116

The primary 
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functions of MARA are to enlarge and provide more structural opportunities for the Malays 

in improving their socio-economic position. The next paragraphs would detail the process in 

which the Malays (and other Bumiputra) are given more opportunities by the state in 

improving their ‘class statuses’ in contrast to non-Malays. 

In the matter of its educational project, MARA has allocated thousands of 

scholarships, loans and convertible loans to Malay students to study at overseas or local 

higher institutions. In contrast to PSD scholarships, MARA scholarships, in parallel with its 

strategic function, are exclusive to the Malays and other Bumiputeras only. Through this 

policy, the Malays do not need to compete with non-Malays. Consequently, the number of 

Malays in higher tertiary education desired by the state could be easily achieved. Due to the 

sensitive nature of the matter, no public records regarding the number of the sponsorships 

given are kept. 

Opportunities for Malays in securing educationalsponsorship, however, are not 

limited to the PSD and MARA. There are others state agencies and state corporations which 

offer exclusive or almost-exclusive educational assistance to the Malays, such as 

PETRONAS (largest oil company in Malaysia) and FELDA (Federal Land Development 

Authority).
117

 Though application is open to all Malaysians regardless of race, it is dominated 

by the Malays, which is in parallel with the ‘Malay character’ of the corporation itself.
118

 The 

same goes with FELDA sponsorships, with application limited to the children of FELDA’s 

settlers, which are predominantly Malays. 

 

Special Schools, Universities, and Training Colleges 

 

The Alliance/BN leadership saw the importance of educational institutions in its nation-

building project in restructuring the ethno-cultural imbalances caused by colonial capitalism. 

To this end, specialeducational institutions were established by the state exclusively for the 

Malays, with the reason that the community is “the poorest among all races” on the ground 

despite being the natives in Malaysia. This policy arguably contradicts pre-established the 55 
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(Malays) : 45 (Non-Malays) ethnic quotas which was imposed in the public universities 

during the 1960s (through Article 153 of the Federal Constitution).
119

 

In accordance with the 1956 Razak’s Report and Malay special positions, six elite 

secondary-level Sekolah Berasrama Penuh (SBP – Full Boarding Schools), designed after the 

British Boarding Schools (BBS), were built to exclusively organize and educate the top 

Malay students with the best facilities and educators in the country.
120

This is in parallel with 

the government’s vision that the students will be the main leaders of various fields or 

industries in the future.
121

These schools, however, are only the pioneers. Tunku’s successors, 

through subsequent five-year Malaysia Plans which are the short-term blueprints for national 

development, have progressively increased the number of SBPs. Today, there are sixty-five 

SBPs all over Malaysia. 

 The number of SBPs, however, is regarded by UMNO leaders as inadequate in the 

improvement of the socio-economic status of the new generation of Malays. Moreover, as the 

recruitment is chiefly based on examination results, many of the students came from the well-

to-do or elite Malay families. For this reason, the establishments of more special secondary 

schools which would better equip the children of underprivileged Malays, especially from the 

rural areas, was regarded as critical. MARA fulfils this ‘nationalist agenda’ by building its 

own special secondary schools – known as Maktab Rendah Sains MARA (MRSMs – MARA 

Junior Science Colleges). MRSMs are intended for bright Malay students all over the country 

with preference given to candidates from rural areas. The MRSMs began in 1972 with the 

first college in Seremban and today, there are forty-eight MRSMs throughout the country. 

Like the SBPs, MRSMs also equipped with advanced facilities and highly-qualified teachers. 

Though the academic curriculum in MRSMs (as well as SBPs) is similar to that in national 

schools, special teaching and learning methods, designed after the university system, were 

implemented. Together with the SBPs, MRSMs emerged and maintained their reputation as 

the top schools at the national level, which consistently produced top Sijil Pelajaran 

Malaysia (SPM – Malaysia Certificate of Education, which is equivalent to the UK’s O-

Level) students in Malaysia.  
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 Prior to the NEP, despite the ethnic quota under Article 153 of the Federal 

Constitution, the number of Malays in public universities was relatively smaller than the total 

number of non-Malays. In 1970,
122

 the percentage of the Malay and Bumiputra students was 

40.2 per cent (3,084 students) in contrast to 48.9 per cent (3,752) Chinese and 7.3 per cent 

(559) Indians.
123

 By enforcing the new ethnic quota in 1971 under NEP “affirmative action”, 

Malay representation was greatly increased, despite the mushrooming of public universities 

in the country.
124

 In 1975, Malay numbers in public universities and public-owned tertiary 

educational institutions substantial increased. At the first degree level, the Malays 

commanded 57.3 percent, whereas the Chinese stood at 35.8 and Indians at 5.6.
125

 Malay 

numbers at the diploma and certificate level reached 88.8 percent and 73.5 percent 

respectively.
126

 Overall, the percentage of the Malays in public higher learning institutions in 

1975 was 73.5 percent (20,003 students) in contrast to 23.7 percent of (6,885) Chinese and 

2.4 per cent (961) Indians.
127

 In absolute terms, the number of Malay students in public 

universities at the first-degree level alone within this period grew almost threefold, up from 

3,084 in 1970 to 8,600 in 1975.
128

At the same time, Chinese and the Indian enrolment 

recorded small increment from 3,752 to 5,373,
129

 and from 559 to 846 respectively.
130

 

A decade later, Malay proportion in tertiary institutions was 63.0 percent while 

Chinese made up 29.7 per cent (including students from the private Tunku Abdul Rahman 

College) and Indians 6.5 percent.
131

 In 1995, Bumiputeras percentage in public tertiary 

institutions at the degree level reached 69.9 percent, whereas at the diploma level the figure 

was 83.4 per cent and 17.0 per cent at the certificate level.
132

 As a matter of fact, while the 

proportions of the non-Malays/Bumiputeras at the first degree and diploma levels recorded a 

steady decline since 1975 to 1995, their numbers at the certificate level had gradually 

increased.
133
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As a result of the affirmative action policy, many non-Malays are forced to enter 

private local higher learning institutions which are sprouting in the 1990s under Mahathir’s 

administration or to foreign universities after graduating from their secondary schools. This 

development, to certain Malay nationalists, have created ‘ethnic imbalance’ and undermined 

Malay status in the country.
134

 Accordingly, MARA Institute of Technology (ITM), an 

exclusive Malay (and Bumiputera) public-funded educational organisation which was 

established in 1968, was upgraded to university status by Mahathir in 1999 and became 

known as Universiti Teknologi MARA (UiTM - MARA University of Technology).
135

 While 

the size of ITM was rather modest and the level of education were only up to advance 

diploma level, the size of UiTM is gigantic and offers hundreds of first degree and 

professional courses, apart from enrolling Masters and Doctor of Philosophy students. The 

fees are marginal as compared to other public universities, and its students also received 

educational allowances and sponsored meals (for those staying in hostels).
136

 UiTM has 

branch campuses in every state in Malaysia, and certain states such as Pahang and Johor even 

have two UiTM branches. In 2005, UiTM leaders, under the idea to bela nasib orang Melayu 

(protect the status of the Malays) and to mengubah destini anak bangsa(change the destiny of 

the children of the nation – read: Malay/Bumiputera), came up with a strategic-nationalist 

project that was to expand the number of university enrolment from 100,000 to 200,000 

students by 2010.
137

 But due to “constraints in infrastructure and financial resources, UiTM 

could only provide accommodation to 127,000 full-time students and 20,000 part-time 

students in 2010”.
138

 Today, UiTM is the largest public university in not only Malaysia, but 

also Southeast Asia with enrolment of more than one hundred fifty thousand students. The 

annual financial allocation for UiTM far exceeds that of any public university in the 

country,
139

 bigger even than the annual budget allocated to certain states in Malaysia. 

MARA is also entrusted to provide semi-professional training to Malays/Bumiputeras 

school leavers who are less gifted academically, which is one of the central strategies under 

the NEP’s poverty eradication objective. To this end, the agency established the Institut 

Kemahiran MARA (IKM - MARA Training Institute) which had low admission requirements 
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at marginal fees while MARA provides educational allowances to the trainees. IKM would be 

tasked with supplying semi-skilled workers to cater to the need of the then growing 

manufacturing industries. As with the case of UiTM, IKM gradually expanded and developed 

since its first operation in 1968. From only issuing technical certificates to its graduates, its 

Petaling Jaya campus has begun to offer higher diploma programmes in the 1990s. Recently, 

several IKM campuses have been upgraded to Kolej Kemahiran Tinggi MARA (KKTM – 

MARA Higher Technical College) which allowed for conducting diploma programmes. 

Today there are twelve IKM and seven KKTM campuses enrolling thousands of Malays from 

all over Malaysia. Along with IKM, there are several public-funded institutions which 

provide semi-professional and technical training in Malaysia such as the Institut Kemahiran 

Belia Negara (IKBN – The State Training Institute for Youth) and Community Colleges. 

While the IKM is exclusive to the Malays, other public-funded training institutions are not, 

although they are practically dominated by the Malays as well.
140

 

 

Economic Development 

 

Apart from MARA, several other government agencies are also playingmajor roles in 

achieving the NEP objectives. The Federal Land Development Authority (FELDA) is the 

prime example of the government initiative in eradicating poverty among the rural 

settlements “through increasing the access of the poor to land, public amenities, training, and 

various forms of technological and agricultural assistance”.
141

 Throughout the 1970s and 

1980s, hundreds of thousands of hectares of undeveloped agricultural lands in the rural areas 

of the Peninsular have been allocated by FELDA to more than one hundred thousand selected 

rural population which were (and are) pre-dominantly Malays.
142

 Most of the FELDA 

stakeholders were allocated with ten acres of land which will be used to cultivate “cash 

crops” notably palm oil and rubber trees. This scheme did not only providea new access to 

the modern economy to rural Malays with support from FELDA, it also relocated them to 
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newly developed and much more organisedrural areas which are equipped with basic 

amenities and certain access to government services such as schools and community clinics.  

Today FELDA has emerged as the world’s largest state-owned plantation operator 

and had the world’s second largest Initial Public Offering in 2012 when the agency listed its 

company, the FELDA Global Venture Holdings (FGVH) at Bursa Malaysia (Malaysia Stock 

Exchange). Several other government agencies such as Federal Land Consolidation and 

Rehabilitation Authority (FELCRA) and Southeast Johore Development Authority 

(KEJORA) which also have similar functions to NEP and its objectives but with different 

arrangements and in different economic sectors. 

Another major aspect in NEP’s restructuring is the 20-year target of 30 per cent 

Bumiputera ownership of or participation in corporate equity by 1990. These include 

allotment of new shares in public listed companies, sale or transfer of corporations or other 

assets in selected sectors, employment in private companies subjected to the purview of the 

Industrial Coordination Act (ICA) and development and sale of urban housing and 

commercial space.
143

 

In the saleof urban housing and commercial space, the Malays/Bumiputera are given 

seven percent rebate from the selling price. Although the primary objective is to enable 

underprivileged Bumiputeras to buy houses or commercial space in the urban areas, 

inpractice it is applied to any Bumiputera. To this end, the rebate is not based on the 

individuals (bumiputras) incomes or the type of houses/commercial space, but solely based 

on the individuals’ ethno-racial statuses. This policy evoked societal concerns when the 

Malay elites can buy multi-million worth of houses at discounted prices, while the non-

Malays working class have to pay in full even though they are purchasing economical flat 

houses or apartments.
144

 

On restructuring the control of corporate equity, due to the fact that many Malays are 

incapable of buy shares due to financial constraints and limited expertise, both federal and 

state governments established a number of public enterprises. The  government-linked 

companies (GLCs) and state-owned enterprises (SEs) use public funds and loans from 

commercial banks to acquire the shares in public-listed companies from Chinese or foreign 

owners, ostensibly in the name of the Malays. Through this practice, the GLCs and SEs act as 
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the trustees in the government’s effort of improving “Malays control” in the national 

economy and businesses. The numbers of these enterprises in 1960 and 1970 that was before 

the NEP, were 22 and 54 respectively.
145

 Within five years after the introduction of NEP, the 

number increased by more than threefold to 362 in 1975. In 1992 there were 1,149 public 

enterprises of various economic sectors from all over the countries. The growth of the 

number of public enterprises since 1985 was partly pushed by the 1985 Mahathir’s 

privatisation policy which not only saw privatisation of several government agencies, but also 

the growth of Malay/Bumiputera conglomerates.
146

 

Perbadanan Nasional Berhad (Pernas) and Permodalan Nasional Berhad (PNB) 

plays a central function in expanding “Malay control” over the national economy. Through 

diverse kinds of support including billion of ringgits of funds provided by the government 

and loans from private institutions, Pernas and PNB by various means purchased shares of 

various multi-national corporation giants and Chinese companies in Malaysia, notably during 

the mid-1970s to mid-1980s. It was also not uncommon for both enterprises to buy shares 

from listed companies for prices which were significantly under market value as the result of 

the NEP regulation on reserving/allocating thirty percent of the companies’ shares to the 

Malays. Towards the end of the 1980s, both Pernas and PNB controlled major parts of the 

Malaysian economy, notably banking, finance, agricultural and mining industries. This not 

only significantly extended the size of public sectors which could absorb the increasing 

numbers of Malay/Bumiputra graduates from the public and overseas universities, but it also 

made it possible for the emergence of Malay corporate elites who were selected by the 

government to stand at the top of the enterprises.  

Although some of the NEP 20-year targets were achieved, with some “over-

achievements” such as the dominant Malay representation in public universities, government 

scholarships, along with in distribution of state developmental projects, Bumiputra ownership 

of the share capital, at least until 1990, was acquired with relative success. In 1970 

Bumiputera individuals and trust agencies held 2.4 per cent of the overall share capital in 

Malaysia.
147

 By 1985 the proportion was substantially increased to 19.1 per cent before 
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recording a marginal rise 0.2 per cent (19.3) by 1990. In 1995 the increase was still 

insignificant at 20.6 percent.
148

 

 

National Language Policy 

 

As for the cultural content of the nation, Bahasa Melayu (Malay language) was projected as 

the core element of the Malaysia nation and national identity, in parallel with Article 152 

which stipulates its status as the sole “official and national language of the Federation”. This 

is in parallel with the status of the language as the language of the Malays, which was 

recognised by the authority as the original inhabitants of the region. Under Tunku, the usage 

of Malay for official purposes was less strict partly because of Tunku’s adherence to the 

constitutional provision of bilingualism which allowed the use of English within ten years 

after the independence. However, the Tunku’s tolerance lack of initiative and forcefulness in 

ensuring that Malay was used for official purposes and in the education system was 

aggressively and continuously criticised by many Malays. In light of aggressive Malay 

opposition, both inside and outside UMNO, to his approach, the National Language Policy 

was revised in 1967 which upheld the language to be the sole official language for official 

purposes of the government except in the court of law.
149

 The revision, in return, sparked an 

antagonistic response from the non-Malays. In fact, the language issue was among the main 

factors which affected the Alliance’s electoral performance in the 1969 Elections. By framing 

this issue as one of the main reasons to the perpetuation of racial divisions and national 

problems which culminated in the bloody “racial clash” (13 May Tragedy) which took place 

several days after the election, Tunku’s successor Abdul Razak Hussein was prepared to push 

for Malay to take the centre stage under the pretext of “national unity”. 

Out of the many dimensions of cultural differences among the perceived ethno-racial 

communities in Malaysia, language is seen by Malay nationalists as the main if not the only, 

feasible endeavour in building or integrating the Malay(si)an nation. It is projected as the 

‘soul’ that signify a unified Malaysian nation (Bahasa jiwa bangsa) in a government 

campaign to encourage the use of Malay in the early 1970s.
150

 Recall that I have highlighted 

in the previous paragraphs that mastery of the Malay language before it was nationalised as 
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Bahasa Malaysia (Malaysian language), was made one of the key determinants in granting 

citizenships. Later it was promoted and enforced almost at every level of Malaysians public 

life through various agencies, laws and policies of the government.
151

A special institution, 

such as the Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka (DBP – the Institute of Language and Literature) was 

established in the early years of independence in forming policies and spreading the use of 

Malay language. Despite the preservation and the use of other languages in the country which 

were allowed, they are less recognised as ‘Malaysian’ by the authorities in general. In the 

sphere of national literature, for example, only works produced in Bahasa are considered, 

despite considerable numbers of Malaysian Chinese and Tamil literature present at that time. 

For this reason, none of the eleven National Laureates to date is a non-Malay since the award 

was introduced in 1981.        

Under British rule, there were four types of schools which were to some extent 

maintained by Tunku’s administration: the English-medium schools which were built in the 

town centres, Malay vernacular schools which mostly situated in rural Malay areas, Chinese 

vernacular schools in towns and suburban vicinities, and Indian vernacular schools mostly 

situated in the European-owned plantation estates.While the UMNO-led government and 

Malay nationalists, especially in PMIP/PAS, recognised the importance of education 

institutions in forging a national identity and boosting national integration through the 

enforcement of the Malay language as the medium of instruction in all types of schools in 

Malaysia, the non-Malays nationalists, especially the Chinese educationists of UCSCAM 

(United Chinese School Committees Association of Malaysia also known as Dong Jiao Zong 

– literally ‘the stronghold/fortress of Chinese’) and political leaders including those in the 

MCA, considered the move to be part of a national homogenisation project, and therefore a 

major threat to the preservation of their cultural identity. An interview with Chinese student 

leaders revealed that the Mandarin language, the medium of instruction in Chinese schools, 

functioned beyond than just as a tool of communication.
152

 Within the teaching of Mandarin 

at such schools, various imports of socio-cultural life are passed on to the students, including 

moral ethics, etiquettes, manners, custom, values, identity, cultures, history, citizenship, arts 

and literature – to name a few examples. “It is like a religion to the Chinese,” as told by one 

of the students this researcher interviewed, and the statement received unanimous agreement 

from others in the session. One quipped that this is “especially when some of us have no 
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religious belief at all”.
153

 For this reason, there is nothing unusual in the intense resistance 

from the Chinese against government attempts in implementing the use of Malay language as 

the medium of instruction in all schools, an issue which remains unresolved till this day. 

In response to the nationalisation of the Malay language and the Razak Report, 

Malay-medium schools were categorised as ‘national schools’ (Sekolah Kebangsaan) while 

others (Chinese, Tamil and English) became ‘national-type’ or vernacular schools. While the 

vernacular schools adopted the national curriculum, it is still retained at the primary school 

level due to pressing demand from non-Malay nationalists and educationists. Nonetheless, 

most Chinese secondary schools during Tunku’s administration were slowly converted to 

English National-Type Secondary Schools through the government’s financial incentives and 

academic (curriculum and examinations) recognition. However, the Razak’ government - 

believing in the idea which suggests that the separate school systems is one of the main 

sources of racial conflict, and with overwhelming rise of the second of Malay nationalism in 

1970s – took a bold move in progressively transforming the English-medium secondary 

schools predominantly attended by non-Malay children to Malay-medium schools. Hence, 

beginning in 1982, practically all secondary schools in Malaysia use Bahasa as the medium 

of instruction. Chinese secondary schools which refused government aids went on to become 

Independent Chinese High Schools (ICHS) which use Mandarin as the medium of instruction 

with its own separate syllabus coordinated and examined by the Dong Jiao Zong. The 

examination conducted by the ICHS, known as the Unified Examination Certificate (UEC) 

however, is not recognised by the government for admission into public universities and 

scholarship applications. In fact, most of the students are oriented to attend universities in 

Taiwan, Hong Kong, China or Singapore where the UEC is recognised. The ICHS also 

encourages its students to take some papers in the national curriculum which will allow them 

to sit for the MCE/SPM examination, which could broaden their chances of securing places 

in the tertiary institutions. 

 

The Construction of Statist-Capitalist Class 

 

In aiming to increase the Malay capitalist class under the NEP, various state development 

projects are arbitrarily awarded to well-connected Malays and their companies. Yet many of 
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the Malays have neither the resources nor the expertise in conducting such projects. Thereby 

emerged the phenomenon of Malay - non-Malays (usually Chinese) business (and political) 

alliances, popularly known as the Ali-Baba, in a number of forms.  

Three of the most common forms are; first, the well-connected Malays would secure 

development projects from the government and then sub-contract the projects to non-Malay 

contractors. Through this approach, the well-connected Malays gain untung atas angin (easy 

profits) while the Chinese contractors got the jobs. Secondly, the non-Malay companies 

appoint certain well-connected Malays, usually UMNO politicians or ex-top bureaucrats, to 

the board of directors of their companies. Not only does this comply with the NEP’s 30 per 

cent target of ensuring Malay representation in business organisations, more importantly,it 

would also increase the chances of the companies of securing government projects. 

Therefore, the main function of the Malay directors is essentially to seek projects (rent-

seeking) from the government. Through this alliance, the “sleeping partners” received 

commissions and remunerations, while the Chinese run the companies’ projects. This form of 

company is widely dubbed as the “Ali-Baba Company”. The third form of alliance is between 

UMNO politicians with their non-Malay proxies, nominees or cronies who are the “go-

between” through the establishment of companies under the name of the agents. By this 

method, the agents are usually paid with handsome remunerations and commissions while 

politicians strengthen their power-based through patronage and personal wealth. Therefore, 

despite the nature of the racially-focused NEP, the non-Malays too, in particular, the Chinese 

capitalist class, enjoy handsome benefits under the real practices of the policy.
154

 

It should be noted that there are also many cases where the projects are attained and 

run by solely Malay companies. Nevertheless, the fact remains that only the well-connected 

would stand a chance in securing work.The economic boom since 1988 has fuelled a rapid 

development phase in Malaysia. With increased national revenue, the Mahathir government 

launched various development projects at the national and local levels. Some mega projects at 

the national level included the construction of the then highest building in the world, the 

Petronas Twin Tower, Kuala Lumpur Tower, Light Rapid Transit (LRT) system in Kuala 

Lumpur, a new administration city in Putrajaya, the Kuala Lumpur International Airport 

(KLIA) and Sepang Formula One Circuit which became icons of state development and 

national progress to the world. The ability of the government in managing these projects also 
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served as effective propaganda symbolising Mahathir’s capability and leadership. More 

projects mean more business opportunities for politically connected Malays and their non-

Malays partners at various levels. From a few thousand ringgits projects involving road 

patching/widening, constructing drainage system, garbage management contract, school 

extension in the kampungs (villages) to multi-million ringgits projects of building bridges, 

schools and universities in the urban areas, there was enough to go by.  

As a result, under Mahathir’s leadership, UMNO slowly changed to being “visited, 

and gradually control by businessmen”
155

 or “projectians” (the project seekers).
156

 Politics 

then has become something of “cari makan”,
157

 a means to make a living, in contrast to a 

means for a living,
158

 or a “political business”.
159

 When this researcher asks what this means 

to Ismail Sani, an UMNO state assemblyman in Selangor, he replied “a struggle for the 

religion, the nation and the motherland” while pointing one of his index fingers to his 

stomach, chest and head.
160

 The political economic nexus which is based on the 

developmental and privatisation projects since Mahathir’s administration become widespread 

and later formed the major part of the economy – as it partly functioned to channel funds to 

the ruling party, their cronies and themselves for their class interests. The practices have 

affected the economic system so much so that a distinguished Malaysian economist like Jomo 

K.S. and Edmund Terence Gomez considered that the Malaysian economy since the Mahathir 

years is based on “crony capitalism”.
161

 

During the Mahathir years, many “new rich” were personally cultivated by Mahathir 

himself through the awards of lucrative state rents,
162

 thus creating “the Malay crony” 

class”,
163

 or “statist capitalist”
164

 including Syed Mokhtar Albukhory, Tajuddin Ramli and 
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Daim Zainuddin (who was also Mahathir’s Finance Minister). Mahathir’s son like Mokhzani 

and Mirzan also made it to that class. Apart from receiving various projects worth billions of 

ringgits from the state-owned company PETRONAS,
165

 Mokhzani is one of few Malay elites 

who was given numerous approved permits for importing luxury cars from Europe.
166

 Mirzan 

also received various contracts from the government.
167

 When his shipping company was 

facing difficulties during the 1998 economic crisis, the government provided the bail-out for 

him which cost RM1.7 billion.
168

 Anwar was sacked from Mahathir’s cabinet due to his 

opposition to the government’s bail-out of Mahathir’s son and cronies during the economic 

recession.
169

 When Abdullah ‘s government was criticised by Mahathir on the awarding of 

RM 1 billion worth of projects to Kamaludin’s (Abdullah’s son) company (Scomi), Abdullah 

openly responded that “The projects awarded to the Mahathir children were far bigger than 

what Scomi received”.
170

 

The practice of crony capitalism and nepotism is not confined to the Malay statist-

capitalist class but is actually more multi-racial in character. Mahathir also played a crucial 

role in the rise of Chinese tycoons such as Vincent Tan and Indian capitalist like Ananda 

Krishnan. Tan was given various state projects through privatisations. When Tan’s sewerage 

company Indah Water faced problems, Mahathir’s government bailed the company which 

cost taxpayers more than RM1 billion.
171

 Ananda on the other hand is given monopoly in 

satellite televisyen, Astro and formed one of the major controls of telecommunication 

companies in Malaysia, through Maxis. All of these statist-capitalists are among the richest 

peoples in Malaysia and in the Southeast Asian region. 
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Conclusion: The Class Undercurrent in the Politics of Race 

 

In this chapter, I have examined how state power are used as a powerful tool in shaping the 

cultural content of the Malaysian state. UMNO and Malay hegemony is clearly evident 

through the making of the Malay-led government involving the appointment of politically-

linked Malays as top bureaucrats and rapid Malay-nisation of the public service particularly 

since the Razak administration.  

 The general election, nevertheless constituted influential checks in pressuring the 

prime ministers to the extent it could influence the policy of the ongoing nation-building. The 

Chinese pressure and the UMNO split during the Mahathir’s era for example, had induced the 

government to be more open in order to maintain support.   

 Despite ethno-nationalist turn in the Malaysian nation-building trajectory since early 

1970s, beyond the politics of Malayness – there is also the operation of class rule and 

interests. By patronising the Malay masses, the dependency of the Malay masses are 

structured and restructured to the UMNO elites. Through the offerings of the lucrative state 

rents or projects, politically-connected persons are given access to the state’s wealth. The 

state thus has the direct control over the making of this class which is labelled with many 

terms such as “statist-capitalist”, “political businessmen” or “projectians”. As the practice is 

wide-scale, it has transformed the nature of the Malaysian economy into a crony-capitalism. 

In fact, the channels of state funds to the right cronies through the ‘production’ of state 

projects (in justifying the spending of the state’s fund) is crucial not only for the personal 

interest of the powers that be, but also to be used as the ruling party’s political war chest. In 

spite of the intensity of the Malay politics in UMNO, the creation of the ‘new rich’ is not 

confined only to the highly connected Malays, but also to well-connected non-Malays.  



107 
 

CHAPTER 4 
 

Malaysia’s Politics of Nation-State Building under Najib Razak 

 

 “The era of government-knows-best is over.” 

Najib Razak, 14 May 2012
1
 

 

Following a number of dramatic tussles between UMNO leaders and the then Prime Minister 

Abdullah Badawi after the 2008 General Elections (GE), the latter eventually relinquished his 

post to his deputy, Najib Razak, in early April 2009. Determined not to repeat Abdullah’s 

mistakes, particularly his failure to appreciate societal and technological changes, and the 

people’s aspirations and problems, Najib came with a grand idea of transformation that he 

dubbed “1Malaysia” with its slogan, “People first, Performance Now”. 

 The structure of Malaysian society post-Mahathir Mohamad had changed 

dramatically. Following Mahathir’s resignation from premiership in late 2003, Malaysian 

society, especially urbanites and the younger generation, progressively modernised and 

inched towards becoming a post-industrial society. With the economy rising (and sometimes 

falling) since the 1980s, globalisation trends, and the emergence of information and 

communication technology (ICT), Malaysian society transformed into a more advanced and 

complex society, with complicated aspirations and problems. ICT enabled many quarters of 

society to access and comment on the news, which was otherwise heavily controlled during 

the Mahathir years. In pioneering modernisation, the Mahathir administration was “influential 

in shaping the loyalty and dependency, particularly among members of the Malay 

community, towards his administration”.
2
 

The social situation when Najib assumed leadership was markedly dissimilar. 

Particularly in urban areas, the population was turning into a post-modern or post-industrial 

society due to the modernisation of the economy, education, and technology. Many started 

thinking more critically about the world and became much more independent, including the 
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Malays. Consequently, not only were they less confined by the political parties’ ideologies, 

but ethnic sentiments were less salient relative to their predecessors’ context. During the 12
th

 

General Elections in 2008, many of them were critical and rational voters, who did not mind 

casting cross-ethnic votes and split votes. This explains the election’s tight contest between 

the incumbent parties and the opposition. Modernisation has produced a much more complex 

society, beset by new problems and the repercussions of late capitalist development. 

 Najib Razak was highly perceptive in acknowledging these changing dynamics. As 

per the quote at the beginning of this chapter, he knew that he and the UMNO/Barisan 

Nasional (BN) government would be changed if they do not themselves change.
3
 Unlike his 

predecessors, Najib was surrounded by several controversies at the time he assumed 

premiership. BN had suffered an appalling blow in the 2008 General Elections as it lost its 

two-thirds majority for the first time since 1969. Therefore, both to Najib and to BN, damage 

control and crisis management were critical in securing the ruling coalition’s victory in the 

coming election and hence a second term for Najib. 

 The 12
th

 GE also marked the start of a new phase in Malaysian politics, that is, a two-

party coalition system. The solidarity among three main opposition parties—PKR, PAS and 

DAP that respectively appealed to the middle and working classes, Muslims, and Chinese—

created an equal challenge to BN’s dominance. Consequently, BN lost its hegemony, though 

still dominant through its control of the state structures. A system of “competitive 

authoritarianism”
4
 thus existed in Malaysia, whereby politics became very competitive with 

the opposition winning several states and some regions despite operating within an 

authoritarian structure.
5
 

Given the above realities, it was only natural for Najib Razak to work all-out in 

restoring his image and his party’s reputation as soon as he became Prime Minister. His 

1Malaysia ideology brought in several transformation programmes and new policies on 

politics and the economy. However, following BN’s unsatisfactory performance in the 13
th

 

GE and in light of new issues surrounding Najib himself, his original policies met with 

changes and contradictions. To better understand Najib’s leadership, periodisation is a useful 
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tool. Reflecting on how Najib’s government works, his leadership is divided into two terms: 

April 2009 to April 2013, and May 2013 to date—or before and after the 13
th

 GE. This 

chapter examines how the politics and policies of Malaysia’s nation-state building under 

Najib have been structured in his efforts to sustain the UMNO/BN regime, from April 2009 

to date. 

Najib’s First Term: Towards the 13
th

 GE – The Politics of 1Malaysia 

 

Modern Malaysia’s political system is heavily shaped by the authoritarian 1948 Emergency 

Regulations, and dictatorial elements particularly during the Mahathir Mohamad years (from 

1981 to 2003). Although Najib Razak inherited a similar power arrangement when he came 

to power in 2009, this culture of authoritarian governance had moderately eased under his 

immediate predecessor, Abdullah Badawi (from October 2003 to April 2009). Abdullah was 

popularly seen as a “gentle” and “open-minded” leader by some, as “weak” by others, and 

even as a “reformer”.
6
 Nonetheless, when Najib assumed power, he was acutely aware that 

the people wanted fundamental changes. In reflecting the aspirations of many, Najib changed 

the game of UMNO/BN politics by working hard on his very first day to respond to the 

people’s wishes. In contrast to UMNO/BN’s previous elitist political approach as they 

enjoyed continuous overwhelming support, Najib’s approach to the people from day one to 

the 2013 GE (5 May 2013) was enormously populist. 

 On the very day he took office in April 2009, he launched the 1Malaysia policy 

which, among others, stressed the politics of togetherness, ethnic and class equality, 

inclusivity, and people- and performance-centred-ness.
7
 Parallel to the “spirit of 1 Malaysia”, 

Najib in 2010 introduced the so-called “wasatiyyah” or moderation concept to his 

government and society at large.
8
 

Under his 1Malaysia project, Najib launched the National Transformation Policy 

(NTP) in 2009. The NTP comprised three main transformation programmes that marked the 

UMNO/BN government’s game change, namely: 
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i. Economic Transformation Programme; 

ii. Government Transformation Programme; and 

iii. Political Transformation Programme. 

 

Economic Transformation Programme 

 

The economy was a main factor behind BN’s poor performance in the 2008 GE.
9
 The cost of 

living in Malaysia, which under Mahathir’s administration was remarkably managed, has 

increased significantly since 2006. Abdullah failed to recognise the matter’s urgency and to 

afford it proper attention. In a bid to reverse the situation, Najib made two big moves. First, 

he launched various 1Malaysia economic products, gradually but extensively since 2009. 

These products were aimed at controlling the rising living cost in Malaysia. Second, he 

unravelled the New Economic Model (NEM) in 2010, which revised the ideas behind the 

much-criticised New Economic Policy (NEP) and National Development Policy (NDP). 

 Najib’s 1Malaysia economic products were aimed at assisting Malaysians of various 

socieconomic backgrounds. The less-advantaged groups and the working class were the main 

beneficiaries. Numerous 1Malaysia Restaurants opened to allow Malaysians to have meals at 

discounted prices. Billions of ringgit were invested by the government to open 1Malaysia 

Clinics nationwide, allowing easy access to medication at almost no cost.
10

 Hundreds of 

million ringgits were spent to help local entrepreneurs open 1Malaysia Groceries that 

provided daily needs at controlled prices. These groceries sold subsidised goods like sugar, 

flour, and cooking oil. The biggest assistance to the needy came in the form of 1Malaysia 

People’s Aid (Bantuan Rakyat 1Malaysia – BR1M). BR1M was introduced about two years 

before the 2013 GE. As the “peak” of Najib’s economic goods, BR1M was partly meant to 

ease the burden of households with monthly incomes below RM3,000. More importantly, 

BR1M sought to create a “feel good factor” among the majority in the electoral poll. Since 

2012, BR1M has been distributed at the beginning of every calendar year, giving RM500 to 

every eligible household. The quantum of assistance is revised (increased) almost every year 

and now made available to eligible unmarried citizens. As it was introduced in the years 
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leading up to the 2013 GE, BR1M was criticised by the opposition as an electoral goody for 

“vote-buying”. Instead of the respective state agency (that is, the Inland Revenue Board, IRB) 

directly giving BR1M to recipients, it is common for the ruling-party leaders to hold a 

presentation ceremony in conjunction with the IRB and party machinery. Hence, in 

assistance, there is remembrance. Media representatives are called, and photographs of joyful 

recipients holding BR1M vouchers or cash feature in their dailies the day after. At a BN 

BR1M presentation ceremony in 2012, a party worker who had worked with BN for more 

than 20 years told this researcher that, “I have never seen the government as generous as 

Najib throughout my life”.
11

 As BRIM is continuously distributed after the elections, Najib’s 

administration is more than proud to state that the assistance should be seen as a kind of 

social-security allowance for the recipients, rather than as an electoral goody. 

 Najib Razak’s administration also addressed the circumstances faced by the middle 

class citizens, particularly on the availability of affordable housing. Since 2010, there has 

been a sharp increase in Malaysian property prices, such that many from the middle class 

regarded the houses as “affordable only to their eyes,” but not to their capabilities. While the 

problem of homelessness is not severe in Malaysia, the issue I term “houselessness” is 

pressing amongst many Malaysians. In 2010, only 59 per cent of Malaysian households (6.35 

million) owned a house, a noticeable decrease from the year 2000 when 67.3 per cent owned 

a house.
12

 In response, Najib, through several state-linked companies such as PR1MA 

(1Malaysia People’s Housing), launched a number of urban and suburban areas throughout 

the country. Najib’s administration also offered temporary discounts for the new middle class 

comprising graduates who took government loans (from the National Higher Education Fund 

Corporation, PTPTN) for their tertiary studies. 

 Although limited, the elite class also benefited from Najib’s generosity. While many 

of Najib’s economic assistance initiatives targeted lower-income groups, all Malaysians can 

access most of them. If the rich go to 1Malaysia Restaurants, they can enjoy meals at 

discounted prices as per the lower- and the middle-income groups. If they visit 1Malaysia 

Clinics, they too are charged RM 1 only. Najib’s government provides RM100 aid to every 

primary and secondary school student at the beginning of each year to help parents prepare 

school materials; the children of the elite also receive such aid.  
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 While some urbanites receive help through affordable housing projects including low-

cost flats, the rural population also receives various forms of aid, all in the name of 

1Malaysia. Students at local universities, including part-timers, receive RM250 book 

vouchers (BB1M) annually.  

After only one year, and despite much criticism and scepticism, 1Malaysia economic 

products have become so popular that many businesses mimic the government’s slogan in 

selling their goods and services. Several telecommunication providers have offered 

‘1Malaysia flat-rate call charge’. Though the businesses neither have relations with 

government, nor do they understand the idea of 1Malaysia, the 1Malaysia slogan has proven 

to be a very attractive idea for their businesses. 

 Nevertheless, the grandest policy that marked the shift of Malaysian economic policy 

under Najib from his predecessors is not the 1Malaysia goodies, but the introduction of the 

New Economic Model (NEM) in 2010.
13

 The policy aimed to make Malaysia a high-income 

country by 2020 based on the growth of private sector, inclusivity, and sustainability.
14

 Under 

the old economic model in early 1970s, that is, the New Economic Policy (NEP), the public 

sector gradually enlarged to the extent that it started to dominate the national economy from 

the 1980s. As the biggest spender the national economy, the rents (sources of contracts, 

projects, licences, permits, and tenders) controlled by the government attracted many 

capitalists and ruling-party politicians as lucrative wealth sources.
15

 This growth of the public 

sector then created strong links between ruling-party politicians, capitalists, and state-

controlled businesses, in competing for the rents from the government.
16

 As the most of the 

rents, particularly the large-scale rents, are controlled by the top leaders in the government-

cum-ruling parties, politics and businesses were intertwined in the Malaysian economy. This 

infected the system with corruption, nepotism, and cronyism.
17

 The Malaysian economy was 

dominated by a select few, usually those well-connected to the top government leaders. Thus, 

this has engendered a rather exclusive and problematic system.  
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For these reasons, the NEM was introduced to improve the current economic situation 

towards becoming a high-income country. Firstly, to lessen the government’s economic 

domination, private-sector growth was encouraged through many development schemes, such 

as the provision of loans and assistance to Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) and to 

larger businesses.
18

 Secondly, the economy was to be more inclusive not only to the non-

Malays who were less-targeted by the previous policy, but also to the Malays of lower 

income brackets. Since the NEP, economic policies, while focusing on the Malays, benefited 

a small group of well-connected Malays and non-Malays the most, thus making the 

intragroup wealth inequalities within the ethnic communities, including the Malays, too 

obvious. To some Malays, they “only got the gravy, not the rice” (dapat kuah, bukan nasi).
19

 

 

Government Transformation Programme 

 

Najib Razak introduced the Government Transformation Programme (GTP) in July 2009.
20

 

According to Malaysia’s Economic Planning Unit; 

the objective of GTP is two-fold – first, to transform the government to be more 

effective in its delivery of services and accountable for outcomes that matter most to 

the rakyat (people); and second, to move Malaysia forward to become an advanced, 

united, and just society with high standards of living for all. 

In refining the government’s effectiveness and efficiency towards the people, six key 

concerns were identified by Najib’s administration as the main focuses of GTP. These 

concerns are known as the National Key Results Areas (NKRAs). They are: 

i. Reducing Crime; 

ii. Fighting Corruption; 

iii. Improving Student Outcomes; 

iv. Raising Living Standards of Low-Income Households; 

v. Improving Rural Basic Infrastructure; and 

vi. Improving Urban Public Transport. 
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All these NKRAs were based on voters’ concerns in the 2008 GE.
21

In April 2015, 

Najib announced his government’s achievements in GTP and ETP after they were 

implemented for more than five years.
22

On “Improving Rural Basic Infrastructure,” Najib 

reported that the government had built 4,068 kilometres of rural roads, helped over 330,000 

households to enjoy clean water supply and enabled another 130,000 to enjoy uninterrupted 

electricity supply from 2010 and 2014.
23

 On “Improving Urban Public Transport,” Najib’s 

administration introduced multibillion-dollar projects including the Bus Rapid Transit 

system, the extension project for the current Light Rapid Transit (LRT), and the gigantic 

Mass Rapid Transit (MRT) project.
24

 Since 2013, Najib’s administration has been pursuing a 

High-Speed Rail (HSR) project to link Kuala Lumpur and Singapore, likely costing RM65 

billion.
25

 For Najib, this commitment shows that his government “does not practice 

partisanship in places to develop, but it is the people's interests and welfare”,
26

 as most of the 

people in Klang Valley voted for opposition parties in the previous election.  

On “Raising Living Standards of Low-Income Households,” Najib’s administration 

helped 170,000 poor people through the 1AZAM programme, which focused on promoting 

self-development capabilities and financial skills among target groups.
27

As for the NKRA on 

“Ensuring Quality Education,” the government has assisted various groups of students. For 

example, more than 100 million ringgits in aid for fees has been given to nearly 130,000 

preschool students in private institutions and from low-income households; and almost 7.5 

million ringgits has been given to more than 3,000 children in private childcare centres.
28

  

On the “Reducing Crime” NKRA, Najib’s administration proudly announced that 

under the GTP, the country’s crime rate has been reduced by 40 per cent between 2010 and 

2015.
29

 Lastly, under the NKRA for “Fighting Corruption,” Najib was pleased to declare that 
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“Malaysia has improved in its perception index score, rising from 44th spot in 2010 to 52nd 

in 2014, from among 175 countries”.
30

  

At the everyday level, however, most Malaysians understood GTP and ETP through 

government development projects, service delivery, and monetary assistance. Urban 

Transformation Centres (UTCs), Rural Transformation Centres (RTCs) and the MRT are the 

most popular examples. UTCs and RTCs integrated a number of government agencies into 

one location at selected territories. This policy gave citizens quicker and easier access to 

these agencies, in contrast to the previous setup where the agencies were generally situated 

away from one another. The multibillion-ringgit MRT projects across the Klang Valley are 

simply too big to go unnoticed, particularly among motorists in the region. Besides the 

gigantic physical build-up of the projects along roadsides or in the middle of the highways, 

the construction of the MRT has profoundly affected traffic conditions in the region. 

Numerous advertisements by developers request the motorists’ patience, as the former claim 

to “build the future” to the latter. Quite a number of Malaysians, especially of low-income 

levels initially supported the 1Malaysia Grocery Shops (KR1M), although there were some 

reported cases on the quality of the subsidised products. Nonetheless, due to the narrow price 

difference between 1Malaysia grocery products and other low-standard products sold by 

competitors, many Malaysians went for the latter, except a few 1Malaysia grocery products 

like flour and cooking oil. 

 

Political Transformation Programme 

 

“…as a nation which practises parliamentary democracy, the power to determine the 

political party which will form the government whether at the Federal or at the state level 

rests absolutely in the hands of the rakyat. After more than five decades of independence and 

almost five decades after the formation of Malaysia, we find that,the experience, maturity and 

wisdom of the people of this country in electing the government to determine the future 

direction which they desire cannot be denied by anybody”. 

   Najib Razak, 15 September 2011
31
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The Political Transformation Programme (PTP) is the third dimension in Najib Razak’s 

transformation policy. Appreciating the population’s aspirations towards democratisation, 

Najib on the night before the Malaysia Day in 2011, declared his intent to abolish several 

longstanding laws including those regarded by some as draconian. Many scholars have cited 

the government’s heavy-handedness and the use of draconian laws against dissenters as a 

major factor of BN’s longstanding position as the ruling party. Therefore, Najib’s decision in 

this regard was very surprising to many. For Najib, apart from keeping the promises he gave 

on the first day he became Prime Minister, democratisation and political modernisation in 

Malaysia were inevitable and have become the new reality in Malaysia. Instead of allowing 

this reality to be thrust upon him, he decided to be the main driver of Malaysia’s political 

trajectory. Hence, though this move may risk his regime’s prospects in the coming election, it 

was a politically correct and popular move by Najib at the right time. As aforementioned, 

popularity, was crucial for Najib’s and his regime’s survival. 

In July 2012, Najib repealed three emergency proclamations that were made between 

the late 1940s and early 1970s. Several laws relating to the emergencies were accordingly 

abolished and reviewed. These include the Emergency Ordinance (EO) and the infamous 

Internal Security Act (ISA), which were originally introduced in the 1960s to counter 

communism in the state. The colonial-age Restricted Residence Act of 1933 and later 

Banishment Act of 1959 was also repealed. Initially, all these laws were primarily directed 

against communist influences in Malaya (and later Malaysia). Inpractice however, their 

application was very unclear as they were also directed against political opponents of the 

government. 

In addition, Najib executed a nationwide rally and meet-the-people sessions across 

Malaysia under the “transformation programme” banner, as well as “friendly visits” at public 

places such as hospitals, bus stations, and supermarkets. Najib is always seen as taking the 

opportunity to chat with the people, sometimes giving them government assistance. In 

programmes organised during festive seasons, Najib would distribute party and personal 

assistance. During the 2009 Eiduladha Celebration, Najib sacrificed 470 cows and three 
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camels for his constituents in Pekan.
32

He also is known to give his constituents duitrayaand 

angpow (small monetary gifts) during Eidulfitr and Chinese New Year.  

Najib worked all-out to reach Malaysians from many quarters and at many places. He 

also utilised social media to touch the hearts and minds of the people. He opened Twitter and 

Facebook accounts several months before becoming Prime Minister, and has used them 

frequently.
33

 Most of his social-media postings show his daily activities as Prime Minister 

and his thoughts on certain issues. He has occasionally asked his social-media followers for 

their thoughts on certain issues and government policies. 

 

Elderly women received duitraya from Najib in Pekan, 27 August 2011.
34
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Najib’s wife Rosmah Mansor distributingduitraya to orphans, the elderly and the aborigines 

of Pekan on 27 August 2011.
35

 

 Government machinery,particularly the state-owned media, are exploited to boost 

Najib’s reputation via television and radio stations, government-controlled newspapers, and 

on the Internet. Billboards and advertisement of Najib’s images, programmes, and thoughts 

are erected and hung at public places throughout the country, including the opposition-

controlled states. 

 

Najib’s poster “Kami mendengar” (We listen) is rather “innovatively” pasted on a number of 

commuter trains in the Klang Valley.  
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Several government ministries and departments, as well as ruling-party wings, work 

very aggressively for Najib’s administration. The Ministry of Information (known as Ministry 

of Communications and Multimedia since 2015) plays a crucial role in propaganda projects, 

with its minister and perhaps Najib’s press secretary as key figures. Given the rapid 

advancement of communication technology, their task to shape the minds of the people has 

become very challenging. The “information” (read: propaganda) fed by the state machinery is 

vigorously countered by many netizens (those who use the Internet and other communication 

technology to express their opinions and to share information). The government appears 

handicapped in retaliating through the same channels. In an interview with a government 

information officer in Selangor, the informant told this researcher that the situation now is 

“very chaotic” as they could not fully control the information and its exchange in the public 

sphere like in the past.
36

 To the current Minister of Communication Salleh Keruak, “the 

Internet is like wind, if you close this part (action against certain portals), then another part 

will be opened”.
37

 

Given these new challenges, UMNO/BN under Najib innovated their methods of 

engaging the public, apart from meet-the-people sessions. In response to societal changes 

driven by the Internet, Najib’s administration begun using the Internet as its new political 

medium, while simultaneously launching its cyber warfare in an environment previously 

dominated by the opposition. Najib himself became an active user of Twitter and Facebook 

since taking premiership. The Department of Information has started recruiting cyberwar 

personnel, particularly young interns. One of their core duties is to get online and share 

mainstream media (government-controlled) news across the new media, such as websites, 

portals, and social media. They are also required to take part in “public debates” among 

netizens in social media, whether as defenders of the ruling regime or as “detractors” who 

question the authenticity and precision of anti-government news, often by sarcastically 

undermining or downplaying the issues. The ruling party-cum-government war in the 

cyberspace, as a new political reality in Malaysia, is also supported by other state agencies 

and BN wings including the Special Affairs Department (JASA), Department of Youth and 

Sports, UMNO Youth Wing, Belia 4B (4B Youth Movement), and public universities (in 
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collaboration with the Ministry of Higher Education).
38

 The “cyberwar personnel” in 

Department of Information are assisted by thousands of outstanding, highly-politicised 

students at public universities who form the government’s “cyber troopers”, in conjunction 

with the UMNO Youth Wing, the universities’ Student Affairs Department, and the Ministry 

of Higher Education. The cyber troopers play roles similar to their counterparts at the 

Department of Information, with their massive numbers potentially counterbalancing the 

opposition’s domination in cyberspace.  

The Najib administration’s overzealous efforts to win the next GE seem to have paid 

off. Several months before the election, Najib appeared very popular as many Malaysians, 

particularly Indians and Malays, approved of his performance as Prime Minister.
39

 He was 

even more popular than his own government in 2012.
40

 He was much more prominent than 

opposition leader Anwar Ibrahim or any opposition parties, with more than three 

millionFacebook followers and more than 2.7 million Twitter followers—almost double that 

of Anwar’s Facebook followers and triple on Twitter.
41

 Through these efforts and other 

supporting factors, Najib and BN maintained their position in the 2013 GE, although BN lost 

a few more seats and the popular vote. 

Najib Razak’s Second Term: Post-13th GE Policy Reversal and the Re-Building 

of Dictatorial Rule 

 

“I was also a dictator before, but not as bad as Najib”.   

       Mahathir Mohamed, 27 

March 2016.
42

 

       

Compared to the 2008 GE, BN’s parliamentary seats in the 2013 GE (5 May) were reduced 

from 140 to 133. Its popular vote dropped from about 51% to less than 47%.
43

 In the BN 
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coalition, MCA suffered the greatest loss, from winning 15 seats in 2008 to only seven seats 

in 2013. UMNO, on the other hand, gained nine additional seats in 2013. Even though 

Najib’s administration managed to win the highly-contested general election, the outcome 

was very frustrating for Najib, who worked extremely hard to secure better results. It was a 

“failure in a victorious situation” for Najib and his administration. Moreover, in the practice 

of electoral politics in Malaysia, the success or failure of the ruling regime is always 

accounted personally to the current prime minister instead to BN as a whole. The failure to 

get a two-thirds majority in the 1969 and 2008 GEs forced the respective Prime Ministers, 

Tunku Abdul Rahman and Abdullah Ahmad Badawi, to step down. Mahathir’s success in 

securing a two-thirds majority in Parliament during his premiership made him very dominant 

in UMNO and BN, despite several internal struggles within UMNO and public protests 

against his administration. This political fact in Malaysia may have made Najib extremely 

upset at the results, as it placed his position as Prime Minister—the post he has aimed for 

since entering politics in the mid-1970s—at significant risk. 

 Barely twelve hours after the electoral results were announced by the Electoral 

Commission, a swearing-in ceremony was speedily organised by Najib’s administration with 

the Yang di-Pertuan Agong, the Head of State of Malaysia, thereby settling Najib’s brittle 

position after the unsatisfactory victory. Najib’s reappointment as Prime Minister for the 

second term marked a new shift in his administration. His administration was no longer 

burdened by electoral pressure, which was the main force structuring his leadership during 

the democrat or transformation phase, at least until 2017. He has also proved his credibility 

by leading BN to victory in the 2013 GE. As Najib was freed from the immense political 

pressure of the election, he started to respond rather openly on issues affecting the 

government, particularly on the economic situation and his other agendas that were halted for 

the election. The second term of Najib’s rule, from 6 May 2013 to date (2017) is marked by 

the return of racial politics, policy reversals on economic restructuring (and the launch of a 

number of megaprojects), and the reversing of “democratisation” projects towards a fuller 

level of authoritarianism. 
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The Return of Racial Politics and Policies, and the Disappearance of 1Malaysia 

 

Instead of seeing the 13th GE results in a holistic light, Najib’s administration completely 

blamed the Chinese for its failure. UMNO’s mouthpiece, the Utusan Malaysia newspaper 

publicly asked, “What more do the Chinese want?” immediately after the election results 

were released.
44

 To the newspaper’s editors, the Chinese were ungrateful towards Najib’s 

administration, and had exploited the government’s benevolence to secure political power.
45

 

Despite such dangerous and provocative statements that could incite racial hatred among 

Malaysians, Najib did not disapprove at all. When a reporter asked Najib for his comment on 

the said headline (in the Utusan Malaysia), he diverted the question by asking the reporter a 

rather unrelated query, “You blame Utusan, but what about the Chinese papers? Are you 

saying that they (Chinese newspapers) are saying the right things all the time?”
46

 

A number of serious ethnic and religious “tensions”
47

 occurred after the 13
th

 GE, to 

which the government itself contributed.  First was the “Allah issue”. In June 2014, the 

Federal Court upheld the government’s ban on the use of the word “Allah” for God by non-

Muslims (particularly Christians) in Malaysia, including Sabah and Sarawak.
48

 While this 

may be accepted with reservations by some Christians in the Peninsular as English Bibles 

normally used, the decision sparked fury among the Christians in Sabah and Sarawak as the 

religion is preached and the Bible read in the Malay language, which is the common language 

among Christians in that region.
49

 They were using the word “Allah” for God long before the 

Home Ministry imposed the ban against this practice in 2013.
50
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In a separate case in January 2014, the Department of Islamic Affairs of Selangor 

(JAIS) raided the Bible Society of Malaysia (BSM) and seized 351 Malay-language Bibles.
51

 

Despite orders by the then Selangor Menteri Besar (Chief Minister) and the Attorney 

General,
52

 JAIS refused to return them to BSM.
53

In 2011, JAIS raided a church in Petaling 

Jaya during a religious function, claiming that the church was attempting to convert Malays 

at the function despite having no reliable proof of such an allegation.
54

 

On 19 April 2015, a group of UMNO members protested against the operation of a 

newly-established church in Taman Medan, also situated in Petaling Jaya.
55

 Its branch leader 

Abdullah Abu Bakar, who is UMNO local chief and younger brother of the current Inspector-

General of Police, alongside party members demanded the complete ceasing of the church’s 

operation, on the grounds that the local community “are starting to panic because they hear 

stories that Christians would attempt proselytising their faith to others”.
56

 Claiming the 

protest would “prevent racial tension”, the group successfully negotiated with the church for 

the latter to remove “the cross symbol” from the building.
57

 Abdullah was later investigated 

by the police, but he and his fellow protestors were neither arrested nor charged in court.  

More recently in late June 2016, in light of the Hadi’s Bill to strengthen Sharia laws 

in the state, the Pahang Mufti
58

 pronounced anyone who opposed Islam, particularly “DAP’s 

Chinese,” as “kafir harbi”—that is, non-Muslims against whom it is compulsory to wage war. 

His statement invoked outrage among many Malaysians, such that even the most 

conservative Malay extreme-right group Perkasa considered it “offensive” and “dangerous”.
59

 

The police were practically silent and failed to take any immediate action, even though such a 

remark could lead to religious and racial conflicts.  
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A racially-charged case concerning mobile phone theft took place in Low Yat Plaza 

on 12 July 2015. The pro-Najib Armed Forces Veterans Association’s president Mohd Ali 

Baharom, also known as Ali Tinju (literally “Ali the Boxer”) was caught inciting hundreds of 

Malay protestors (many from underworld gangs around Kuala Lumpur) against the Chinese 

traders.
60

 Hundreds of them assembled outside the plaza when news that a group of Malay 

youths were whacked by Chinese workers went viral on social media.
61

 The protest caused 

several brawls between the Malay protestors and the Chinese traders at the site. Property 

damages are estimated to be more than RM70,000, and many shops in the plaza were closed 

for several days out of fear.
62

 Through social media, several Malay-based associations called 

on the Malays to boycott Low Yat Plaza, on the grounds that the Chinese dishonestly sell 

fake products at inflated prices. In response, ironically, Najib’s administration approved the 

opening of a new, fully Bumiputera-operated digital mall, known as Low Yat 2.
63

 Ali Tinju 

was probed under the Sedition Act for several days after the incident, but was later freed 

without any charges. The then Attorney-General Apandi Ali found insufficient evidence 

against Ali Tinju.
64

 The youth caught for stealing the mobile phone was elevated as a hero by 

several Malay groups and by UMNO,
65

 although he was later found guilty by the court.
66

 

Najib has kept mum on these issues of the word “Allah”, the JAIS raids, “the 

Christian cross,” and the “kafir harbi” label. His government has failed to intervene in all 

these cases, despite potential intensification towards ethnic conflict. The fact that the suspects 

went off uncharged and unpunished despite what they did contravenes with Najib’s 

1Malaysia and wasatiyyah policies. 

After the 13
th

 GE, Najib’s administration has begun resorting to racial politics, which 

had been downplayed since 2009, and has called for Malay unity. Seeing the Malays and 
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natives as their strong supporters in contrast to the “others”, and given the lack of the 

electoral pressure, the government after the 13
th

 GE has become less apologetic and sensitive 

towards the non-Malays.
67

 Since 2015, the government has gradually formed a pact with PAS 

under Hadi. In early 2017, Najib’s administration cooperated pragmatically with PAS to 

elevate the position of the Sharia courts, in a bid to win the Malay votes in the 14
th

 GE.   

Hence, 1Malaysia-style politics have become something of the past for Najib’s 

administration. Unlike his predecessor’s ideologies (Abdullah Badawi with Islam Hadhari 

and Mahathir Mohamad with Vision 2020) that were neglected by their respective successors, 

Najib’s grand policy of 1Malaysia seemed to have been abandoned by his own administration 

while his tenure as Prime Minister is still ongoing 

 

Reversed Democratisation, Fuller Authoritarianism 

 

Despite Najib’s promise to repeal the Sedition Act prior to the 13
th

GE, his administration 

made a series of arrests under the act barely three weeks after the election. Two opposition 

politicians were detained and charged (Tian Chua and Tamrin Ghafar).
68

 Several days later, 

two student activists (Adam Adli and Safwan Anang) were also arrested on similar 

charges.
69

All were among the organisers of a series of mass rallies, dubbed Blackout 505, in 

protest of the electoral results announced on 5 May 2013, which they regarded as rigged and 

fraudulent.
70

 The Sedition Act dragnet continued in 2014, 
71

where at least 15 more people 

were charged on various grounds on different issues including a university professor,
72

 a 

journalist,
73

 and a preacher.
74

 Najib remained silent on the May 2013 arrests. Most 
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government statements were made by the country’s top cops. In 2014, when more arrests 

were made under the same Act, Najib only broke his silence in November, but with an 

expected surprise: by declaring that the Act will be preserved and re-strengthened with 

several amendments
75

. Supposedly due to “the rising attacks on race and religious issues”, 

Najib announced that the Sedition Act would stay, during UMNO’s Annual General 

Assembly in late November 2014.
76

 This was a U-turn from his promise in July 2012.
77

 

Behind this volte-face was changes in Najib’s support base and political pressure from 

UMNO leaders.
78

 Right from the outset in 2009, Najib faced resistance from UMNO 

conservatives with his moderation and liberal politics.
79

 Even in his cabinet, 1Malaysia was a 

practically unfilled slogan only supported by several members. Out of their loyalty to the 

supreme leader, and due to Najib’s overarching power as UMNO president and Prime 

Minister, many conservatives restrained their reservations against Najib’s policies. However, 

when they and indeed Najib himself saw that the politics of moderation had failed at the 13
th

 

GE, they exerted more pressure to Najib to turn the nation’s course back towards UMNO 

supremacy.
80

 To some UMNO leaders, the government should not be apologetic (to the other 

races) in defending Islam, the Malay race, and the Malay Rulers.
81

Thus, recognising the 

greater benefit in bending towards the wishes of conservative UMNO leaders, Najib 

disregarded his promise to repeal the Sedition Act
82

 and went overboard
83

 by strengthening 
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the Act much further.
84

 The toughened version of the Sedition Act in April 2015 included 

mandatory jail and an online media ban.
85

 

New laws were introduced and arrests have been made under such laws, including 

against Najib’s opponents. In the name of fighting terrorism, particularly the “Islamic State 

Militant Group,” a number of new security laws were introduced while the older ones were 

fortified (as in the case of the Sedition Act).
86

 First, the Prevention of Crime Act (POCA) was 

reintroduced in April 2014.
87

 This Act was heavily criticised as it lacks the element of justice 

to the accused.
88

 Those caught under POCA will not be charged in court, are not allowed 

legal representation, and may be held by the police for up to two months.
89

 The detainment 

period of suspected criminals may be extended for up to two years upon approval of the 

Minister of Home Affairs.
90

 From 2nd April 2014 to 1 October 2015, 975 people have been 

reportedly detained under POCA on various grounds.
91

 

Next, the Prevention of Terrorism Act (POTA) was passed in April 2015 to replace 

the ISA.
92

 POTA was proposed to eliminate potential threats of violence from terrorism-

related acts.
93

 According to the current Malaysian Deputy Prime Minister Ahmad Zahid, 
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POTA “will help Malaysia achieve zero terrorism”.
94

 Despite the government making several 

changes to POTA in an effort to distinguish it from the ISA, many critics see it as a 

reincarnation of its predecessor, particularly on its provision to detain suspects for up two 

years without trial.
95

 POTA allows for detention without trial of up to 60 days, and this period 

can be extended for up to two years if the appointed board is satisfied with the evidence 

against the suspect(s).
96

 The introduction of POTA has puzzled many, not only due to its 

resemblance to the ISA that Najib’s administration had repealed, but also due to its 

redundancy vis-à-vis another anti-terrorist act, namely the Security Offences (Special 

Measures) Act orSOSMA that was gazetted in 2012. 
97

 To lawyer Aerie Rahman, this 

redundancy is needed as POTA; 

“With its widely drafted provisions, can be used against dissidents and opponents of the 

government… POTA is there not to safeguard our security but to insulate the government of 

the day from being accountable to the people”.
98

 

To the Bangkok-based Human Rights group FORUM-ASIA, the introduction of POTA and 

the strengthened Sedition Act mark Malaysia’s “complete return to authoritarianism”.
99

 

Only several months later, in December 2015, the National Security Council (NSC) 

Bill was approved.
100

To the Malaysian Bar Council, the “NSC Bill aims to empower a select 

few”.
101

 It enables the NSC to “control the police, armed forces and maritime enforcement 
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agencies directly. This law effectively renders the Cabinet and Parliament powerless”.
102

 It 

gives “vast powers to the National Security Council that is chaired by the Prime Minister”.
103

 

In January 2016, Najib’s administration planned to amend the Communications and 

Multimedia Act (MCMC Act) to “coordinate enforcement to block sites from defaming the 

national leadership”.
104

 According to Communications and Multimedia Minister Salleh Said 

Keruak, “other items to be blocked were articles and postings which threatened peace and 

stability in the country as well as those violating the Sedition Act”.
105

 MCMC banned 

Sarawak Report in July 2015,
106

 and later blocked The Malaysian Insider, a popular online 

news site.
107

 At the same time, MCMC also warned another news portal to be aware of 

“unverified reports”.
108

 In July 2016, a 76-year-old man was been detained and charged under 

MCMC Act for sharing “a crude photo that insulted the Prime Minister, in a WhatsApp chat 

group”.
109

 Prior to that, at least three individuals were detained and charged under the 

Sedition Act for their social media postings directed against the Malay rulers and Islam.
110

 

This raised new concern among Malaysians, as their social privacy was now being monitored 

by the government.  

Together with other powerful laws in Malaysia such as the Official Secrets Act,
111

 the 

Police Act, the Penal Code, and the Peaceful Assembly Act, the above extra-legal laws have 

not only reversed the much-opened political system under Najib before the 13
th

 GE, but also 

pushed the Malaysian state to a new level of governance between fuller authoritarianism and 

                                                           
102

 ‘Act gives vast powers to NSC’, The Malaysian Bar, 13 June 2016, viewed 20 June 2016, 

<http://www.malaysianbar.org.my/members_opinions_and_comments/act_gives_vast_powers_to_nsc.html>. 
103

 Ibid. 
104

 ‘MCMC Act to be amended to stop slander of national leaders’, Malaysiakini, 21 January 2016, viewed 1 

February 2016, <https://www.malaysiakini.com/news/327651>. 
105

 Ibid. 
106

 ‘Sarawak Report whistleblowing website blocked by Malaysia after PM allegations’, The Guardian, 20 July 

2015, viewed 30 July 2015, <https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/jul/20/sarawak-report-whistleblowing-

website-blocked-by-malaysia-over-pm-allegations>. 
107

 ‘Malaysian Insider to close after government blocked it following 1MDB coverage’, The Wall Street Journal, 

viewed 14 March 2016, <https://www.wsj.com/articles/malaysian-insider-news-site-closing-

1457942708?t=123>. 
108

 Ibid. 
109

 ‘Senior citizen held over insulting photo of PM’, The Star, 3 July 2016, viewed 13 August 2016, 

<http://www.thestar.com.my/news/nation/2016/07/03/senior-citizen-held-over-insulting-photo-of-pm/>. 
110

 ‘Man detained to help investigation on insulting TMJ via Facebook’, New Straits Times, 29 May 2016, 

viewed 6 June 2016, <http://www.nst.com.my/news/2016/05/148396/man-detained-help-investigation-insulting-

tmj-facebook>. See also, ‘Police detain man for insulting Islam on Facebook’, Free Malaysia Today, 29 April 

2016, viewed 6 June 2016, <http://www.freemalaysiatoday.com/category/nation/2016/04/29/police-detain-man-

for-insulting-islam-on-facebook/>, and, ‘Sex worker detained after insulting Johor sultanate on facebook’, 

Malaysian Digest, 22 February 2016, viewed 3 June 2016, <http://www.malaysiandigest.com/news/596162-sex-

worker-detained-after-insulting-johor-sultanate-on-facebook.html>. 
111

 ‘Ku Li: OSA conceals thousands of sins’, Malaysiakini, 16 October 2014, viewed 2 January 2015, 

<https://www.malaysiakini.com/news/277768>. 

http://www.nst.com.my/news/2016/05/148396/man-detained-help-investigation-insulting-tmj-facebook
http://www.nst.com.my/news/2016/05/148396/man-detained-help-investigation-insulting-tmj-facebook
http://www.freemalaysiatoday.com/category/nation/2016/04/29/police-detain-man-for-insulting-islam-on-facebook/
http://www.freemalaysiatoday.com/category/nation/2016/04/29/police-detain-man-for-insulting-islam-on-facebook/
http://www.malaysiandigest.com/news/596162-sex-worker-detained-after-insulting-johor-sultanate-on-facebook.html


130 
 

a dictatorship.
112

 Through the manipulation of laws and government institutions, and the 

concentration of powers in the hands of the Prime Minister, Malaysia’s political system has 

returned to the one-man-rule setup. At the institutional level, however, the biggest test of 

Malaysia’s law enforcement system and administration of justice was the 1MDB Saga, which 

has implicated Najib in the misappropriation of billions of dollars in public funds. 

 

The 1MDB Saga and the Return of One-Man Rule 

 

On 28 February 2015, The Sarawak Report (in conjunction with London’s Sunday Times) 

revealed their investigation into the trail of the missing billions from Malaysia’s Ministry of 

Finance-owned investment arm 1Malaysia Development Board (1MDB).
113

 These reports 

were supported by leaked and official documents from relevant parties, and caught massive 

attention within and outside Malaysia. The government came under enormous pressure to 

launch investigations against 1MDB and Najib Razak, who was Chairman of the Board of 

Advisors in 1MDB and the Minister of Finance. Partly to clear his name through his state 

structures, Najib was initially quite willing to allow the organisation of separate investigation 

teams by several bodies in Malaysia including the Malaysian Ant-Corruption Commission 

(MACC), the Central Bank, the Malaysian Police, the Attorney General’s Chamber (AGC), 

and the Public Accounts Committee (PAC) in Parliament. Najib’s confidence on the separate 

investigations is not without basis. All the chiefs of these bodies were indirectly (re)-

appointed and controlled by Najib. In the PAC, BN parliamentarians greatly outnumbered the 

opposition members. 

 As the investigations of these bodies gradually progressed, Najib’s administration was 

lambasted with another two appalling exposures several months later in June and July, this 

time by the renowned The Wall Street Journal (WSJ). The first article unravelled how 1MDB 

funds were misappropriated to fund the 13
th

 GE,
114

 and the second reported the presence of 

USD700 million (equivalent to RM2.6 billion at that time) deposited into Najib personal bank 
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account.
115

 These reports by an authoritative paper worsened the fractures in Najib’s 

administration since the exposé by the Sarawak Report. Najib was not only criticised by 

members of the public, NGOs, and opposition leaders, but even certain quarters within the 

ruling parties were dissatisfied with Najib over these issues. Initially, former Prime Minister 

Mahathir Mohamad repeatedly questioned Najib on the missing money of 1MDB and the 

USD700 million deposit in his bank account. Subsequently, certain UMNO leaders at various 

levels aired their concerns, including Najib’s deputy Muhyiddin Yassin and his cabinet 

members including Shafie Apdal and Khairy Jamaluddin. Najib at first denied the existence 

of the said money in his bank account and threatened to sue WSJ in a move to clear his name. 

A Special Task Force was established, involving the Chief of MACC, the Chief of Police, the 

Governor of the Central Bank, and the then Attorney-General (AG) Abdul Gani Patail as 

head, to scrutinise the allegations thoroughly as a team. The establishment of this task force 

did not end each body’s separate investigations into 1MDB. 

 To Najib’s surprise, Abdul Gani Patail, the MACC, and the Central Bank were serious 

in their investigations and seemingly wanted to take legal action.
116

 Perceiving a rebellion 

within UMNO apparently led by Muhyiddin, and realising the potential of being charged by 

the authorities,
117

 Najib swiftly acted to remove the “detractors” and frustrate the 

investigations.
118

 On 28 July, he unexpectedly sacked Muhyiddin and Shafie from his 

cabinet.
119

 Gani was also removed as Attorney-General. The three were replaced by Najib’s 

staunch supporters, namely Zahid Hamidi (Najib’s former political secretary, as the new 

Deputy Prime Minister), Salleh Said Keruak (Najib’s most popular propagandist, as the new 

Communication Minister), and Apandi Ali (former Kelantan UMNO leader
120

 as the new 
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AG).
121

 On the day of his “retrenchment,” Abdul Gani Patail was amazed to learn from the 

news that he was removed “due to health issue” as he was not officially informed in 

advance.
122

 In the cases of Muhyiddin and Shafie, they only learnt of their removals a couple 

of hours before Najib’s introduced his new line-up. Najib also promoted Nur Jazlan 

Mohamed, chair of the PAC on investigations into 1MDB, to Deputy Minister of the Ministry 

of Home Affairs on 28 July. This move practically stalled PAC’s ongoing inquiry into 

1MDB, at least until a new chief is appointed.
123

 

 Three days later, Najib’s administration mobilised the police’s Special Branch for a 

major crackdown against MACC officials and an AGC officer who they believed to be 

involved in the production of a “charge sheet” against Najib.
124

 This crackdown came on the 

order of the new Deputy Prime Minister Ahmad Zahid, who was also Minister of Home 

Affairs.
125

 It involved investigations against and arrests of MACC Deputy Public Prosecutor 

Ahmad Sazilee Abdul Khairi,
126

 MACC advisor Rashpal Singh,
127

 MACC Special Operation 

Director Bahri Mohamad Zin,
128

 five other senior MACC officers,
129

 and Deputy Public 

Prosecutor at AGC Jessica Gurmeet Kaur.
130

 Kaur and Singh were later sacked from their 

respective bodies. Kaur’s permanent residency (PR) in Malaysia was revoked, and she was 
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deported to her home country, Singapore.
131

 Bahri and another MACC director were 

immediately transferred to the Prime Minister Department on 7 August on the grounds of 

“disciplinary issue”.
132

 Najib’s administration thus effectively dismantled the Special Task 

Force with the replacement of the AG, and with serious intimidations against its officers.
133

 

 The heavy-handed disciplinarian measures by Najib’s administration signified a new 

beginning in his leadership: towards dictatorship, centralisation of powers, and one-man 

rule.
134

First, it showed that Najib was not planning to retire anytime soon, but intended to 

hold on to power for as long as he wishes. For this reason, he is willing to reward those who 

support his wish, and to punish anyone that steps in his way. Thisincludes cleansing 

opposition from within and without the ruling party, the appointment of executive officials 

and bureaucrats who are loyal to him, the revision of acts that constrain his administration’s 

political powers, the introduction of new laws to increase the power of the executive, and 

changes to certain policies. 

These issues also had a number of lodged reports against them, including by UMNO 

leaders. An UMNO leader who inexhaustibly made reports to local and foreign authorities 

was Khairuddin Abu Hassan, Batu Kawan UMNO vice-president in Penang. He was later 

detained under SOSMA for several months,
135

 together with his lawyer Matthias Chang.
136

 

The IGP Khalid Abu Bakar said, “Khairuddin’s attempt to solicit foreign investigations into 

1MDB was an act of sabotage and a danger to Malaysia’s economy and sovereignty, as well 

as a disservice to the country’s law enforcement agencies”.
137

 

While making a lot of new enemies out of his old friends, Najib gained many new 

friends. After the cabinet reshuffle in July 2015, Najib’s cabinet and UMNO Supreme 

Council stood increasingly loyal towards him, to the extent that cabinet was labelled as 
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“Najib’s fan club” and UMNO as “United Mohd Najib Organisation”.
138

 By replacing 

Muhyiddin with his loyalist Ahmad Zahid, Najib not only eliminated the pressure to step 

down, but could hold his current position for as long as he wished, backed the unquestioning 

support of Ahmad Zahid and his new cabinet. Ahmad Zahid is responsible, as the Minister of 

Home Affairs, for certain police actions against Najib’s opponents. Najib’s cabinetis more 

than willing to perform “clean-up” (read: removing dissenters) within the party even without 

direct orders from Najib.
139

 The newly-appointed A-G Apandi cleared Najib of any 

wrongdoing on the allegations of the RM2.6 billion deposit and of 1MDB mismanagement,
140

 

merely five months after his appointment.
141

 Consequently, no case against Najib or 1MDB 

was brought to court, as such powers lie within the A-G’s jurisdiction,
142

 while the Special 

Task Force that he then headed was disbanded.  

UMNO old-time nemesis, the Islamic Party of Malaysia (PAS), particularly under its 

new supreme leader Abdul Hadi Awang, became Najib’s new ally. With the demise of Nik 

Abdul Nik Mat in February 2015,
143

 who “always oppose[d]”
144

 any cooperation with 

UMNO, no obstacle was left for Hadi in renewing PAS’s relation with UMNO, especially 

after the cleansing of the professional group in PAS. Obsessed over pursuing hudud (Islamic) 

laws in Kelantan and the “idea of Malay-Muslim supremacy in Malaysia”,
145

 Hadi not only 

played a significant role in marginalising the professional group in the party, but was also a 

key reason behind the breakup of the most formidable opposition pact in the history of 

Malaysian politics,
146

 the Pakatan Rakyat (the People’s Coalition),
147

 which Nik Aziz himself 
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had helped create.
148

 There are at least two significant points of this new development to 

Najib’s leadership, which is under tremendous attack from many quarters since the eruption 

of the 1MDB scandal. First, the fall of Pakatan Rakyat left the opposition in disarray and thus 

unable to capitalise on the weakened position of Najib and BN on the 1MDB scandal and the 

pressing economic situation faced by the people. Second, the breakup of Pakatan Rakyat 

transformed the two-party coalition system, which was in place since the 12
th

 GE in 2008, 

into a multiparty system since 2016.
149

 Three-cornered fights between BN, Pakatan Harapan 

(the new opposition coalition party minus PAS), and PAS grant BN new advantage as 

opposition support is now divided into two opposing camps.
150

 The Sarawak State Election in 

May and the twin by-elections in Kuala Kangsar and Sungai Besar in June 2016 proved 

UMNO/BN return into political dominance in these new electoral settings.
151

 In these 

elections, BN not only managed to maintain its position as the incumbent party despite the 

explosive issues and scandals, but achieved landslide victories
152

 due to the split-vote among 

the opposition.
153

 

 

U-Turn in Economic Policy (Najibnomics): The Persistence of Crony Capitalism 

and the Widening of Income Gap 

 

In terms of economic management, a series of subsidy rationalisations (withdrawals) have 

been executed by Najib Razak’s administration, only several months into his second term. In 

April 2014, Najib introduced a new tax affecting all Malaysians, that is, the Goods and 

Services Tax (GST). Although Najib has mentioned the feasibility of subsidy cuts and of the 

GST since mid-2010,
154

 they did not take place until after the 2013 GE. Starting with the 
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restructuring of the sugar subsidy in October 2013, Najib then announced the gradual and 

systematic withdrawal of government subsidies on cooking oil, rice, flour, liquid gas for 

cooking, petroleum, diesel, inter-city highway tolls, and the KLIA train express.
155

 Aimed at 

helping Malaysians of lower-income groups—who are the majority in society—pay for their 

daily needs, subsidies have always been an integral part of government expenditure and 

economic management since independence. In fact, Najib himself, before the 2013 GE, 

provided many new “subsidies” in the form of 1Malaysia products. Therefore, the systematic 

cessation of subsidies and the introduction of the GST have irritated many Malaysians, 

including government supporters. To them, Najib’s administration had not only has broken its 

election promise to curb the high living costs in Malaysia,
156

 but was now a driver of these 

rising costs. In response, Najib brazenly told the press that he does not mind not becoming a 

popular leader, so long as he is an effective one.
157

 As such, the public’s response did not 

keep Najib from reviewing other government subsidies.
158

 To Najib, the financial viability of 

the government to properly operate is more crucial than his pre-GE 2013 people-first 

orientation. It is something, Najib argued, that the government needs to do in the pressing 

time and is inevitable.
159

 

 Ironically, the Najib administration’s justification for cutting subsidies, that is, to 

reduce the government’s financial burden, seemingly contradicts the numerous government 

megaprojects announced after the 13
th

 GE. About a week after Najib’s administration 

announced the sugar subsidy rationalisation on Budget Day in October 2013, Najib 

announced a new government megaproject, that is, the High-Speed Rail (HSR) connecting 

Kuala Lumpur and Singapore. While the sugar subsidy cuts will save the government less 

than RM500 million a year,
160

 the HSR is estimated to cost around RM65 billion.
161

 Najib’s 

administration seems unhesitant in continuing previously-planned megaprojects whilst 
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announcing new ones from time to time. These include a new 600-metre Warisan Merdeka 

Tower (costing RM5 billion; to be among the world’s tallest buildings, higher than the 

Petronas Twin Towers),
162

 the Tun Razak Exchange (TRX) Hub (RM3.5 billion),
163

 4G 

Internet line projects (more than RM6 billion), MRT projects (more than RM30 billion), 

MRT II extension projects (more than RM20 billion), LRT extension projects (more than 

RM8 billion), and the proposed new bridge to Singapore (more than RM2 billions).In 

addition, the controversial government-owned investment arm, 1Malaysia Development 

Board (1MDB), spent at least RM42 billion. Most of this sum was spent on acquiring big 

businesses and projects within and outside Malaysia, including the purchase of power plants 

for RM18 billion, while RM5.8 billion was invested in Brazen Sky.
164

 Such extravagant 

spending by a government that was announcing economic restructuring and subsidy cuts has 

puzzled many, even BN leaders such as Khairy Jamaluddin (Minister of Youth and Sports 

and Mahathir Mohamad (who in 2014 still approved of Najib’s administration). 

 In the current economic system under Najib’s administration, Malaysia is still 

practicing what the economist Jomo K.S. termed “crony capitalism,”
165

 made possible via the 

politics of development. As the biggest spender in the economy, the federal government spent 

hundreds of billions each year on development projects across Malaysia. Although the need 

for development in a developing country like Malaysia is high, not all development projects 

in Malaysia are done out of need. Some are more for channelling public money legally to 

politically-connected cronies and elites through the awards of rents (including development 

projects, licenses, permits, tenders, privatisation, government grants, soft loans, government 

buyouts, and bail-outs), whereby a portion of the funds will be given back to the ruling 

parties or leaders for political, and perhaps personal, purposes. For example, the Warisan 

Merdeka Tower, an ambitious 118-storey, 644-metre high
166

 tower in Kuala Lumpur, is 

clearly a want rather than a developmental need as there already exist two towers in Kuala 

Lumpur that are among the highest in world (that is, the Petronas Twin Towers and the KL 

Tower).The launch of this extravagant project in March 2016 (this project is currently 
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estimated to cost RM5 billion, though its estimated cost in 2014 was only between RM2.5 

billion and RM3 billion)
167

 is untimely given the pressing economic circumstances that have 

forced the government to impose the GST and to cut various subsidies, supposedly to retain a 

sound national financial position.
168

 

 This practice of crony capitalism has several major repercussions. Firstly, it has 

caused extreme wealth inequality as public money is funnelled to the politically-connected 

few through the awards of rents. Mega-sized rents are frequently awarded to a few well-

connected companies, such as the MMC Corporation controlled by Syed Mokhtar Albukhary; 

the Genting Group controlled by Lim Kok Tay; Ananda Krishnan the owner of satellite 

television company Astro, Maxis Communications, and a recipient of multibillion-ringgit 

Independent Power Plant (IPP) projects; Gamuda Berhad; YTL Corp. owned by Yeoh Tiong 

Lay; and the Berjaya Group controlled by Vincent Tan; among others. All the 

owners/founders of these companies (except Gamuda Berhad) are of the top 20 richest people 

in Malaysia.
169

 Syed Mokhtar, a former main trustee of UMNO’s businesses, is awarded 

withmultibillion-ringgit projects
170

 almost every year by the government, including the 

SMART Tunnel, high-speed Internet cables, MRT, and the building of a number of highways 

(including a new highway across Borneo announced in the 2016 Budget).
171

 He also controls 

several previously-government-owned organisations that have been privatised, such as DRB-

Hicom, Proton, Pos Malaysia Berhad, Johor Port and Senai Airport.
172

 

 At the same time, Malaysian economists reported “evidence of steadily rising 

earnings inequality in both private and public sectors in the 2000s”.
173

 According to them, 
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private “sector wage inequality has grown, especially at the uppermost segments, while the 

ranks of managers and professionals have expanded disproportionately faster in the public 

sector”. Selected indicators used to explain this situation include passenger-car sales, 

property sales, unit-trust investments, and Employees Provident Fund (EPF) savings. Sales 

data for passenger vehicles “show increasing proportions of luxury cars.”
174

 Luxury-car 

(costing more than half a million ringgit) sales have “increased, making up 0.1 per cent of the 

total number of vehicles sold in 2006 to 0.2 per cent in 2011”.
175

 Other high-end brands 

“costing between RM100,000 and RM500,000 recorded rising sales too”.
176

 In addition, 

“property sales also show rising concentration in the upper rungs, where the top 10 per cent 

of property buyers controlled more than 40 per cent of the total value of property purchases in 

2011, up from 35 per cent in 1997”.
177

 On unit-trust investments, “the bottom half of Amanah 

Saham Bumiputera (ASB) unit holders, the largest unit trust fund in Malaysia, the top 10 per 

cent investors controlled a whopping 77 per cent”.
178

 

The Malaysia Human Development Report of 2013 indicated that around half of 

Malaysians do not have any financial assets; around 90% of rural households and 86% of 

urban households have zero savings; and the top 1.7% of EPF depositors owned more than 

the entire savings of the bottom 57% depositors.
179

 Around “78% of Malaysians” reportedly 

“do not have enough funds for retirement” as of 2016,
180

 whereas 50% of retirees are 

expected to fully exhaust their savings within five years of retirement.
181

 

Secondly, crony capitalism brought corruption into the political system. In a media 

exposé by The Wall Street Journal on 18 June 2015, Malaysian government-owned 

investment arm 1MDB reportedly purchased a power plant from the Genting Group “at what 

appears to be an inflated price” of RM2.3 billion in October 2012,
182

 several months before 

the 13
th

 GE in May 2013. Later in the first quarter of 2013, Genting Group’s subsidiary 
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Genting Plantations donated RM31 million to the 1Malaysia Foundation (YR1M), whose 

chairman is Prime Minister Najib. In April 2013, during BN’s election campaign in Penang, 

Najib channelled RM2 million worth of YR1M funds to two Chinese schools.
183

 In 2012, 

1MDB bought Independent Power Producer (IPP) projects from Ananda Krishan, giving him 

a quick multibillion-ringgit profit.
184

 When 1MDB was unable to service its bank loan in 

January 2015 to the tune of RM 2 billion, Krishnan came for help,
185

 possibly returning the 

favour to 1MBD. 

 Thirdly, overpriced and sub-standard development projects are frequently part and 

parcel of the interplay between crony capitalists and the ruling parties. Under Najib’s 

leadership, the new KLIA2 airport was estimated to cost RM1.7 billion, but ended up costing 

RM4 billion.
186

 Despite its ballooning cost, the quality of KLIA2 is questionable. It was 

reported that “the passenger terminal is sinking, with cracks appearing in the taxiway and 

water forming pools that planes must drive through”.
187

 Several months later, the Transport 

Ministry announced that the “cost spent by MAHB (Malaysia Airport Holdings Berhad) to 

carry out repairs to fix defects in KLIA2 since its opening (for less than two years) is RM76.5 

million”.
188

 In the case of constructing a new palace for the head of state, the originally-

approved cost of RM400 million doubled to RM800 million due to certain “upgrades”.
189

Of 

1MDB’s purchase of several IPPs for RM18 billion from well-connected persons in 2012, 

Genting reportedly made an instant profit of RM1.9 billion when its asset was bought by 

1MDB for RM2.3 billion, although the actual cost is estimated at RM400 million.
190
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 These issues have made fragile the federal government’s financial capacity.
191

This 

explains the rationalisation of subsidies to reduce the government’s burden in the national 

economy,
192

 and the introduction of GST to widen the government’s income base. 

Consequently, the government’s ability to assist the people has been greatly affected. 

Government assistance has become selective and political due to financial limitations. For 

example, despite the slight rise in oil prices from May 2016, there was no corresponding 

increase in the sale price of petroleum and diesel in May and June. Incidentally, two elections 

were held in the country during this period: the Sarawak State Election in May and the Kuala 

Kangsar and Sungai Besar by-elections in June. Subsequently, on 1 July, the government 

increased the sale price of oil by 5 cents per litre even though the Muslims, the majority 

group in Malaysia, would be travelling across the country to visit their parents in their 

hometowns during Eid Mubarak, starting 6 July.
193

 This situation may well suit Laswell’s 

traditional definition of politics as “determining who gets what, when and how”,
194

 and 

explain the politics behind Najib’s economic management, or the so-called “Najibnomics”.  

 

The Politics of Development and its Repercussions 

 

“Arrested development” may best describe the current socioeconomic situation of the 

Malaysian populace. The pressing economic circumstances under Najib’s administration 

structured and influenced the state of Malaysian society. Massive expenses on development, 

megaprojects, and high management costs (due to an oversized public service) meant tighter 

constraints on the national budget. Ordinary citizens were practically left to weather the 

economic storm by themselves. The significant rise in living costs and the relatively slow 

increase in wages left many ordinary Malaysians hard-pressed to get by in the current 

economic situation, what more to build financial savings and retirement funds. 

This has led to many other social problems. Firstly, is the problem of homelessness 

has noticeably grown in cities, particularly in Kuala Lumpur. The government has used a 

                                                           
191

 See for example, ‘At RM630b, Malaysia’s debt nearly hitting ceiling’, The Malay Mail Online, viewed 17 

March 2016, <http://www.themalaymailonline.com/malaysia/article/at-rm630b-malaysias-debt-nearly-hitting-

ceiling>. 
192

 ‘Malaysia Plans subsidy cuts with 1MDB raising policy risk’, Bloomberg.com, viewed 7 July 2015, 

<http://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2015-07-07/malaysia-plans-more-subsidy-cuts-with-1mdb-raising-

policy-risk>. 
193

 ‘July 2016 fuel prices – RON 95, RON 97, diesel all up!’, Paultan.org, viewed 30 June 2016, 

<http://paultan.org/2016/06/30/june-2016-fuel-prices-ron-95-97-and-diesel-all-up/>. 
194

 Harold Lasswell, Politics; who gets what, when, how, McGraw-Hill, New York and London, 1936. 

http://www.themalaymailonline.com/malaysia/article/at-rm630b-malaysias-debt-nearly-hitting-ceiling
http://www.themalaymailonline.com/malaysia/article/at-rm630b-malaysias-debt-nearly-hitting-ceiling
http://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2015-07-07/malaysia-plans-more-subsidy-cuts-with-1mdb-raising-policy-risk
http://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2015-07-07/malaysia-plans-more-subsidy-cuts-with-1mdb-raising-policy-risk
http://paultan.org/2016/06/30/june-2016-fuel-prices-ron-95-97-and-diesel-all-up/


142 
 

carrot-and-stick approach in providing limited temporary shelters to some, while 

simultaneously taking action against others.
195

Much effort has been taken by civil groups, 

especially in providing them with free food.
196

 

Secondly, although not as severe as homelessness, many Malaysians are “houseless” 

as most cannot afford to buy a house due to booming property prices. To many, most houses 

are “affordable to be seen,” in contrast to the “affordable housing” term popularised by the 

government. Based on the Malaysia Human Development Report 2013,“about 57% of non-

Malay Bumiputera and 55% of Malays have no financial assets, with the figure for the 

Chinese and Indians at 45% and 44% respectively”.
197

 

Thirdly, some sections of the working- and middle-classes face problems of job 

instability and financial insecurity in the current climate of economic uncertainty. Since 2015, 

the fall in the ringgit’s value and the sharp drop in the price of petroleum has strained the 

Malaysian economy. Giant companies in Malaysia such as the Malaysia Airline System 

(MAS), Petronas, and Proton are downsizing. While thousands of employees have lost their 

jobs, hundreds of thousands of new graduates are finding it much harder to get hired. This has 

led to the emergence of the “precariat” class—those who live precariously due to financial 

and job insecurities.
198

 

While the government and citizens aspire towards development, development projects 

in Malaysia, particularly in Kuala Lumpur and its surrounding areas, may simply be too 

rapid, too numerous, and too costly to be financially sustainable. With the subsidy cut on 

KLIA Express train (ERL) for example,
199

 many resort to other modes of transportation such 

as buses run by private corporations. This situation is rather ironic as the ERL, and many 

others government projects, are launched in the name of the people, thereby arbitrarily 

justifying considerable financial assistance (some in billions of ringgit) towards the 

developers in completing these projects. Ultimately however, the citizens’ use of these 
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facilities is made difficult by subsidy cuts, even though they are ostensibly the target group of 

such developments. 

The construction of highways reveals a similar predicament. As highways are 

expensive to build, the government often assists developers with grants and/or soft loans to 

help them complete the projects. In the case of Maju Expressway (MEX) that was completed 

in 2012, the government awarded a grant of RM976.7 million to the well-connected 

contractor Abu Sahid Mohamad.
200

 This grant amounted to 74% of the total cost.
201

 Such 

funding enabled the contractor to realise this project, even though he had only RM60 million 

in his own capital.
202

 Upon completion of the project, the contractor sold the highway to a 

third party, EP Manufacturing Berhad.
203

 While this made Abu Sahid himself an “instant 

billionaire”,
204

 the public had to bear the large costs. When certain quarters of the public 

make noise over the government’s announcement of a new tariff, the government seems ever-

ready to justify its decision, even offering advice on how to cope with the situation. For 

examples, one minister in Najib’s administration directly told the citizens to “not use 

highways if they think the fares are too expensive”.
205

 Another minister advised urbanites to 

“wake up much earlier for work” than others, so they can take ordinary roads to their 

workplaces with less traffic and save money on toll payments.
206

 

In sum, state-led development projects have had mixed impacts on Malaysians. On 

the one hand, the many megaprojects have modernised the physical infrastructure and 

lifestyle enjoyed by Malaysians. On the other hand, as these developments’ connection to the 

politics of development and crony capitalism compounded their costs, many ordinary citizens 

eventually regarded them as expensive, except a few free public services (like public schools 

and public hospitals). Corruption, nepotism, and cronyism also resulted in an unequal 
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distribution of national wealth, which further “arrested” Malaysians from reaching a better 

standard of development.  

Conclusion: Plus ça change, plus c'est la même chose 

 

Nation-state building in Malaysia under Najib’s administration resembles a pendulum. It 

swings forward and backward between progress and the status quo. Politically, Najib’s 

administration was apparently moving towards democratisation before the 13
th

 GE, albeit 

with some limitations. However, Najib’s administration later gradually headed towards fuller 

authoritarianism or perhaps dictatorship by introducing and using draconian laws against its 

opponents. 

 At the heart of the pendulum is Najib’s pragmatism retain power as Prime Minister. 

He knows the structural limitations and opportunities surrounding his position, and cunningly 

responds to them. Realising that society wanted change and progress, Najib “supplied” these 

aspirations with his transformation programmes. Later, when he came under great attack for 

his connection to 1MDB-related issues, and especially after much of the government’s 

rhetoric fell on deaf ears, Najib started to use authoritarian measures to combat his opponents. 

The development of state and society is “arrested” between the politics of 

development and the development of politics. While the former has caused an unequal 

distribution of national wealth, the latter suggests improving the situation towards a more just 

and equal society. On culture and ethnicity, the government was, for part of the time, open 

and inclusive, as with the politics of 1Malaysia. For the other part, however, it resorted to 

ethno-racial politics to win the support of Malay conservatives. 

 



145 
 

PART III : SINGAPORE 

 

CHAPTER 5 
 

Personal is National:  The Case of Singapore’s Nation-Building Policy           

under Lee Kuan Yew 

 

Singapore is a paradox. On the surface it is a free-trade capitalist economy, yet for 

its citizens and some visitors it is one of the most intensely policed and closely 

controlled countries in the world. 

         Carl A. Trocki
1
 

 

One of the common features expressed by many analysts on the socio-political situation of 

postcolonial Singapore, as Trocki remarked above, is its elusiveness. This character is not 

only the result of Singapore’s unparalleled economic growth with its socio-political 

development, but also due to the frequent and sudden shifts in state policies throughout time, 

often with new policies that contradict the objectives of previous ones
.2

 This occurred in spite 

of Singapore, from 1959 to 1990, has been ruled by the same man – Lee Kuan Yew, and 

remains under the control of the same political party up to this day – the People’s Action 

Party (PAP). 

 Nonetheless, if one were to attempt to comprehend the Singaporean state and its 

politics through the perspective of its dominant party only, it could be misleading. This is 

because the PAP practically serves as a vehicle for the government’s ruling elite to contest in 

state elections. When elections are not around the corner, the party is almost nowhere to be 

found even though its influence is everywhere in Singapore. Most of the functions and 

formulation of policies and interests of the ruling party are run by the government particularly 

through the executive’s cabinet, in contrast to the Central Executive Council (CEC) of PAP. 

For this reason,  it should be more appropriate to comprehend the subject matter through the 
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lens of “party-state” as suggested in Chapter Two, because the distinction between the two 

political entities is not only very fuzzy, but they are essentially ‘combined’ in practice.  Most 

of the top executives in government are also the top officials in PAP. With the fact that PAP 

has never failed to re-occupy the government structure since 1959 to date, the government to 

many Singaporeans, is PAP and vice versa. The party-state’s perspective however, is only 

one of several perspectives that should be used eclectically in analysing the subject matter in 

this chapter with the fact of the “elusiveness” in the operation of politics in Singapore. 

 In analysing Singapore’s postcolonial political and social situations one cannot avoid 

observing and linking them with the personal political projects and actions of its first Prime 

Minister Lee Kuan Yew, and later his successors Goh Chok Tong and Lee’s Hsien Loong 

(Lee Kuan Yew’s first son). Lee Kuan Yew became the Prime Minister of Singapore in 1959 

to 1990, but he continued to serve the government until 2011 through his creative political 

manoeuvring. From 1990 to 2004, he ‘made himself’ as a ‘Senior Minister’, a position he 

creatively created in Goh Chok Tong’s cabinet, which is arguably the most important position 

after Goh. Then from 2004 to 2011 he became the ‘Minister Mentor’ (also creatively 

invented by Lee Kuan Yew) to his son, Lee Hsein Loong’s cabinet when Goh passed the 

leadership to Lee Hsien Loong. Throughout the latter period, Lee Kuan Yew has expected 

Lee Hsien Loong to have his mentorship and consider the former as his main advisor with the 

former’s long and immense experience in politics and state’s administration.  

 For more than three decades of political premiership, Lee Kuan Yew has 

pragmatically rearranged the position of the Prime Minister to an unequal one that was 

difficult to be checked or balanced by any institution or entity in Singapore except only 

himself. This is perhaps one of his ultimate legacies which explained the power of Goh Chok 

Tong which Lee Kuan Yew tried to check as a Senior Minister during the former 

administration, and later the position of Prime Minister Lee Hsein Loong in Singapore’s 

politics.        

Taking these facts into account, one cannot simply see Lee Kuan Yew as one of the 

longest serving elected Prime Ministers and top executives in the history of the modern 

world. More importantly, one would also need to consider how has Lee Kuan Yew and his 

successors shaped the structures of the state and society in Singapore, through 

(re)productions of various state policies that enabled Lee Kuan Yew and his legacy continued 

to be in the governing positions, almost perpetually. 
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 Thus there are two components to be studied and linked here which are the PAP’s 

nation-state building projects and their relations with Lee Kuan Yew (and his successors) 

personal and sectoral situations and interests. Through these approaches, I hope I could shed 

a light on the puzzle of the contradictions and the volte-face in the state policies from 1959 to 

the present, particularly with regard to Singapore’s nation-building projects which are highly 

connected and personalised to the political life of its prime Ministers throughout the history 

of modern Singapore. At the heart of Singapore’s nation-building projects as structured by 

Lee Kuan Yew and followed by his successors, there are three major ideological components: 

1. Pragmatism – A reflection of Lee’s political strategies and actions to survive in 

politics vis-à-vis his ideas and vision about the world and the future of Singapore. 

Through creative political framing via the government controlled mass media and 

institutions, not only were the personalised aspects of the official world view 

belonging to Lee’s administration obscured to the masses, but the latter are 

successfully made to see and to think about the world as the government’s wish.      

2. Racialism (ethnicity) - usually played through the politics of multiracialism and the 

management of ethnicity. 

3. Elitism (meritocracy) – frequently through the idea and policy of meritocracy.   

 

Through this prism, Singapore’s nation-building projects are constructed and 

continuously re-constructed (modified, changed or discarded) according to the dynamic 

relations between the political trajectories and personal situations (class interests) of each 

respective prime minister. For these reasons, the natures of Singapore’s nation-building 

projects are always obscure and puzzling. Nonetheless, this thesis contends the aims of such 

projects under Lee are clear.  They could be identified through a thorough and careful 

examination of Singapore’s nation-building policies under Lee’s rule. First, by analysing the 

dynamic relationships between the policies with the current situations faced by Lee and his 

administration over several phases, and secondly by looking and linking them with the first, 

for the common patterns and consistencies (as well as inconsistencies, shifts and departures) 

of such policies in the long run.  

Basically the undercurrent aims (no matter what are the official claims) of 

Singapore’s nation-building under Lee revolved around these three interrelated projects: 
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1. To strengthen, secure and prolong Lee’s position as the premier which led 

Singapore to be a dominant party-state and later practically became a one-

man rule political system throughout 1980s.  

2. In relation to the first objective, to create a pragmatic and elitist society, that is 

politically submissive but economically vibrant and materially oriented. 

3. To maintain and perpetuate Lee’s PAP regime and the ruling class’s 

legitimacy, supremacy and legacy essentially through the use of political 

control, and the productions of hegemonic ideologies, myths, cultures and 

values. 

Nation-building projects under PAP are thus the class project for class-rule perpetuation. The 

cultural contents of the Singapore ‘nation’ and the nature of the society are continuingly 

shaped to be elitist and in hierarchical order. The ruled were made to believe of their status in 

the hierarchy and abide to order dictated by the powers that be, the so-called ‘impartial 

technocrats’, in the name of progress and stability of Singapore. By doing this, not only Lee 

Kuan Yew and PAP’s position was to be less questioned and challenged, but also achieved its 

ruling legitimacy and validity when they introduced new policy albeit with some 

inconsistencies.  

 

Pragmatism, Racialism, Elitism and Lee Kuan Yew 

 

Two of the most popular policies in Singapore’s nation-building are multiracialism and 

meritocracy. They are regarded by the state and the people as the ‘two founding pillars’ of 

independent Singapore. The policies are also considered by many as the motive or the 

“secrets” behind the country’s success in becoming a developed state. The policies are not 

only praised by many Singaporeans, but also studied by a number of foreign governments in 

understanding and following the path of Singapore’s successes. Nevertheless, these policies 

are not simply a policy. They are both ideological and political. As ideological policies, its 

objectives will never be straightforward, precise and specific as political policies will never 

be consistent, bona fide and fully disclosed to the public. Nevertheless, like most hegemonic 

policies, the government has to only make the policies resonate with the people, look 

practical and needed, and appear undisputed and achievable which in Singapore’s context is 
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relatively easy to be done by Lee-led PAP state through his overarching control in the 

government structures and political sphere. 

Until today, the objectives of the above policies are not clearly spelt out; they are only 

discursively described with various and repetitively opposite bearings, throughout 

Singapore’s political history. This is because, as I will examine and explore in detail 

throughout this chapter, both multiracialism and meritocracy are means rather than ends in 

Singapore’s nation-state building projects under PAP. The main principles of multiracialism 

and meritocracy are contradicting to each other to begin with. The former promotes fairness 

based on racial group or ethnicity, while the latter is based on individual’s merits and 

abilities. However, through the discursive formation of pragmatism and the PAP’s sole 

dominance over mainstream media, the inconsistency between and within these two policies 

become hardly questioned and scrutinised by the public. The two are pragmatically merged 

and changed from time to time, depending on the socio-political situations that were 

confronted by Lee. Through his dominant control over the production of common sense 

knowledge, particularly the mass media, Lee was frequently successful in making the masses 

to think about the world based on how he wanted them to believe.  

In achieving the hidden objectives of Singapore nation-state building, which is Lee’s 

interests and the class rule, pragmatism has become the grand policy, though it is neither 

officially written nor directly stipulated by the state. But it is the major undercurrent policy 

that shaped and structured the nature and evolution of most and if not, all policies in 

Singapore including multiracialism and meritocracy based on the personal situations and 

political trajectories of the premier and PAP elite respectively.  

 Though their names suggest otherwise, Singapore’s multiracialism and meritocracy in 

practice are not based on, and certainly not beyond, racial and individual equalities. Its 

multiracial policy, which will be discussed in detail in the later sections of this chapter, has 

led to the perpetuation of racial politics and preferences. The policy also strengthened and re-

strengthened racial differences which led to disparity and tensions within the population in 

the republic. To certain critics the policy is simply racist because it is based on race, but to 

me it is more of an ideological practice of racialism. While the former sees the policy 

(multiracialism) as an essence of racism, the latter sees it more as political utility employed 

by the powers that strive to advance their interests.  
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 With regard to my reflections of PAP’s meritocracy policy in a nutshell (before I 

examine it in detail in the later sections in this chapter), the policy in practice is 

incommensurate to equality though many Singaporeans have been made to believe it from an 

unclear perspective. In reality it is a soother term for, and a façade of elitism.
3
 It was 

introduced by the Lee-led PAP government soon after the state’s independence in 1965 

mainly in constructing an elitist and technocratic state and society. Though there were several 

purposes aspired by the prime minister in such policy of nation-state building, the main 

intention arguably was for his regime’s perpetuation. The ideology and practice of inverted 

meritocracy (elitism) in Singapore at the political level has not only created intolerance to 

political opposition, civil society and popular criticisms, but was also used to rationalise the 

heavy-handedness on the part of the government in suppressing legitimate dissents. At the 

everyday level, meritocracy has become a form of unrelenting competition for the state and 

material rewards, particularly in the education system, public sectors and the economy. In this 

‘competition’, however, individual ability is not a factor, but more like one out of many 

factors. Class backgrounds and personal networks are also influential and significant to 

Singapore’s meritocracy.
4
 Those with these elements have some advantages and “jump-start” 

in the competition, while those who have not would rather unpreparedly begin at the official 

starting grid with certain disadvantages.
5
 

 Accordingly, both multiracialism and meritocracy in Singapore cannot be taken only 

at face value, as they are not the ultimate ends of nation-state building although they are 

heavily and continuously propagated by PAP as the two founding pillars of Singapore city-

state. Rather, they are parts of the means which are critical for PAP’s regime perpetuation for 

the maintenance of power of its first Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew and his successors, Goh 

Chok Tong and Lee Hsien Loong. 

Lee Kuan Yew, or his Westernised name Harry Lee, was a Straits-born Chinese 

(locally referred as Baba or Peranakan), born and bred in Singapore, and educated in 

English. Culturally, the Babas were distinct from most of the Chinese population in 

Singapore particularly in 1950s and 1960s, which then constituted the majority in Singapore.
6
 

Most of the Chinese in Singapore at this time were not only immigrants, they were also 
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educated in Chinese languages and spoke in their own Chinese dialects, contrasting to Lee 

(and the Babas) back then who conversed in English or Bahasa Melayu (Malay Language). 

To many Chinese-educated populations, the Babas and Lee are de-culturalised Chinese 

whose identity is closer to the West (particularly the British) and Malaya (through their social 

life and intermarriage with local populations) than their mother China. The difference in 

education and language between Lee (as well as the Babas) and the Chinese populations led 

to another distinction, which is of class. While most of the Chinese-educated populations 

constituted the majority of the working class and lower strata of the society, many members 

of the Baba community through their class advantages (especially because they were 

educated in English institutions) occupied the middle and the elite strata. 

 The stark differences between the politically ambitious Lee and most of the Chinese 

populations in Singapore in 1950s meant the former had little chance in grabbing the ruling 

power unless a strategic alliance is made with the influential leaders of the Chinese-educated 

populations. This was the beginning of Lee’s pragmatism, which involved pre-calculated 

action(s) where the short and long terms objectives practically are not based on, and bounded 

to particular normative idealism(s) of whatsoever claimed by him, but to the situational 

interests and ultimate intention to effectively win, and later hold on to, the state power. Lee’s 

pragmatism can be first witnessed in his strategic and cunning political pact with the 

socialist-leaning group led by Lim Chin Siong several months before the 1955 General 

Election – which saw the establishment of PAP.
7
 The pact was a pragmatic mover and 

political marriage, or perhaps ‘force marriage’ which would enable the Chinese and English 

educated leaders to contest openly in politics and stand a better chance to win in the 

elections.
8
 But Lee went even further by publicly claiming that he is also a socialist. Not too 

long after that, however, Lee made a secret concord with the British during Chief Minister 

Lim Yew Hock interim government administration (from 1956 to 1959) in 1957 by 

postulating that he is a democrat (albeit a social one), anti-communist/extremist and the right 

person to be working to restraining Lim Chin Siong’s group from taking over the leadership 

in PAP.
9
 As a result, Lim Chin Siong, Lee’s number one opponent to premiership, was 

detained by the colonial government twice. First in 1956, which helped Lee to secure his 
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position as the supreme leader in PAP in the party election and secondly in 1963, which 

assisted the Lee-led PAP government to win the 1963 General Elections.
10

 At about the same 

time, he calculated that Singapore would survive without being incorporated to the newly 

independent Federation of Malaya (now Malaysia). Initially, he repeatedly insisted that 

Singapore to be merged with Federation. In wooing Tunku Abdul Rahman (the then Prime 

Minister of Malaya) to his idea, he did not only awkwardly elevate Malay, the language of 

minority Malays as the national language and granted special position to the community 

when he became Chief Minister in 1959, but he was also more than willing to surrender 

Singapore’s sovereignty and his state powers to the  Federal Government of Malaysia in 

overpowering the imminent possibility of Barisan Sosialis of taking over the Singapore 

government in 1963 General Election.        

Thus, Lee as a ‘political man’ has many faces. At one moment, he could become 

someone of specific or certain political orientation(s), convincing to the world and even to his 

closest friends that he is truly the man that he claimed to be but later when the situation is 

altered, he became a different person with a supposedly different ideology. At another 

occasion, he might claim again that he is of the former or a combination of the former, and 

the latter or even has nothing to do with the former or the latter ideology. He once described 

himself as a faithful socialist when he was setting up a pact with Lim Chin Siong’s group to 

form PAP, and later as a democrat - while working with British to contain Lim only several 

years after, and then simply as ‘social-democrat’ after he ‘managed’ to oust Lim’s group 

from PAP in early 1960s. In 1959 when he first came to power, his government unashamedly 

announced that socialism is not feasible to be practiced in Singapore although since 1954 he 

rationalised most of his political causes based on socialist idealism.
11

 Today, though 

Singapore was effectively led by him until 1990, Singapore’s political system is not identical 

to socialism at all, even to the lowest degree. The system is certainly not a democracy too, 

except perhaps at a very minimalist definition. 

As a matter of fact, pragmatism is thus one of Lee’s main political characters, and a 

method of argument in which he, across the time and space, used to be somebody, and later 

an opposite to the somebody, or a combination between the somebody with the opposite, or 
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simply have nothing to do with the somebody or all of them. By this discursive and pragmatic 

method, he usually wins arguments with his political opponents, dissidents and the people as 

he has never truly and firmly posited himself with specific ideology, but facilely changes his 

“beliefs” or political identity according to the situation. This is even reflected by the words of 

a social scientist Chua Beng Huat, one of the strongest supporters of PAP state, on the 

frequent changing character of PAP’s state policy under Lee, “(T)he justification for 

intervention is always contextual and never been based on principles of political 

philosophy”.
12

 

Thus, this leads us to two additional and important departures from previous literature 

of Singapore’s nation-building and Lee Kuan Yew. First, it might (or could) be misleading if 

we analyse Singapore’s nation-building under Lee Kuan Yew based on his “beliefs” as 

suggested by several influential studies.
13

 As I stipulated briefly earlier and in detail later in 

this chapter, most of Lee’s political practices were motivated by his situational interests 

(personal and maintaining his class position) and long term goal (perpetual rule) rather than 

based to the alleged “beliefs”. In fact Lee himself did not seem to essentially believe in those 

“beliefs”. On the contrary, Lee pragmatically used those beliefs or rather the ‘knowledge’ or 

simply ideologies, for his political gains instead of political ends. Beliefs are sets of moral 

philosophy that believers hold on to, whereas knowledge or ideology is a set of thoughts that 

give people some ideas for the respective purposes. While the former might structure and 

influence the behaviour of believers, the latter would only guide and give some ideas to the 

people without the obligation for them to obey. The nation-building ideologies were 

selectively picked, and politically modified and strategically utilised by Lee. As for the case 

of ‘Asian Values’ which was championed by Lee and several Asian leaders in 1980s and 

1990s, Michael Barr succinctly argues that the values “were constructed and manipulated by 

these elites for utilitarian purposes”.
14

 

In this regard, the nation-building ideologies at least served two important functions 

to Lee’s regime. Firstly, they functioned as the justifications for his rhetoric, programmes and 

policies. Secondly, the ideologies served Lee a number of political ideas in governance, in 

which he could comfortably choose (almost at will) based on his personal and class interests, 
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and where he could test the practicality of the said beliefs on his society, modifying or 

disbanding the ideas when they do not work as they intended to.  

With that being said, this chapter has departed from analysing Singapore’s nation-

building under Lee Kuan Yew from Lee’s beliefs-based approach towards his more 

situational-based (or political) approach. Although Lee’s ideologies are still being examined, 

this thesis carefully and critically takes them as Lee. Secondly, from the viewpoint of the 

grand ideological practice of post-independent Singapore, this study attempts to view national 

integration from the perspective of political utilities rather than norms or beliefs that were 

supposedly guided by pragmatism as the main undercurrent, though it is unwritten and not 

directly stipulated or expressed in policy. This thesis contends that this is the foundation of 

most and if not all ideologies of Singapore under PAP, including meritocracy and 

multiracialism which are the most prominent ideologies in the country. This theoretical 

departure would illustrate various definitions, some contradictory, volte-face and inconsistent 

in PAP Singapore’s nation-state building project. Particularly, of the ‘two grand ideologies’ 

in Singapore – meritocracy and multiracialism. Hopefully, the perspective taken in this 

chapter (and thesis) would also able to provide some understanding of the “other pasts, other 

Singapore stories”
15

 to balance Lee Kuan Yew’s version of ‘Singapore Stories’
16

 which is 

well entrenched in the popular belief and historical books in and on Singapore.  

 

The Matrix of Singapore Nation-Building under Lee Kuan Yew 

 

Pragmatism lived in the heart of Lee Kuan Yew-led Singapore’s nation-state building. In fact 

it is still the main undercurrent for Singapore’s nation-state building policies even after Lee 

stepped down as Prime Minister in 1990. Thanks to Lee’s creative inventions of himself in 

the cabinet, he managed to ensure that his legacy would be preserved under Goh Chok 

Tong’s premiership (1990 to 2004) and subsequently continued by his first son Lee Hsien 

Loong in 2004. With pragmatism at the core, the fuzzy and inconsistent elements of 
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Singapore’s nation-state building were inevitable. However, the ultimate objective of this 

project was always clear and consistent - to enable himself, his legacy and the PAP to hold on 

to power almost perpetually. 

 With regard to the question of nation-state building under Lee Kuan Yew’s 

administration from 1959 to 1990, as suggested by David Brown,
17

 it could be best divided 

into three periods. Each of the periods were marked with distinct socio-political situations 

that influenced the characteristics of Lee’s administration during the particular period. 

Although I agree with Brown on the divisions of the time period, but the term used to 

characterise those periods might require refinement in reflecting the approach of this chapter 

and thus situation of each period much more critically. The first phase was from 1959 to 

1965. It involved Lee’s grand project on “Road to Independence” (publicly known as the 

Malaysia Plan) and then the actual merger with Malaya (including British North Borneo and 

Sarawak) to form a new sovereign state known as Malaysia in 1963.
18

 Politically, this was the 

most critical ‘live or die’ period for Lee-led PAP government. Throughout this period, Lee’s 

administration was restlessly trying to withstand and survive its ruling position both in party 

and government with formidable contest from within (the Lim Chin Siong’s group) and 

without - particularly after the party split in 1961. The party split has caused many members 

of PAP to leave in support of a new contending force, an opposition party known as the 

Barisan Sosialis (literally Socialist Front) led by Lim’s group. In the effort to endure his 

reigning, Lee strategically used political forces through collusions with the British 

Government in Singapore and London, and the Government of Malaya to crush his 

opponents. Lee’s administration also pragmatically employed the politics of multiracialism – 

which was heavily biased towards Malay and English cultures – not only wooing the 

Malayan government to merge but also the Malays, Indians and other non-Chinese 

communities in the island in order to balance up the enormous support of Chinese-speaking 

communities towards Barisan Sosialis. Thus, instead of a period of “ethnic mosaics” as per 

Brown’s reflections, this era was actually an era of ‘PAP’s regime survival and 

consolidation’.
19

 

The second phase, from 1965 to late 1970, was an era of Lee’s regime legitimation 

amidst the ongoing project of consolidation. Through the overarching ideology of 
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meritocracy - championed by Lee-led PAP while Singapore was a part of Malaysia, it was 

quickly adapted as a grand new state policy following Singapore’s full independence in 

September 1965. The construction of technocratic society was steadily undergoing. Politics 

was de-politicised and competition for rewards and social mobility were heavily structured 

and controlled by the PAP state, particularly through the education system and public service. 

To say that this period was an era of “race-blind meritocracy” as Brown suggests,
20

 might be 

somewhat overstating. Throughout this era, PAP’s bilingual policy (rooted in the previous 

period) was extremely biased towards English, the language of the ruling class (mostly Baba 

Chinese which themselves constituted its own kind of race or ethnicity) as per categorised by 

British colonial government and identified by themselves and considered by others in local 

interactions) – was not only still running, but was made as one of the most important 

elements of Singapore’s meritocracy, supposedly because it is the “language of science and 

technology” and alien to most of the population in Singapore. Through such policy, the 

cultural gap between the ruled (who mostly speak Chinese dialects, Malay or Tamil) and the 

rulers (English speakers) were gradually accommodated and together with other strategic 

policies engineered by Lee-led PAP government, the English language gained prominence 

and inherently, the people’s perception of their rulers as well. In parallel with the policy of 

meritocracy, a system of governance based on technocracy - supposedly professionals who 

are considered as the most intelligent and competent technocrats that are ostensibly unbiased 

and above politics - was put in an all-encompassing place in the state system. This period, as 

will be examined in the next section, saw several significant changes in the political history 

of Singapore which legitimised and further consolidated the position of the ruling class, i.e. 

Lee and his PAP government.  

Lee’s regime perpetuation and habituation make the best description of Singapore’s 

nation-state building from late 1970s to 1990. During this period, most of the ‘old guards’ – 

which refer to first batch of English-educated ministers in Lee’ Cabinet - have retired or been 

replaced with a second generation leader like Goh Chok Tong, and PAP’s position as the 

ruling party was well entrenched and consolidated. With most of the executive powers 

centralised and concentrated in Lee’s hands, and in the absence of any oppositions in the 

political scene, the nature of Singapore’s nation-building throughout this era confirmed the 

inevitable propensity towards Lee’s idiosyncrasies particularly on his views towards race, 

culture and genes. Since late 1970s, ostensibly as a “cultural ballast” against the unhealthy 
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aspects of Western culture (as the results of his own policies particularly by placing English 

as one of the cores in PAP’s nation-building projects), Lee progressively sinicised Singapore 

– a process which he himself vowed to forbid in 1960s. Through the politics of race, culture 

and genetics, Lee somewhat unashamedly (considering he was extremely against such an idea 

a decade before) exerted much of state policies and programmes heavily based on Chinese-

ness and towards the Chinese community.
21

 

The “Sinicisation” of Singapore as suggested by Michael Barr,
22

 can reflex the situation of 

the third phase of Lee Kuan Yew’s administration, beginning from late 1970s to 1990 as the 

downplay of culture and ethnicity as in the second phase was extremely reversed to the extent 

that it was not only an effort in “Asianising Singapore”,
23

 but more importantly make 

“Chineseness” as the central cultural content of the nation-building project. 

PAP’s Regime Survival and Consolidation, 1959 to 1965 

 

The situational context for Lee Kuan Yew and the English-educated group in PAP have 

changed dramatically after winning the 1959 General Election. Under the new constitutional 

arrangement where Singapore was given much more powers than the previous government, 

Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew and his cabinet which were completely made up by the 

English-educated faction in PAP, were confronted with two crucial questions. The first being 

how to rule Singapore, a new state with lack of resources and a number of pressing problems, 

effectively and practically? Second and a more important question, in relation to the first 

question, how could they preserve their leadership given that most of votes given to them in 

the 1955 election were supporters of the Left? In responding to these questions and the 

progress of history from 1959 to 1965, a number of essential polices, programmes and actions 

have been introduced and made through strategic political projects for Singapore’s nation-

state building. More crucially in this era, Lee’s collusion with British was further 

strengthened and the coalition with the Alliance’s government of Malaya was forged in 

preserving PAP’s rule in the name of fighting communism.   

 It is important for us to appreciate the historical context of Singapore’s politics in 

1959 to 1965 in comprehending the PAP’s leadership’s actions and reactions in politics of 

that era more holistically: 
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i. Firstly, there was an imminent threat posed by the release of Lim Chin Siong and 

other left-leaning leaders from imprisonment after the 1959 General Election. Due 

to certain political actions in early 1960s, the Left had in fact, parted from PAP 

and formed a new party known as the Barisan Sosialis. It was formed in 1961 and 

decided to challenge PAP’s reign in the next election.  

 

ii. Secondly, the ruling regime would still have problems in connecting with the masses. 

Previously, they were utilising the influence and activities of the left-leaning 

organisations to connect to the masses. This problem was a structural one. It is 

based on ethnic and class differences. While most the ruling elites were English-

educated professionals, most of the masses were dialect-speakers with lack of 

educational and economic prospects.  

 

iii. Thirdly, state bureaucrats were politically independent with a number of Westerners 

at the top level. They might also pose certain threats or obstacles to PAP’s 

reigning and in policy implementation.  

 

iv. Fourthly, by the time PAP taking over the control of the state, there were lot of 

problems in Singapore including high unemployment and housing problems. 

 

The Lee-led, English-educated group of PAP were fully aware of these situations, and 

responded to them in a planned and skilful manner. Lee’s group always believed that right 

from the inception of PAP in 1954, they cannot survive in politics without Singapore’s 

incorporation to the Federation of Malaya.  

The English-educated elite in PAP were too different with the bulk of the masses, and 

would not be able to reach many sections of the masses because of their ethnic and class 

differences at the one hand, and were lacking organisational support on the other hand. At the 

same time, the Left was more organised and popular amongst the population after the first 

quarter of the 1950s. PAP’s success in the 1955 General Elections and victory in 1959 were 

fundamentally made possible by Lee and the English-educated leaders in PAP by “riding the 
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tiger” – that is, using the Chinese-educated leader’s popularity and work, to attain state 

power.
24

 

Thus, there was no question that the Chinese-educated leaders could not dominate the 

future election if they were not effectively contained. Furthermore, as the British were 

decolonising the island, this also meant that Lee needed to confront the Left without any help 

from the British in the future. The “real fight” for Lee, would begin after the 1959 Election.
25

 

For these reasons, the anti-communist/socialist government of Malaya under the leadership of 

UMNO/Alliance emerge as the sensible (and at that time, the only) ally
26

 that they could 

depend on in their bid to stay in power. Apart from that, Malaya could also provide better 

prospects for the development of Singapore’s economy. Singapore’s economy was small and 

limited even though they had better manufacturing facilities than Malaya. Singapore’s 

merging with Malaya, for these purposes, would be very beneficial as it would not only 

enlarge its market, but also Singapore’s entrepreneurs could have better access to raw 

materials and cheap labour from Malaya. Politically, it would provide an opportunity to PAP 

to enter Malayan politics, which is on a much larger scale than Singapore, and perhaps serve 

the prospect of becoming an important partner in the Alliance’s government. These 

politically (pre)calculated moves, what a Malaysian political scientist termed it as “thinking 

two steps ahead”,
27

 have become the typical nature of PAP’s policy under the leadership of 

professionals, from Lee Kuan Yew to now one of his sons, Lee Hsien Loong. The course that 

they were choosing would frequently (though not always) have multiple purposes and 

functions, although those that suit personal and sectoral interests of the leadership were 

concealed and played down, and those for Singapore are outstandingly and repeatedly 

propagated. Thus, the merger with Malaya, in this perspective, is not only a logical option to 

the professionals in PAP, but also a strategic one. 

The above situations were serious threats for the Lee-led PAP government and its 

continuity. Thus, in withholding the pressures for the regime change, PAP under Lee’s 

leadership at this era have taken two strategic moves in confronting the new realities that 

arises in between 1959 to 1965. The first involved the production hegemonic policies by the 
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PAP government.  The second revolved around the practice of political control in dominating 

the state and society. These two moves are not mutually exclusive. They are interrelated to 

each other, and together they become a potent force that fundamentally facilitated PAP to 

remain in power up to this date.  

On the hegemonic approach, the ruling regime reacted to the problems and situations 

from 1959 to 1965 with rather equivocal policies based on their ideas of multiracialism. 

PAP’s multiracialism is equivocal as it is discursively defined and applied according to the 

country’s political context rather than as a clearly established principle. Hence, it is difficult 

for observers to objectively comprehend the meanings of the policies of Singapore’s nation-

building under PAP, as they carried different meanings at the different junctures of history. 

Many scholars are confined to Lee and PAP’s rhetoric on specific situations without linking 

those rhetoric with a bigger plan of Lee and his colleagues to remain in power. In fact, across 

the history of the policies, especially on multiracialism, the meanings were not only 

inconsistent, but also contradictory. The ‘ambiguous character’ of the PAP’s multiracialism 

ideological policy has an important deliberate function. By defining the policy somewhat 

obliquely and discursively, it could be used to justify other policies and political rhetoric 

when needed, and could just be ignored on other occasions.  

Thus, in contrast to real effort to instil the spirit of the so-called multiracialism among 

the population, the ideology was strategically used to achieve Lee and the ruling elite agenda 

in regime perpetuation. In attracting Tunku for the merger and wooing the Malay support for 

his government, a number of ‘pro-Malay policies’ were introduced by Lee soon after he 

assumed his premiership. First, Lee’s regime launched a number of pro-Malay policies 

ostensibly based on constitutional provision on the special position of the Malays,
28

 and the 

status of the Malay as the only original inhabitants (indigenes) in Singapore.
29

 Thus “the 

symbols of the new state and the new nation had to be built around their historical 

experience, folklore, culture, language and way of life”.
30

 Among the most symbolic acts 

performed by Lee in this regard are the appointment of a Malay as the Yang di-Pertuan 

Negara (YDPN - Head of State), the making of Malay language as the national language and 

free education to Malay children. In the case of the appointment of YDPN of Singapore – 

which is quite equivalent to the current position of Singapore’s President, Lee elevated one of 
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his close associates in politics Yusof Ishak, a Malay administocrat, to the post. In fact, Lee 

was to the extent of considering Tunku’s brother Tun Ya’acob for the position
31

 in an effort 

to appease the latter, but at last chose Yusof. 

The PAP’s chosen national anthem of Singapore is also in the Malay language, 

Majulah Singapura (literally meaning Onward Singapore), whereas the coat of arms is 

written in Malay with a Malayan Tiger holding the crest/shield. Through Lee’s cooperation 

with the British, a Malaysia representative was also appointed to the newly established 

Internal Security Council in the early 1960s. All of these efforts brought an effective 

depiction of ‘Malayness’ in Singapore which not only made the PAP to garner great support 

from Malays in 1963 General Election,
32

 but also made the possible merging with Malaya a 

reality in September 1963. All these moves in principle, “contradict to idea of equality in 

multiracialism whereby no community should be discriminated or ‘preferred’ based on any 

ground”,
33

 which is also constituted main notion of PAP’s multiracialism.
34

 

The spectre of multiracialism would also enable Lee’s government to control its main 

political opponent through the process of depoliticisation,
35

 and at the same time, justify the 

use of authoritarian measures against its opponents. The Lee-led PAP elite always depicted 

Singapore as a fragile multiracial society,
37

 which would be easily fractured if not heavily 

guarded by the government.
38

 For this reason, ethnic appeals and race-based politics, 

particularly from Chinese nationalists, which Lee epitomised as an attempt to make 

Singapore as the ‘third China’,
39

 as something towards the “undoing of Singapore as 

multiracial society”.
40

 Ironically, within the same period of time (1959 to 1963), Lee was 

introducing a number of pro-Malay policies in a society that consisted of “three-quarter 

Chinese”, to woo Tunku to the Malaysian Plan.
41

 The Chinese nationalists were framed at the 

official level as “chauvinists” and “communists” that posed threat to “national security” and 
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“stability” (read: to Lee’s regime).
42

 For these reasons depoliticisation and authoritarian 

measures were discursively grounded and justified against Lee’s opponents whom he 

dismissed as “bumps, opportunists and morons”.
43

 Politics to Lee should be “relegated to the 

secondary role” and the state should instead be focused on “socio-economic change and 

progress”,
44

 and Singapore’s survival (read: Lee’s PAP).
45

 

In relations to the above functions of multiracialism, bilingual language policy and 

education were introduced in 1960, beginning with primary schools. Pupils of vernacular 

school needed to study the Malay language as their first or second language, which was 

considered by PAP as the lingua franca in Singapore. At the same time Mandarin, Malay and 

Tamil languages were assigned as the “mother tongue” to the pupils at the respective 

Chinese, Malay and Tamil schools regardless of the language spoken at home.
46

 The English 

school pupils were supposed to choose one of the mother tongue languages assigned to their 

ethnicity as the second language, but due to the lack of trained teachers, the subject was not 

made compulsory.
47

  This is rather bizarre as on the one hand, Mandarin was the medium of 

communication to a very small section of the Chinese community in 1960 and not all Indians 

in Singapore were Tamils. One the other hand, the Malay language was spoken by 14 per 

cent of the population at that period. To many Chinese pupils who were mostly speaking 

Hokkien, Teochew or Cantonese at home, the policy forced the learning of two foreign 

languages, which could be said as a ‘double jeopardy’ for them. 

As the result of Anglo-Malay based bilingualism, the PAP’s promise of “equal status 

of the four kinds of school in Singapore” – the English-medium school and Chinese, Malay 

and Tamil vernacular schools was extremely uneven in reality as many advantages were 

accorded to the English-medium schools. Along with the ‘double jeopardy’ in the practice of 

bilingualism in vernacular schools, it was only natural for the parents to send their children to 

the English-medium schools, which later witnessed a steady decline of vernacular schools 

since 1959 in conjunction with the rising domination of English schools in Singapore.
48
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Lee’s government also placed some control over Chinese schools through 

administrative regulations and the provision of financial aid. Together with the bilingual 

policy which saw significant reduction of Chinese, the move had gradually transformed 

Chinese transition of the vernacular schools. Chinese schools effectively placed some checks 

and control on the Chinese-educated opposition and civil society as the schools were then, 

founded during a time of vibrant political activism in Singapore since the early 1950s. With 

changing structures of school administrations from being community-funded to government-

aided, politics were prohibited and the syllabuses were arranged by the government.  

Multiracialism also enabled Lee to ‘Malayanise’ the government and civil service 

through the placing of his men and “lieutenants”.
49

 Out of the nine appointed ministers of the 

PAP’s 1959 cabinet, at least three of them were Lee’s colleague in the Malayan Forum 

including Toh Chin Chye, Goh Keng Swee and K.M. Byrne. Despite Lee’s grip on the 

executive in this period was not too prevailing and in contrast to the post-independence 

situation, Lee’s personalisation on the appointments of the cabinet members was remarkable. 

His brother-in-law Yong Yuk Ling was appointed as Minister of Education. Ahmad bin 

Ibrahim, an independent legislative representative which Lee had co-opted in 1956 following 

PAP’s CEC Election, was appointed as the Minister of Health. When Lee’s main threat in 

PAP after Lim Chin Siong, the Minister of National Development Ong Eng Guan challenged 

Lee and the party leadership in 1960, Ong was immediately sacked from the cabinet and the 

party.
50

 Whereas Lim Chin Siong and Fong Swee Suan, the main Chinese leaders in PAP that 

significantly contributed to the party’s popularity throughout 1950s, were only appointed as 

political secretaries. Then in 1963, more and more of Lee’s loyalists and confidants were 

appointed to ‘his cabinet’. One of Lee’s loyal lieutenants Othman Wok, was appointed as the 

Minister of Social Affairs and was tasked by Lee to rally Malay support for PAP.
51

 Othman 

recognised Lee as “the man who brought Singapore to what it is today. He is truly an 

inspiration for all Singaporeans”.
52

 S. Rajaratnam, another one of Lee’s loyalists was made as 

his second deputy premier and E.W. Baker, Lee’s close associate as his Minister of Law. This 

image of multiracial leadership, apart from PAP’s government effectiveness brought about 
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socio-economic change, won the hearts and minds of many Singaporeans, particularly the 

Malays and Indians, readily endorsing the government in the 1963 elections.  

 Out of the above political manoeuvres, Lee managed to orchestrate Singapore’s 

entrance to, and later exit from, the Federation. The incorporation of Singapore in Malaysia 

on 16th September 1963 had placed PAP less from their political expectations.
53

 They “were 

trying to mix oil with water”.
54

 During the merge, PAP had not only fail to become the main 

partner in the Alliance, but instead became “only a subordinate part” and “a kind opposition 

of opposition, without wanting to”.
55

 Circumstances of Lee and PAP elites during the merge 

were greatly changed. They became a strong opposition and had very limited powers in 

Singapore. Lee’s personal goal to be a core leader in the federation was halted by distrust of 

the Tunku against him and the PAP. As Rajaratnam notes, “we are equal but the Malays 

(read: UMNO) are more equal”.
56

 From there, as early as in 1964 Lee ferociously 

“challenged” the federation’s pro-Malay policy,
57

 which was much less the same to those he 

promoted in Singapore since 1959, to change the fate of PAP elite. He launched a provoking 

“Malaysian Malaysia” concept to the federal government based on the notion of “more just 

and more equal society”.
58

 To Lee, no racial group was any more native than the others at this 

point.
59

 Despite strong Malay responds against such a concept that it even sparked two racial 

riots in Singapore, Lee continued with this effort which later brought to the separation.
60

 

Singapore, however, was not forced out from the federation, a propaganda that PAP’s 

government persistently reproduced even until the death of Lee in 2015,
61

 but it was borne 

out of negotiations and a final agreement between Lee and Tunku through Goh Keng Swee 

and Razak’s correspondences.
62

 Goh convinced Kuala Lumpur that the only resolution “was 
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for Singapore to secede, completely” and “it must be done very quickly, and very quietly, and 

presented as a fait accompli”.
63

 

The merger and the exit thus, have perpetuated and re-strengthened Lee’s position as 

the Prime Minister of Singapore. The “independence of Singapore”, however “marked the 

end of pro-Malay policy” for a new policy known as meritocracy.
64

 The pro-Malay policies 

were practically scrapped and the Malays were suddenly treated with extreme caution and 

distrust by the state, before officially labelled with various negative stigmas by Lee, which 

will be reflected in the next sections.  

In the above examination, multiracial policy has become a tool for the political regime 

in withstanding the great challenges posed by its political opposition, rather than a more 

genuine foundation of Singapore’s nation building. The policy has been used and later 

discarded at whim by Lee for his political mileage. In the cabinet, beyond such a façade of 

multiracialism was Lee’s operation in personalising the body. All of the cabinet members 

were of English-educated elites and/or bilingually-educated. Chinese-educated leaders, which 

were also Lee’s main opponents, were not appointed. Ong was sacked out of his resistance 

against Lee. The new cabinet members since 1963, was personally selected by Lee from 

within and outside the party.  At the same time, throughout the ‘practice of multiracial policy’ 

in Singapore from 1959 to 1965, was marked with several contradicting meanings. In 1959 to 

1963 it is more towards the pro-Malay policy, but in 1964 to 1965 it changed to a much more 

equal notion of multiracialism.  
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Lee’s PAP Era of Regime Legitimation: The Rise of Meritocratic Policy in 

Singapore’s Nation-Building 

 

“…Singapore shall be forever a sovereign democratic and independent nation, founded upon 

the principles of liberty and justice and ever seeking the welfare and happiness of her people 

in a    more just and equal society”.        

      Lee Kuan Yew, 9th August 1965
65

 

 

The full independence of Singapore in 1965 have placed Lee’s PAP in different situational 

dynamics. The opposition had been effectively crippled in 1963 and their presence in the 

parliament was gradually declining until their complete disappearance in 1966. The pro-

Malay policy had only minimal practical value to the regime. The hasty process of separation 

itself, which Lee depicted as something unexpected, had brought fear and uncertainty to the 

populace, a sentiment that Lee had frequently utilised in justifying his radical action in 

Singapore’s administration. Singapore’s independence in August 1965 marked a turn in the 

Lee-led PAP’s policy in nation-building, from multiracialism to meritocracy ideology 

although the former ideology was not totally disbanded. But like multiracialism, the 

meritocratic ideology served Lee for variety of purposes particularly in the heightening of his 

personal grip over the government and politics of the island.  

 The separation from the federation created fear among the populace, and Lee was 

effective in tapping the sentiment to the extent Singaporeans became united, more supportive 

to Lee, and started to see him as their guardian. Lee reminded the populace in 1966 to be a 

“rugged society” and pragmatic, willing to take an extreme turn in their lives’ direction, with 

“high discipline” “to survive and prosper” in Singapore.
66

 This hegemonic idea greatly 

helped to justify the drastic changes and the U-turn in the state’s policies throughout Lee’s 

governance until 1990. 
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 The meritocracy quickly become a new foundation of the so-called “Singapore 

system”.
67

 It is pervasive in the state and the society, but among the biggest embodiments of 

Singapore’s meritocracy are its education and political-administrative systems. But beyond 

meritocracy, lies the personal project of Lee Kuan Yew’s elitism, which did not only 

transform the structure of the state and society towards its elitist arrangement, but legitimised 

and entrenched the position of the Lee-led PAP as government.  

 In the education system from 1965 to the late 1970s, the influenced of meritocracy 

went along with the widening and deepening of the bilingualism policy. The Malay language, 

was no more accorded as the first language, but English – the main language of the ruling 

class - was chosen supposedly due “its importance as the language of international business, 

diplomacy and technology”.
68

 In 1966, the bilingual policy was extended to secondary 

schools. English had been assigned with the double weightage for examinations at primary 

schools in 1963 and later at secondary schools in 1969.
69

 Thus, those with greater English 

competency, and class privilege, had much better choices in furthering their studies and job 

prospects. This situation naturally structured the “practical view” of many parents in sending 

their children to the English schools,
70

 which later saw a steady decline of the vernacular 

schools until the complete disappearance of the Malay and Tamil schools by 1985. In that 

year too, only three per cent of the total students enrolled went to the Chinese schools and the 

remaining were registered in the English schools throughout the state.
71

 

Beyond the practice of the ‘meritocratic bilingualism’ lies the real project for the 

PAP’s elite to ‘create English speaking Singapore’,
72

 in closing the stark cultural and class 

gaps between the rulers and masses. English language, through the policy, had begun to have 

more material value in the society and started to be admired by many. Those with sound 

competency in the language were well-regarded by the populace particularly as government 

leaders with the propagated image of having professional and technocratic abilities as “the 

scholar”
73

 in the society. With the selection and relative success of English as the new lingua 

franca among Singaporeans, the cultural distinction and language disparity between the rulers 
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and the masses were gradually made less obvious than ever before.  At the same time, 

however, bilingualism essentialised and entrenched racial identities to the populace. While 

the number of English speakers has been significantly increased with the policy of 

bilingualism, but the “ethnic boundary”
74

 among the populace was re-strengthened with the 

application of compulsory subject of mother tongue languages.  

Meritocracy is apparently taking place in politics since the second-half of 1960s. The 

opposition which had totally disbanded the parliament in 1966 and boycotted the 1968 

general elections was framed by the PAP as unreliable and dishonest politicians. The act of 

the opposition had further facilitated PAP domination in Singapore on a much greater level 

and thus so the masses dependency to the latter. At the same time, Lee-led PAP government 

focused in dealing with the socio-economic problems in Singapore particularly issues on 

unemployment, housing and overpopulation.
75

 Through the practice of effective and clean 

government, strong encouragement for foreign direct investments and the policy of export 

oriented industrialisation - economic and material development became noticeable in 1970s. 

The mentioned socio-economic problems were gradually and effectively managed. From 

1965 to 1978, the economic “growth averaged 10 % p.a.”, “unemployment rate fell to 3.6 % 

in 1978” and the manufacturing sector's share of GDP grew from 14 % in 1965 to 24 % by 

1978”.
76

 

 Lee and the PAP elites propagated the idea that this progress was made possible as the 

government was administered by those with merit, that being the so-called technocrats which 

corresponds to the regime’s policy of meritocracy.
77

 It was also made possible with less 

politicking and unnecessary societal pressure.
78

 Being technocrats rather than politicians, 

which were assumed to be experts in their own fields, the technocrats were regarded as 

impartial, professional and above politics.
79

 The economic growth and effective governance 

of the PAP in regards to socio-economic development did not only justify the authoritarian, 

elitist and paternalistic style of the PAP government, they also legitimatised the PAP ruling 

with the absence of a political opposition. Gradually, Singaporeans were shaped to prioritise 
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material well-being, through the constructed elitist system, rather than political freedoms. In 

fact, through the enlargement of the public sector, including nationalisation of private 

corporations, which made the public sector to be the main and the biggest employer in 

Singapore, the pursuit of material among the populace was structured through the education 

system and employment with the government, based on meritocracy.
80

 By this form of 

employment patronage (and discipline), political loyalty and consent to the PAP from the 

populace became regimented. The competition in the education system, especially with the 

introduction of the streaming system at schools in 1979, and employment with the 

government became intense, as it determines ones’ success in their material life.
81

 

 In his bid to perpetuate his rule by increasing his personal grip in the government, Lee 

embarked the leadership renewal policy in 1970s to early 1980s in removing the top-ranked 

original elite in the executive, known as the Old Guard, usually to other in a less powerful 

position. This created dissatisfactions for his former ally, but that did not stop Lee from 

fulfilling his personal interest. When Lee decided to retire Ong Pang Boon, Lee said to Ong 

“I agree with you. You also had misgivings (about some newcomers), as had the late Dr Toh 

Chin Chye, over the speed of self-renewal and the effect it was having on the morale of the 

old guard MPs”.
82

 Through this policy and elitism, Lee was able to contain his political 

threats and appointed his new men, personally selected and cultivated by him, to work for his 

regime.
83

 The policy, thus, has not only function to fortify Lee’s power and position in the 

cabinet, but also prolonged his tenure as the top executive as long as he wishes.
84

 

It is through the above practice that Lee’s protégé Goh Chok Tong and his first son 

Lee Hsein Loong were recruited to the cabinet in mid-1970s and mid-1980s respectively. 

Their recruitments exemplify the political-bureaucracy nexus of Singapore’s technocracy and 

elitism. With the containment of politics and party competitions, Lee mainly looked at the 

bureaucracy and the government-linked company, in search for talent with the “helicopter 

quality”.
85
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“Singapore must get some of its best in each year's crop of graduates into government. 

When I say best, I don't mean just academic results. His O levels or A levels, university 

degree will only tell you his powers of analysis. That is only one-third of the helicopter 

quality. You've then got to assess him for his sense of reality, his imagination, his quality 

of leadership, his dynamism. But most of all, his character and his motivation, because the 

smarter a man is, the more harm he will do to society”.
86

 

Apart from the personalisation aspect, racial discrimination particularly against the 

Malays undermined the quality of Singapore’s meritocracy. The introduction of the National 

Service in 1967 has excluded Malays until late 1970s. With such exclusion, the Malays had 

difficulty finding employment with the government as the National Service training has 

become one of the basis for recruitment in the public sector. As a result, they was a 

significant decrease in Malay representation in the Armed Forces and the police department, 

“their traditional fields of employment”.
87

 This contributed to the problems of employment 

among the Malay youth
88

 and other social problems. It had also alienated the Malays from the 

“PAP government and the Singapore state”.
89

 Despite the Malays were later recruited into the 

National Service and public sector, ethnic exclusion and racial barring of the community are 

noticeable to the present day. The Malay personnel in the National Service and the Singapore 

Armed Forces (SAF) are excluded from certain sensitive or important departments and 

units.
90

 In police force, they is also a racial bar unofficially imposed on the Malays and 

Indians.
91

 To date, the Malays are hardly sponsored by the SAF scholarship and face 

challenges to get funded by the public service
92

 due to the mentioned practice of systemic 

discrimination against the Malays and other minorities. These setbacks of Singapore 

meritocracy were continued to the third phase of Lee’s rule in Singapore.         
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Lee’s Regime Era of Perpetuation and Habituation: From Late 1970s to 1990 

 

Lee’s regime perpetuation and habituation would best describe Singapore’s nation-state 

building from late 1970s to 1990. During this period, most of the ‘Old Guards’ have retired or 

been replaced with the second generation leader Goh Chok Tong, and PAP’s position as the 

ruling party was well entrenched and consolidated. With most if not all of the executive 

powers centralised and concentrated in Lee’s hands, and the near-absence of an opposition in 

the political scene, the nature of Singapore’s nation-building policy throughout this era were 

becoming much more towards Lee’s idiosyncrasies particularly on his views towards race, 

culture and genes. Since the late 1970s, ostensibly as a “cultural ballast” against the 

unhealthy aspects of Western culture (as the results of his own policies particularly by 

placing English as one of the cores in PAP’s nation-building projects), Lee progressively 

sinicised Singapore – a process which he himself vowed to forbid in 1960s. Through the 

politics of race, culture and genetics,
93

 Lee somewhat unashamedly (considering he was 

extremely against such idea a decade before) exerted much of state policies and programmes 

heavily based on Chinese-ness and towards the Chinese community.
94

 

 By late 1970s Harry Lee, as what Lee Kuan Yew wanted to be called in the past, had 

started to identify of himself as a “Chinaman”.
95

 In 1979, the PAP government launched the 

“Speak Mandarin Policy” to help the Chinese, particularly the younger generation to cope 

with learning the language. At the same time, Special Assistance Plan (SAP) schools have 

been established to reward students with good competency in Mandarin. The SAP schools are 

made exclusive for the Chinese or Anglo-Chinese schools and for children of the community 

only. Later 1982, “eight Confucian scholars were invited by the Ministry of Education to 

draft” for the syllabus of “Confucian Ethics” before it was introduced to schools.
96

 Since late 

1970s to 1990s, Lee also became one of the chief proponents of Asian Values, together with 

Mahathir and Suharto. They argued that the East have different sets of values the West’s 

liberal democracy.
97

 However, Singapore’s version of Asian Values was highly correlated 

                                                           
93

 See also, Barr, Lee Kuan Yew, Chapter 6.  
94

 Barr, Lee Kuan Yew, p. 137.  
95

 Lee Kuan Yew, ‘Mass politics and parliamentary politics’, speech to Parliament, 23 February 1977, Petir, 

July 1978, p. 15. 
96

 Christopher Tremewan, The political economy of social control in Singapore, Basingstoke, Macmillan, 1994, 

p.119. 
97

 See, Barr, Cultural politics and Asian Values, ibid.  



172 
 

with Confucian values, which later formed the major component of Singapore’s Shared 

Values in 1991.  

 Since 1980s, the total fertility rate in Singapore was alarmingly low. In 1965 the rate 

was 4.62 but in 1980 decreases to 1.74.
98

 Lee during the 1983 National Day Rally speech 

said, “Whilst we have brought down the birth rate, we have reduced it most unequally. The 

better-educated the woman is, the less children she has”.
99

 The main contributing factor was 

due to heavy population control imposed by PAP since late 1960s through the carrot and stick 

‘Stop at Two’ policy against particularly against the general masses. In response to that, the 

government introduce the Graduate Mother Scheme in 1984 to encourage graduate mothers 

to produce more babies for the sake of Singapore future. Lee’s government also secretly 

undertook a marriage programme among the Chinese graduates “in the civil service, statutory 

boards and government-owned companies” through the “Social Development Unit”.
100

 

 Malay support was also structurally weakened, through the massive resettlement 

programme, changes in electoral boundary, and the introduction of Group Representative 

Constituency that systemically structured them to be less substantial minority. Malay 

electoral constituencies were completely wipe-out by 1990s. The minority checks against the 

majority thus was cripple and the votes from the Malays had become less valuable to Lee in 

contrast to the 1959 and 1963 elections.             

A new set of leaders, with both mastery in English and Mandarin, apart from having 

the “helicopter quality” were personally chosen and trained by Lee. The selected few, who 

was close to, and earned Lee’s trust were prepared for a new game change in politics, as Lee 

Kuan Yew’s approach in politics had started to be challenged by some quarter of the masses. 

A new power setting in PAP during the second half of the 1990s was gradually organised 

between Lee Kuan Yew, his protégé Goh Chok Tong and his first son Lee Hsien Loong. The 

composition of the setting were maintained until 2011 although the configuration has 

changed in their respective era of premiership. 

 This period, thus, was marked by pro-Chinese policy, along with class and eugenic 

programmes. One’s culture, race and genes, apart from their academic qualifications were 

(and are) matters in the Singapore’s system. The undercurrent politics, nevertheless, was the 
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personal project of Lee in prolonging his position from the threats of within and outside the 

government. The values in Lee’s Asian Values for example, were highly selective and 

hierarchical in influencing absolute loyalty on the part of the populace to the ruling elite. The 

pro-Chinese policy was applied in wooing the Chinese support to the increasingly Chinese 

state of PAP, led rather paradoxically by, Harry Lee Kuan Yew.  

 

Conclusion  

 

The three phases of the Lee Kuan Yew years, from 1959 to 1990, were highly correlated with 

the attempt on the part of the Prime Minister in clinging to power. As the result, the nation-

building policies during his tenure were personalised in organised support towards PAP in 

general, and to him in specific. During the first phase of his rule (1959 – 1965), various pro-

Malay policies were introduced to attract the Malay crowd as he intended to merge Singapore 

with the then Federation of Malaya. But after PAP’s failure to become the main partner in the 

Alliance, Lee changed his policy, ostensibly towards meritocracy. In the second phase of his 

rule in Singapore (1965 – late 1970s), the pro-Malay policies was reversed and the Malays 

have begun to be systematically discriminated, despite the championing of politics of 

meritocracy in Singapore. Through such politics, a political system of technocracy and 

elitism was created in legitimising the PAP authoritarian, and later one-man rule. Lee’s 

politics of meritocracy since late the 1970s (the third phase) have been greatly undermined 

with the enactments of pro-Chinese policy encompassing various programmes, from 

language, to education system and scholarship. With the weakening of the minority political 

clout, Lee had structured his government to direct sharp focus in wooing the Chinese voters 

whom have become much more critical of his administration throughout the 1980s.  
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CHAPTER 6 

 

Singapore’s Nation-Building during the Goh Chok Tong Years 

 

On the day Lee Kuan Yew decided to step down as the Prime Minister in late November 

1990, he stepped straight into a newly-established position as Senior Minister. Goh Chok 

Tong was appointed as his successor, but Lee Kuan Yew’s first son, Lee Hsien Loong was 

assigned to be Deputy Prime Minister. These manoeuvres ensured that Lee Kuan Yew’s 

legacy and interests remained even after he resigned as Prime Minister. Regarding 

Singapore’s nation-building during Goh year, although there are some deviations from Lee 

Kuan Yew’s governing styles, there exist similarities between them. In this chapter, I will 

unravel how Lee Kuan Yew’s legacies—particularly pragmatism, racialism and elitism—are 

reflected in the introduction of new policies and political practices during Goh Chok Tong’s 

and I will identify the variations between administrations of Goh Chok Tong and that of Lee 

Kuan Yew. 

 

New Circumstances of the State of Singapore after Lee Kuan Yew’s Premiership 

 

Despite the setbacks to Singapore’s nation-building under Lee Kuan Yew as highlighted in 

Chapter 5, the country’s development, particularly in the economic and material aspects, was 

outstanding. It developed, as Lee says, from “Third World to First”.
1
 The state of the society 

also transformed fundamentally. Singapore became a full industrial society by the 1990s with 

large working and the middle classes. There were also significant changes in politics under 

the new premierships. During Goh’s administration, Lee Kuan Yew still possessed 

substantial influence in the executive despite Goh’s dominance. Apart from that, following 

the constitutional amendment on the powers of the President of Singapore sought by Lee 

Kuan Yew at the end of his premiership, Singapore’s the Head of State since 1991 is no 

longer merely ceremonial, but wields much more considerable powers in checking the 

government. The president has “veto powers over the spending of national reserves and 

monetary policies as well as over the appointments of key positions in the Civil Service, 
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government companies and Statutory Boards, appointment of the prime minister, the right to 

withhold consent for the dissolution of Parliament,” apart from three “additional safeguard 

roles in Internal Security Act, Maintenance of Religious Harmony Act and Corrupt Practices 

Investigation Bureau (CPIB) investigations”.
2
 Even with such checks, by both the President 

and the Senior Minister Lee Kuan Yew (then popularly dubbed “SM Lee”), Goh exercised a 

lot of authority in steering his cabinet, although not as unrestricted as in SM Lee’s era. 

 When Lee Hsien Loong took over the premiership from Goh on 12 August 2004, he 

also faced similar checks, but this time from Goh as Senior Minister and his father as 

Minister Mentor. Goh fortified his position and networks of power within Singapore’s 

government and government-linked companies (GLCs) in his fourteen-year rule. These 

circumstances posed some challenges to his successor as Goh, like his predecessor, refused to 

fully retire from the cabinet after the premiership. 

The society and economy have also undergone tremendous changes after Lee Kuan 

Yew premiership. Globalisation and rapid technological changes have transformed Singapore 

into a service-based knowledge economy in tandem with trade and manufacturing, with the 

emergence of the post-industrial society. The political sphere and the social space that were 

tightly closed and controlled under Lee Kuan Yew’s and Goh’s administrations have been 

steadily enlarged by information and communication technology (ICT) during Lee Hsien 

Loong’s era. These changes posed new challenges to the government, and eventually 

propelled, among other consequences, the retirements of Lee Kuan Yew and Goh from the 

cabinet after the 2011 General Election.    
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Singapore’s Nation-Building under Goh Chok Tong, 1990–2004 

 

 My mission is clear: to ensure that Singapore thrives and grows after Mr Lee Kuan Yew… I 

will do this by building on what Mr Lee and the Old Guards have achieved... My stress is on 

continuity, not a break with the past. I will use the collective talents of my colleagues, and the 

combined energies of all citizens, to help the Singapore team stay ahead. The Prime 

Minister's job is a huge one. It has been made even larger by Mr Lee Kuan Yew. Any 

successor will find the shoes he has left too big. I do not intend to wear his shoes. I shall wear 

my own, and choose my own stride. I intend to be myself, and set my own style. 

          Goh Chok Tong.
3 

 

Despite ruling Singapore for less than half the period of Lee Kuan Yew’s regime, Goh Chok 

Tong’s fourteen years in the administration have never been short of significant policies. 

Pertaining to the state’s nation-building project, Goh proposed not one, but three ideologies, 

with the first one introduced only a few months after he became Prime Minister. The three 

ideologies are the Shared Values (in 1991), the Singapore 21 (1997–1999) and the Remaking 

Singapore (2002–2003). Interestingly, these ideologies were respectively announced at the 

beginning, in the middle, and towards the end of Goh’s administration. These ideologies are 

significant to this study as they were used to guide, explain, and justify the Goh 

administration’s nation-building policies in general, and Goh’s thinking in particular. 

 There were two opposite signs of his leadership compared to the previous regime: the 

sign of consistency and the sign of contradiction. On the one hand, Goh vowed that he would 

ensure “Singapore thrives and grows after Mr Lee Kuan Yew… I will do this by building on 

what Mr Lee and the Old Guards have achieved”.
4
 On the hand, he also stresses that “I do not 

intend to wear his (Lee Kuan Yew) shoes. I shall wear my own, and choose my own stride. I 

intend to be myself, and set my own style”.
5
 These two differing signs, as I shall discuss in 

this section and the next, are repeatedly reproduced by Goh’s nation-building ideologies and 

policies along with his premiership. Therefore, Goh, like his predecessor, is enigmatic and 

pragmatic. However, in the end, this thesis argues that the contradiction of the Goh years with 

Lee Kuan Yew’s reign is limited in form, while in practice they are mostly consistent with 

only partial changes that were needed to consolidate and perpetuate PAP’s rule.  
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Goh’s search for a way to make a distinctive mark on national identity started in 1988 

when the government observed that social cohesion was deteriorating ostensibly due to 

Westernisation influences.
6
  But it was Lee Hsien Loong who was tasked to study and 

administer the process of the making the ideology, including “consultations” with various 

ethnic and religious leaders in Singapore. Finally, five main elements were chosen as “Shared 

Values”.
7
 They are: nation before community and society above self, family as the basic unit 

of society, community support and respect for the individual, consensus not conflict, and 

racial and religious harmony.
8
 

Shared Values became the government’s new project to restore communitarianism 

sentiments among the populace. In parallel with these values, Goh’s administration adopted 

different governing styles from his predecessor’s. Goh’s administration was more  

“consultative and consensual” though still limited,
9
 whereby meeting with the people and 

social organisations were frequently held for consensus building. To reflect the changing 

nature of contemporary society with its matured industrialised population, Goh recognised 

the need for the government (PAP) to be much more inclusive to remain relevant and 

popular. 

Goh consultative style is not something unanticipated, as it was more an extension of 

his “responsive” approach when he was Deputy Prime Minister in charge of the Feedback 

Unit and the Institute of Policy Studies (IPS). In fact, Goh was rigorously trained and tested 

(for innovation, efficiency and teamwork) by his mentors Hon Sui Sin and Lee Kuan Yew to 

work with his fellow second-generation leaders and Lee Kuan Yew since 1976.
10

Upon 

assuming premiership, Goh was hoping the renewed relations through “constructive 

engagement” between the state and the “civic” (referring the positive attributes of civility, 

kindness, and public orderliness, in contrast to democratic civil citizenry) society would 

finally raise the level of social cohesion among the populace and thus become the driver for 

Singapore’s continuing economic progress and survival.
11
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In 1997, Goh laid out Singapore 21 (S21) as a new vision for the state and population 

of Singapore in facing the greater challenges and uncertainties of the coming twenty-first 

century.
12

Goh’s speech on S21 recognised that Singapore as a nation was not yet realised, 

even after more than three decades of independence under PAP’s rule. To Goh, some 

residents, including its own citizens born and bred in Singapore, still regarded the country as 

a transient place.
13

 Thus, the situation has not changed much from the previous state 

(migratory workers with less identification with Singapore) before PAP rule in 1959. 

 Goh’s S21 was formulated in the wake of globalisation. The old governing styles 

were no more suited for these dynamics, providing only “hardware” (physical infrastructures) 

and material benefits.
14

 When the material motivation disappears, people will fly away from 

Singapore. Even more worrying to Goh was Mastercard’s findings. The company “found 1 in 

5 Singaporeans wishes to emigrate, despite Singapore's economic success”.
15

 Thus, to Goh, 

the overstress on material progress (by the previous administration) caused the people to lose 

their “rootedness”, regarding Singapore merely as a “hotel” but not a “home”.
16

This would 

affect the state project of having a strong and unified society, as well as Singapore’s 

economic competitiveness.
17

 Thus the construction of “heartware”, which officially “refers to 

the intangibles of society – social cohesion, political stability, and the collective will, values, 

and attitudes of people” instead of just “hardware”, was of utmost importance for the state 

and society.
18

 In this regard, there are major resemblances between the Shared Values and 

S21 particularly in the aspect of building social cohesion (read: communitarianism), 

consultative government and participative (read: “constructive”) citizenry. However, S21 was 

more specific towards the building of a national identity and a nation, in contrast to values-

building in the case of the Shared Values.   

Goh’s administration in 1999 recognised five dilemmas to the construction of the 

“heartware”: 

1. Less stressful life vs Retaining the drive   

2. Needs of senior citizens vs Aspirations of the young  

3. Attracting talent vs Looking after Singaporeans  
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4. Internationalisation/Regionalisation vs Singapore as home  

5. Consultation and consensus vs Decisiveness and quick action.
19

 

In dealing with such dilemmas, the S21 Committee regarded Singapore’s preceding 

ideals of “meritocracy, racial harmony, strong leadership and a government free from 

corruption” to be imperative together with “new ideals to add to the future”.
20

 Dubbed by the 

government as the “five pillars of S21”,
21

 the new ideals were introduced, after being 

discussed with thousands of participants. The ideals were: 

1. Every Singaporean matters 

2. Strong Families: Our foundation and our future 

3. Opportunities for all 

4. The Singapore Heartbeat: Feeling passionately about Singapore 

5. Active citizens: Making the difference
22

 

 

Thus, the S21 strategy of competitiveness through cohesiveness had three interrelated 

main elements revolving around the idea of the people’s centred-ness, namely: consensual 

government and much energetic civic society; an improved education system that is not too 

elitist but much broaden to all pupils and students to produce talents in all backgrounds; and 

enhancing the socio-economic conditions and the quality of the workforce and masses at 

large through a strategic partnership between public and private sectors.  

 Two years later in 2001, Goh announced another ideological policy: “Remaking 

Singapore”. Relative to Shared Values and S21, Remaking Singapore was more 

comprehensive. Although it was initially intended to “reshape the existing political, social 

and cultural norms of Singapore…away from the “five Cs” – careers, condos, clubs, credit 

cards and cars – commonly equated with the Singapore Dream”,
23

 the report issued by the 

Remaking Singapore Committee in 2003 proposed wide-ranging ideas in rebuilding 

Singapore’s national identity.
24

 

In parallel with the government’s effort to “understand the changing aspirations and 

expectations of the third generation of post-independence Singaporeans”,
25

 Goh appointed 
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the then Minister of State for National Development Vivian Balakrishnan, also a third-

generation leaders, to lead the Remaking Singapore Committee.
26

 Vivian’s appointment as 

chairman of the committee was significant as the state for the first time allowed a member of 

a minority group to lead the state nation-making project. Both the previous national 

ideologies under Goh were led by the leaders from the Chinese community (Shared Values 

was headed by Lee Hsien Loong, while Teo Chee Hean led S21) that constituted the majority 

in the country. As a result, the 104-page Remaking Singapore Committee’s Report, entitled 

“Changing Mind-sets, Deepening Relationships” was much more inclusive and broad as it 

was formulated with a more balanced perspective from the minority vis-à-vis the 

Singaporeans at large.
27

 

The committee put forth a set of proposals for “renewal and change”, categorised 

under four themes: A Home for All Singaporeans, A Home Owned, A Home for All Seasons 

and A Home to Cherish.
28

One of the most significantrecommendations in the report was to 

“renew the vision of Singaporean Singapore”,
29

 a derivative of Lee Kuan Yew’s vision of 

“Malaysian Malaysia” in 1965 when Singapore was still in the Federation. Like Malaysian 

Malaysia, Singaporean Singapore encapsulated the ideas of “the will of the people, equal 

opportunity, justice and fairness, and values diversity”,
30

 which were downplayed or 

somewhat forgotten after Singapore’s full independence. The committee thus saw the 

Singaporean Singapore spirit as a must, to be the core of remaking of Singapore. 

 

Nation-building Policies under Goh’s Administration 

 

From the introduction of Shared Values at the beginning of Goh’s administration to 

Remaking Singapore in 2003, there exists much consistency. This is especially true in the 

government’s new approach to the public with the politics of consultation and consensus; 

building the sense of belonging, social cohesion and collective values among the “different” 

populations in Singapore; the importance of education, talents, and Singapore’s economic 

progress (and survival); and the continuing idea of the people’s self-reliance. These aspects 

are not mutually exclusive, but are interrelated with one another. They constituted part and 
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parcel of the Goh administration’s nation-building projects. Certain innovative characters, 

however, were also introduced by the state, in parallel with the state’s strategies in dealing 

with current changes ensure Singapore’s future viability. 

The government’s renewed approach to the people, particularly on the politics of 

consensus and consultation, was frequently identified by the government and many 

intellectuals (mainly local scholars) as the most defining characteristic of the Goh years. As 

Goh stressed many times and at many occasions, he believed that the new Singapore 

government needed to renew its relationship the masses, particularly in allowing the latter to 

play a bigger role in the state’s nation-building process. Goh saw this renewed relation with 

the masses as crucial, as it could serve several functions. First and foremost, government 

policies and decisions could be well-accepted by the public as they were made collectively, in 

contrast to the old elite-centric style under Lee Kuan Yew. Secondly, government policies 

and decisions could be much more representative of the Singaporean society comprising 

different ethnicities, religions, and social classes. Thirdly, a sense of belonging and national 

identification among the population to the Singapore state could increase significantly as they 

are given more opportunity to determine the future of their nation-state. This may also lead to 

its fourth function, that is, the enhancement of the people’s identification with the PAP, as 

many Singaporeans construe the PAP as equivalent to the state or government. All these 

functions were essential in rebuilding a larger electoral support base for the PAP—a base that 

was declining at an alarming rate for the PAP elites throughout the 1980s. 

All the national ideologies introduced by the Goh administration underwent thorough 

processes of discussion and consultation with representatives of various backgrounds. 

Accordingly, each ideology took at least two years before the government presented them. 

Shared Values took more than two years after being mooted by Goh (then the First Deputy 

Prime Minister on 28 October 1988).
31

 The Shared Values committee solicited feedback from 

various ethnic and religious organisations in formulating values that were common and 

acceptable to all quarters of the population.
32

 In fact, when Shared Values were mooted in 

Parliament on 14 January 1991, a rather intense debate ensued. Unlike Lee Kuan Yew’s 

administration, Goh’s government considered the arguments put forth by parliamentarians 

from both sides of the divide, and finally made several quick amendments before introducing 
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the ideology to the public on the next day.
33

 Following debate on the balancing role of 

individual Singaporean vis-à-vis the society as a whole, the proposed value of “Regard and 

community support for the individual” was amended to “Community support and respect for 

the individual”.
34

 Similarly, the proposed use of “contention” in the fourth value, “Consensus 

instead of contention”, was changed to “conflict,” and thus became “Consensus not conflict”. 

This followed certain parliamentarians’ concern that the word contention could “imply the 

suppression of debates and dissenting views”.
35

 For the S21 national ideology, 6,000 

Singaporeans were consulted “from all walks of life” by 83 sub-committee members of 

various backgrounds within and without the government structure before Goh proposed it in 

1999.
36

 In the case of Remaking Singapore, “70 recommendations were put up by the 

committees” and more “than 80 percent of the recommendations were adopted with about 11 

recommendations not accepted completely or partially”.
37

 

The formulation of these ideologies reflected Goh’s politics of consultation and 

consensus. In fact, as in the case of Remaking Singapore, almost all recommendations by the 

members of the five committees involved in the project, were accepted by Goh’s 

administration. A similar political play by Goh’s administration was evident in the making of 

some of the government’s decisions. For example, in the cases of the rise of the ministerial 

pay in 1994 and the proposal of building a casino in 2004, as highlighted by Noh and Tumin, 

Goh’s government attempted to get consensus from the irritated masses through various 

channels and media.
38

 Apart from that, the Feedback Unit and the Institute of Policy Studies 

(IPS) which Goh had helped created in the middle of 1980s, played a major role in providing 

up-to-date information on the social circumstances of the population to Goh’s 

administration.
39

 

In contrast to Lee Kuan Yew’s administration, the Goh government’s project of 

nation-building tried to go beyond material progress. Goh emphasised the social and national 

                                                           
33

 Singapore, Parliament, Parliamentary debates: Official report onShared values, vol. 56, Singapore, 14  

January 1991. 
34

 Ibid. 
35

 Lim Tin Seng, ‘Shared Values’, National Library Board of Singapore, viewed 30 June 2016, 

<http://eresources.nlb.gov.sg/infopedia/articles/SIP_542_2004-12-18.html.>; Parliamentary debates: Official 

report onShared values, ibid. 
36

 Singapore 21 Committee, Singapore 21: Together, we make the difference, ibid.; ‘Singapore 21: Together we 

make the difference is launched’, National Library Board of Singapore, viewed 30 June 2016, 

<http://eresources.nlb.gov.sg/history/events/66f2445b-43c1-407a-a3e8-a89083d6f868>. 
37

 Abdillah Noh and Makmor Tumin, ‘Remaking public participation: The case of Singapore’, Asian Social 

Science, vol. 4, no. 7, July 2008, p. 25. 
38

 Ibid., pp. 25 - 27. 
39

 Jon S.T. Quah, ‘Public administration: Change in style and continuity in policy’, in Bridget Welsh, James 

Chin et al. (eds),  Impressions of the Goh Chok Tong years, Singapore, National University of Singapore Press 

and Institute of Policy Studies, 2009, p. 50. 

http://eservice.nlb.gov.sg/item_holding_s.aspx?bid=4826189
http://eresources.nlb.gov.sg/infopedia/articles/SIP_542_2004-12-18.html
http://eservice.nlb.gov.sg/item_holding_s.aspx?bid=4826189
http://eservice.nlb.gov.sg/item_holding_s.aspx?bid=4826189
http://eservice.nlb.gov.sg/item_holding_s.aspx?bid=9425583


183 
 

factor, which he termed as the “heartware” in building new Singaporeans with a rooted sense 

of belonging to Singapore. His politics of consensus and consultation formed one of the ways 

to achieve this, by allowing the masses to play a bigger role in nation-building projects. 

Collective values were constructed and reinforced from time to time by Goh’s administration 

through meticulous consultation with various representatives of multi-ethnic and multi-

religious Singapore. For instance, Remaking Singapore was helmed by an Indian leader, 

instead of a member of the ethnic majority. This was significant not only because the two 

previous national ideologies under Goh were led by Chinese, but also due to the ascendancy 

of Chinese-ness, described by Barr as “sinicization of Singapore”, since the late 1970s.
40

 In 

fact, during Goh’s administration, several community self-help groups (SHGs)—the 

Association of Muslim Professional (AMP), Chinese Development Assistance Council 

(CDAC), Singapore Indian Development Association (SINDA) and Eurasian Association 

(EA) —were developed and enjoyed good relationship with the government through 

patronisation.
41

 Apart from looking after the welfare of the less-advantaged members their 

respective ethnic communities, they also represented their communities’ interests in a number 

of national issues and policies. 

The idea of “representation” under the politics of consultation and consensus was also 

used to justify innovations in the electoral system. The authoritarian governing style of Lee 

Kuan Yew had become less popular among the electorate in the 1980s, likely due to the force 

of modernisation and the attainment of a much-advanced standard in social development. In 

the 1988 General Election (GE), PAP’s popular vote was 77.7 per cent, controlling all the 

seats in the parliament.
42

 However, it later lost the Anson parliamentary constituency to J.B. 

Jeyaratnam (popularly knowns as JBJ among the locals) in a fiercely fought by-election in 

1981. JBJ’s victory in the by-election was a breakthrough for the opposition as the parliament 

had been completely dominated by the PAP since the 1968 GE.  Subsequently, PAP’s share 

of votes dropped drastically in the 1984 GE to 64.8 per cent and to 63.2 per cent in the 1988 

GE.
43

 Such a troubling situation caused the PAP to rethink and change their political and 

electoral game. In this regard, Lee Kuan Yew allowed the younger generation of leaders led 
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by Goh to pursue innovations in reconsolidating electoral support for the PAP. It is in this 

context that Goh proposed changes in the PAP’s governing style towards a more consultative 

and consensual approach in tandem with contemporary societal development. Goh also 

recommended some transformations in the electoral system to match the PAP’s new politics. 

In late 1984, Goh proposed constitutional amendments to introduce Non-Constituency 

Members of Parliaments (NCMPs). Under this new electoral-parliamentary scheme, “NCMPs 

go to top opposition losers, up to a maximum six NCMPs”.
44

 The primary purpose of NCMPs 

is not to fill the parliament with more oppositions per se, as the incumbents would not have 

full authority as the real MPs. It was rather designed to give “more legitimacy and confidence 

in Parliament since a broad spectrum of views would be represented”.
45

 To Lee Kuan Yew, 

Goh and the PAP, NCMPs also provided the ruling regime with several other strategic and 

practical functions. First, it would give a message to the electorates in not to have much 

anxiety to give their full support to all PAP candidates in the election as the Parliament would 

always be filled with opposition representative(s) through the NCMP scheme. Secondly, 

NCMP would provide younger PAP MPs with the “sparing partners to sharpen their debating 

skills”.
46

 Thirdly, Lee saw the presence of “some non-PAP MPs would ensure that every 

suspicion, every rumour of misconduct, will be reported to the non-PAP MPs” and thus 

would “dispel suspicions of cover-ups of alleged wrongdoings” against the government 

officials.
47

Thinking the NCMP as “trick and ploy” on the part of the ruling regime to 

maintain its hegemony,
48

 and apart from considering NCMP as “second-class MPs”,
49

 the 

opposition rejected the offer for the post in 1984 and took some time fill its representative(s) 

as the NCMP(s) after the subsequent general elections. 

In 1988, a major change was conducted to the electoral system by the creation of 

Group Representation Constituencies (GRCs). Instead of the ‘conventional’ Single Member 

Constituencies (SMC), some electoral constituencies have been combined and redrawn to 

form GRC and thus allow the contesting parties to fill several candidates in contrast to only 

one member in SMC. One of the members in GRC must be of the minority ethnic - officially 
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defined as Malay, Indian or Others. In the GRC scheme, “the party with the highest share of 

votes win all the seats in that constituency”.
50

 GRC started out with 39 SMCs grouped into 13 

three-member GRCs, making up 39 out of a total of 81 elected seats in Parliament through 

the constitutional and Parliamentary Elections Act amendments in 1988. This has made 

Singapore to practice twin constituency’s electoral system (SMC and GRC). Later further 

amendments were done in   1991, 
51

and again in 1996 to increase the maximum number of 

MPs in each GRC from three to four, and then to six.
52

In the 2001 general election, there 

were nine five-member GRCs and five six-member GRCs, making up 75 out of the 84 

elected seats in Parliament.
53

 The official rationalisation given by the government was to 

ensure the presence of the minority representatives and thus reflected the multiracial 

character of the society in the parliament instead if just one single race.
54

 Goh argues that 

without the compulsory requirement of the minority candidate in the GRCs, it will be 

difficult for the minorities to be represented in the parliament particularly at SMC 

constituencies.
55

 Thus to the government, GRC would not only act as the safeguard of the 

minority representation in parliament, but it also guarantees the relative balance of racial 

make-up in Singapore’s politics.     

In 1990, another scheme of parliament representation was introduced. It is known 

Nominated Member of Parliament (NMP). As the name suggests, the schemeallows the 

government through the President, to appoint up to six NMPs (in 1997 the number was 

increased to nine) for a two-year term, “with the option of renewal thereafter”.
56

 The official 

justification by Goh’s administration on the establishment NMP scheme was to create a more 

“consensual style of government where alternative views are heard and constructive dissent 

accommodated”.
57

 To Goh, the opposition had not been constructive as their aim was to 

discredit and to oust the government rather than giving fair comments and productive 
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recommendations. The NMP scheme, to the government, would provide highly qualified 

people in Singapore, but not affiliated with any party, to participate in the public policy-

making more significantly.
58

 Thus apart from playing the role of representing certain 

segments of the population in the parliament, NMPs could provide much more independent 

voices and constructive ideas in the legislative without any intention to oust the government 

which was more acceptable (desirable) to Goh administration.
59

 Goh reiterates that the NMPs 

would be able to focus more on the “substance of the debate rather than form and rhetoric”, 

and provide dissenting and practical views that would contribute to good governance.
60

 

Similar to the NCMPs, NMPs can participate in debates and vote on all issues in the 

parliament except amendments to the Constitution, motions relating to public funds, votes of 

no confidence in the government, and removing the President from office. 

Despite such tendency of Goh’s rhetoric on the heartware, the politics of economic 

progress and survival were still part and parcel of the government’s bearing on its nation-

building projects. As its economy is deeply rootedin the international trade and the global 

market, Singapore was greatly affected by the new worldwide phenomenon of globalisation 

since the 1990s. The existence of appropriate human talents in parallel with the new economy 

was seen more crucial for Singapore’s survival than ever before. For this, Goh saw the needs 

to reshape the education system and the state’s human resource policy in sailing through the 

globalisation waves. The education system under Goh’s leadership was re-structure towards a 

life-long learning scheme. In the previous education policy, many Singaporeans were left out 

from schools after failing to perform excellently in their primary or secondary 

examinations.
61

 This has to structure them to join the labour force at much early age.
62

 In a 

way, for a short period, it was parallel with the then Singapore’s economy in the 1960s and 

1970s which were heavily based on manufacturing that needed a vast quantity of low-skilled 

and semi-skilled workers. But as the state’s economy rapidly developing in the 1980s and 

with the force of globalisation since 1990s, the demand for such workers gradually 

decreasing in contrast to the call of high-value jobs. Thus the education system was 

broadened in allowing those who were not academically excellent at the school to have an 

alternative, viable education programmes to prepare them for a high-value employment 
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which is central for the future of Singapore economy. In doing so, a new stream was added to 

the secondary schools known as the Normal (Technical) or N (T) course in 1993 for “low-

track students”.
63

With the opening of more seats of the N (T) course and with much lower 

requirements in contrast to Express and Special streams, many primary school leavers were 

able to get a place at the secondary schools and thus matched to Goh’s government objective 

to provide a higher standard of labour force that have at least 10-year of formal education in 

average. In fact, the government made the objective compulsory in 2003.
64

 In 1992 Institute 

of Technical Education (ITE) was established to cater the demand of lower technical studies 

for secondary school students who do not manage to get a place in the university. ITE takes 

around twenty-five per cents (and more) of annual school cohort.
65

 With the establishment of 

ITE’s (that later has ten campuses), apart from the Polytechnic, more secondary school 

leavers can have their tertiary education and later fill up the labour force as semi-skilled or 

skilled employees. 

Goh’s administration also provided large education funds for the working adults to 

add values to their skills and thus “improve their employability”.
66

 Many of the employee’s 

development programmes were organised through on-the-job training (OJT) and the Skills 

Redevelopment Programme (SRP).  The objective of SRP was to ensure the employees could 

effectively meet the new demand and the requirements of the changing economy. Through 

the increase of the tertiary institutions enrolment, some working adults were given 

opportunity to pursue an education at the local higher learning institution under “the Open 

University Degree Programme run by the Singapore Institute of Management”.
67

 

Goh’s administration concentration on the education system in the 1990s was 

reflectedin its commitment to spend “25 per cent of the gross national product (GNP) on 

operating expenditure and around 10 - 20 per cent in the development training such as OJT 
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and SRP” annually.
68

 In late 1990, Goh announced Education Endowment (Edusave) 

programme designed to balance education opportunity among Singaporeans.  

In spite of all of the above efforts, including the government’s determination to 

rebuild the labour force through OJT and SRP, the supply of the labour force, not only high-

skilled personnel, but practically at all level were still significantly lacking. Apart from the 

increasing demand for labour in the market, this situation was also contributed by Lee Kuan 

Yew’s ‘Stop at Two Policy’ which was practised since the last quarter of the 1960s.
69

 The 

anti-natalist policy was very effective that Singapore’s population in the 1980s had fallen 

below replacement levels and thus significantly affecting the supply and the age of the labour 

force.
70

 To compensate this lacking and to ensure Singapore’s continuous success in the 

economy, the government has taken a very bold move by not only relaxing, but liberalising 

its immigration procedure to allow a massive influx of foreign workforce
71

 under the name of 

‘Foreign Talent’ (FT) policy since the early 1990s. As its name suggests, Foreign Talent 

policy initially was for getting high-skilled foreign talents which the government regarded as 

crucial for the Singapore’s economic survival. But later many semi-skilled and low-skilled 

workers, “without much talents”, were also brought in filling the demand for labour.
72

 

According to an official statistic, the number of non-resident had gone up by 9 per cent to 

311,300 peoples in 1990 in contrast to almost none in 1980.
73

 Then it increased by more than 

double to 754,500 in 2000.
74

 Thus almost half (46.45%) of the population increased in 

Singapore in that period were contributed by the massive influx of the immigrant populations 

instead of actual population renewal.
75

 With such high number of non-residents (NR) in 

contrast to resident population (4,027,900 peoples) at around 1:5 of non-resident/resident in 

ratio, many new problems eventuated economically, socially and culturally. 

Goh’s Singapore 21 (S21) gave ideological responses to the issues brought by its 

Foreign Talent policy. Goh’s administration acknowledged the local population’s concern 

                                                           
68

 Ibid.  
69

 Interview with Chee Soon Juan, the de facto leader of Singapore Democratic Party at its head office, 

Singapore, 2 October 2010. 
70

 Ibid. 
71

 Interview with Wang Gungwu, Professor at East Asian Institute, National University of Singapore, 27 

September 2010. 
72

 Interview with Goh Meng Seng, Secretary-General of Singapore Solidarity Party, Singapore, 18 September 

2010. 
73

 Singapore Department of Statistics, Population Trend 2006, Table 1 (p.1) ad Table A3 (p.19), Singapore, 

2006. 
74

 Ibid. 
75

 Yap Mui Teng, ‘Bolstering population growth: from babies to immigrant’, in Bridget Welsh, James Chin et al. 

(eds),  Impressions of the Goh Chok Tong years, 2009, p. 266-267.   



189 
 

“that these foreigners will compete with them for jobs, flats and even places in schools”.
76

 A 

study conducted by the S21 Committee on the government’s Foreign Talent policy “found 

that graduates (70%) were more supportive than those without 'O' Levels (42%)”.
77

 Another 

survey by The Straits Times quoted in the S21 Report found that “85% of those in their 20s 

supportive, compared with only 68% of those in their 40s”.
78

 The S21 Committee also found 

that “Singaporeans are also afraid of becoming “second-class citizens” in their own 

country”.
79

 

Nonetheless, the government through the S21 Report discursively reiterated the 

importance of the Foreign Talent policy for Singapore’s economic survival.
80

 In resolving the 

dilemma, the S21 “committee feels that there is a need to explain more comprehensively why 

Singapore needs foreign talent”.
81

 The committee highlighted the limited resource of human 

talent in the tiny island of Singapore and identified the contribution of “foreign talents” to 

Singapore’s development, from building the MRT to film-making (for the convenience and 

entertainment of local Singaporeans).
82

 With the government in its “most influential position 

to change mind-sets among people”, it “can lead the way by shaping its public image 

accordingly”.
83

In the Remaking Singapore report, the committee suggested several ways for 

Singaporeans to enhance their “ability to integrate new Singaporeans” (naturalised foreigners 

and foreign residents), such as through “voluntary and charitable work, talks and published 

guides,” while also reiterating the point made by the S21 Committee that “Singaporeans must 

also continue to be assured that they have access to opportunities (particularly in education 

and employment) , and are not being crowded out”.
84

 

Even though Goh’s government frequently projected themselves as ‘socially-oriented’ 

over ‘homo economicus’
85

and sought to lead the population in that direction, the government 

had no intention to become a welfare state or to introduce new welfare policies. At the 

National Day Rally in 2002, Goh expressed: 

Our people’s attitude towards public assistance is changing. Lee Boon Yang said that when he 

first became MP in 1984, the poor and jobless who went to see him asked for help to get a 
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job. They did not want to be referred to social welfare. But now, even able-bodied young men 

ask him for monetary help.
86

 

In all three national ideologies put forward by Goh’s administration from the early 1990s to 

the early 2000s, self-reliance was clearly a central dimension. The concept of self-reliance 

was expanded to ethnic groups and at an individual level through various alliances with the 

communities and programmes during the Goh years. 

As aforementioned, the Goh years saw the establishment of self-help groups in 

practically all communities (under the blanket racial categories of ‘CMIO’ or Chinese, 

Malay, Indian and Others), namely: the Association of Muslim Professionals (AMP), Chinese 

Development Assistance Council (CDAC), Singapore Indian Development Association 

(SINDA) and Eurasian Association (EA), as well as MENDAKI (the Malay community self-

help group founded in collaboration with collaboration Lee Kuan Yew’s government in the 

1980s). With the institutionalisation of the self-help groups (SHGs) and partnership with the 

government as patron, the problems confronted by the members of the respective 

communities were structured so as to be resolved by the communities themselves, while the 

government would still lend some support, particularly financial, for the communities to 

achieve their objectives. The government, however, would not provide full financial support, 

but rather encouraged the community’s self-reliance through a strategic financial 

arrangement. Every local Singaporean was required to make a monthly financial contribution 

to the less-advantaged group in their respective communities through the government-

controlled Central Provident Fund (CPF).
87

 In addition, the government would make annual 

“top-ups” as and when necessary. These top-ups were usually given on a dollar-to-dollar 

basis (one dollar by the government for every dollar contributed to the respective SHGs) for 

every SHG except for CDAC (likely due to the Chinese status as the majority population). 

CDAC received a one-off government contribution of SGD 10 million for the 1992– 1997 

period (when it was first set up), and another SGD 10 million for 2014–2018.
88

 

 At the individual level, Goh’s administration introduced programmes and incentives 

for the public to be more self-reliant. Besides various education schemes such as Edusave as 

explained above, the government also “restructured” the national healthcare system. As the 
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cost of operating and maintaining public hospitals was expected to rise due to better 

healthcare programmes and the growing population, the government devised a financial 

arrangement whereby Singaporeans would bear their own healthcare costs, but with certain 

assistance from the government. Goh played a significant role in this innovative healthcare 

plan as Minister of Health (1981–1982), Second Minister of Health (1982–1985), and First 

Deputy Prime Minister (1985–1990) before he was appointed as Prime Minister in late 

1990.
89

 Besides wanting the people to be more self-reliant in this regard,
90

 the government 

apparently sought to encourage healthy lifestyles (to prevent the high cost of medication and 

hospitalisation), thereby avoiding the country from becoming a welfare state.
91

 Goh was in 

charge when the Medisave health programme was introduced in the early 1980s. A small 

proportion (at least 6 per cent) of the CPF of each Singaporean employee is deducted on a 

monthly basis and credited to their personal Medisave saving accounts.
92

 When the fund is 

needed to cover their (or their family members’) medical bills (of significant amount) or for 

hospitalisation, they will be allowed to withdraw some of the money in their Medisave 

accounts. To Phua Kai Hong, “these objectives were consistent with the preserving the 

traditional values of self-reliance and strong family ties, promoted as the primary support for 

the care of the sick and the aged”.
93

 

Further on, as the cost treating of major or catastrophic illnesses was usually much 

higher than the individual’s total savings in Medisave, Goh in 1990 announced another health 

programme, namely Medishield. Medishield offered another type of alternative medical 

financing for Singaporeans through insurance coverage. Like Medisave, Medishield would be 

funded by the employees’ CPF accounts, but the costs of hospitalisation and medication (of 

major illnesses) would be borne by a third party. Unlike Medisave, participation in 

Medishield is not compulsory.  

While the purposes of restructuring of the healthcare system were to reduce the 

government’s burden of public spending and to “[reward] individual for staying well”, 

“special measures were taken to address the needs of the poor” through another medical 

savings scheme, namely Medifund.
94

 Set up in April 1993 with an initial capital of $200 
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million as a safety net for patients who face financial difficulties, “the government will inject 

capital sum into the fund from time to time, e.g. when budget surpluses are available. The 

interest income generated from the capital sum is used to provide financial assistance for 

healthcare bills” of the needy.
95

 

 

Reflections of the Goh Years: Continuity or Change? 

 

Goh’s fourteen-year rule, from 1990 to 2004, was a spectacular era for Singapore. Despite the 

two major setbacks of the Asian financial crisis in 1997-98 and the Severe Acute Respiratory 

Syndrome (SARS) epidemic in 2003 that rattled the country’s economy, and the substantial 

challenges of globalisation, Goh managed to drive Singapore to become one of the best 

economies in world, thus making it possible for Singapore to achieve developed-state 

status.Although there are many criticisms levelled at Goh as the “seat-warmer”
96

 for the real 

transition to Lee Kuan Yew’s son Lee Hsien Loong, particularly at the start of Goh’s tenure, 

Goh proved that the allegations baseless through many of his new programmes and policies. 

His governing style originated from his own thinking across his years as premier. Goh also 

decided to relinquish his premiership only at his own discretion.
97

 Like his predecessor, he 

managed to ensure his repositioning in Lee Hsien Loong’s new cabinet as a Senior Minister, 

which was the second-most senior position in government.  Despite the repeated uproar over 

regime change under Goh’s premiership, his administration had more continuity with the 

preceding Lee Kuan Yew regime. In this section, I offer arguments to substantiate this 

reflection. 

 As detailed in the previous section, PAP’s leadership saw the need to change their 

political game after the party lost a parliamentary seat for the time since Singapore’s full 

independence in 1965, in the 1981 Anson by-election. This belief was further strengthened by 

significant drops in the party’s share of the popular vote, and in losing another seat to a new 

opposition party (SDP) in the 1984 GE. Fully aware that the results might indicate an 

increase in popular discontent towards his rigid governing style, Lee Kuan Yew then 

carefully devised and implemented a strategic plan for a political transition that would suit his 

ambition for power while ensuring PAP’s continued dominance in Singapore. Lee Kuan Yew 
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decided to take the back seat and allow the new generation of leaders to take the lead, yet still 

maintained rather close monitoring. For Lee, it would take a new generation of leaders to 

match the new generation of voters in the post-1980s Singapore.  

Goh was made Deputy Prime Minister along with Ong Teng Cheong in 1985, but Goh 

held the first position. Under Lee Kuan Yew’s monitoring and tutelage until he was 

appointed premier in late 1990, Goh was allowed to introduce and to work on a number of 

key policies of nation-state building, from the new political projects to socioeconomic 

restructuring. There was a limit to Goh’s “space of innovation” in the political administration. 

Goh was allowed to implement innovations as long as they resided within the traditional 

structure shaped by years of Lee Kuan Yew’s rule. In fact, Lee was present to ensure that his 

successor would not significantly disturb his traditions (norms and values which Lee believed 

to be Singapore’s success formula), but would also “live” in them. This was not a very 

difficult task for Lee as Goh hailed from a new generation of Singaporeans brought up with 

the prevailing societal norms as structured by Lee’s regime. Furthermore, Goh underwent the 

tremendous process of personal monitoring by Lee ever since his recruitment in the mid-

1970s.  Thus, the five years of Goh DPM-ship showed clearevidence of hybridisation 

between Goh’s “new politics” and Lee’s old politics. Together, they made of a very good 

team and complemented each other’s strengths and weaknesses. Goh new governing style 

that was more consultative and consensual made it easier for Lee’s old norms and values, 

particularly pragmatism, elitism, and racialism, to be reproduced through the administration’s 

new character. Hence after five years of supervising DPM Goh, Lee did not hesitate to 

surrender his premiership to Goh, reappointing himself as Senior Minister in Goh’s 

administration to ensuring his “legacies” would continue. By the term “legacies,” this 

researcher means not only Lee’s regime norms and values, but also the political ascendancy 

of his son Lee Hsien Loong. 

In the political sphere during the Goh years, there were at least three innovations that 

defined Singapore’s politics under Goh. These were the three national ideologies (Shared 

Values, Singapore 21 (S21) and Remaking Singapore); the new politics of consultation and 

consensus; and changes to the electoral system. Although all the innovations took place 

during Goh’s term as premier, some had started much earlier. The idea of having a national 

Shared Values was promulgated in 1988,
98

 the new politics begun in the mid-1980s (marked 
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by the establishment of the Feedback Unit and the Institute of Policy Studies),
99

 and the new 

election schemes of NCMPs and the GRC came into existence in 1984 and 1988 

respectively.
100

 For this reason, Goh’s innovations could not escape Lee’s influence. It is 

therefore unsurprising that these innovations were later maintained or improvised by Goh 

without much resistance from Lee when Goh became the Prime Minister. This is in stark 

contrast to their Malaysian counterparts, where Abdullah Badawi and Najib Razak projected 

different visions of the nation in contrast to Mahathir Mohamad’s Vision 2020.  

 In Shared Values, Lee’s idiosyncratic “beliefs”, as termed by Michael Barr, 
101

of 

elitism, racialism, and pragmatism were clearly identifiable. The first (nation before 

community and society above self), the third (community support and respect for the 

individual), and the fourth (consensus, not conflict) Shared Values were undoubtedly elitist in 

nature. It stressed the idea of the supremacy of the state/government (of the façade of the 

“nation”) and that individuals (notably the elite) in the country should not be antagonistically 

challenged by the ruled. While the idea of elitism is more commonly associated with Lee, the 

word “consensus” in the fourth value clearly marked the incorporation of one of the Goh’s 

philosophies in the Shared Values. The fifth value of “racial and religious harmony” 

replicated Lee’s politics of multiracialism; while the second value of “family as the basic unit 

of society” reflected Lee’s pragmatic idea of self-reliance at the family level. Overall, the 

values were pragmatically selected to remind Singaporeans of their “national identity” 

against the background of “Western lifestyles and values” that were haunting Singapore since 

the 1980s.
102

This selective character was obvious not least when the Shared Values 

Committee led by Lee Hsien Loong purposely excluded “political values such as democracy” 

on the grounds that “the focus of the shared values was the relation between the individual 

and society”, and “some of the core political values were already enshrined in the symbolism 

of the national flag”.
103
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 There were similarities and connections between Shared Values, S21 (1997 to 1999), 

and Remaking Singapore (2002 to 2003). There were also some variations and certain new 

components, as S21 and Remaking Singapore were promulgated at later and at different 

historical stages of Singapore, which had begun to be seriously confronted with the 

challenges of globalisation. 

The fourth of the Shared Values, that is, “consensus, not conflict”, was noticeably 

reproduced in the fifth dilemma of S21 which is “consultation and consensus vs. decisiveness 

and quick action” and at the first point of Remaking Singapore, that is, the “A Home Owned” 

that “called for the further relaxation of rules to encourage the growth of spaces for 

expression and experimentation” in Singapore.
104

 The second of the Shared Values (“family 

as the basic unit of society”) also transcended and reappeared in S21 and Remaking 

Singapore respectively as “needs of senior citizens vs. aspirations of the young” and “A 

Home to Cherish” that “recommended more financial measures to help the needy as well as 

the enlargement of social safety nets”.
105

 The latter proposed theme in Remaking Singapore 

was also closely linked to its other theme of “A Home for All Seasons” that “pressed for 

greater gender equality as well as more pro-family practices in the workplace”.
106

 Despite 

such improvisations in the later ideologies, they were essentially based on strong 

conservative and hierarchical family values as espoused in the Shared Values that emphasised 

the responsibility of each of family to respect and to look after each other. 

Furthermore, the third of the Shared Values, “community support and respect for the 

individual” was innovatively revised to “attracting talent vs. looking after Singaporeans” in 

S21 to cater for the government’s growing need to respond to globalisation, particularly by 

liberalising its immigration policy to allow the influx of foreign talents to the island.The S21 

dilemma of “attracting talent vs. looking after Singaporeans” was not only a rather new 

component (with its “attracting talent” policy) with historical links to the Shared Values (on 

the contribution of talented individuals), but also closely related to another S21 dilemma on 

“internationalisation/regionalisation vs. Singapore as home”. 

The multiracial dimension of the 1991 Shared Value of “racial and religious 

harmony” was reinvoked with a newer and enriched theme about twelve years later in the 

2003 Remaking Singapore as “A Home for All Singaporeans” that “called for the 
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strengthening of the Singaporean identity and social cohesion” including “introducing greater 

diversity and customisation in the school system”.
107

 Like the deliberately-excluded 

democratic values in the Shared Values, a number of “sensitive” recommendations proposed 

by the Remaking Singapore subcommittees were rejected, although most were accepted by 

the Goh administration.
108

 Unsurprisingly, the proposal for the government to define the 

“political” out-of-bound (OB) markers was not accepted by Goh’s administration; and the 

suggestion to create designated performance venues “where specific rules can be relaxed to 

facilitate expression and experimentation” was vetoed.
109

 

On the part of Goh’s politics of consultation and consensus, the public participation 

was never intended to empower or to equalise the positions of people or their representatives 

with that of the government. Despite creating new formal structures to better integrate the 

representatives of the main communities and groups with the government, these structures 

were asymmetric and elitist. As with the case of the production of three national ideologies 

during the Goh years, the representatives could only offer suggestions or recommendations. 

They did not have the authority to make their decisions binding. What they had was the 

power to influence the administration. At the end of the day, it was Goh’s government that 

was the final arbiter. Apart from functioning strategically for the PAP in providing more 

direct societal opinions from the various communities in Singapore, as was crucial for the 

reconsolidation of the PAP government under Goh, the new structures of public participation 

were also used by the government to ratiocinate with the people (and their representatives) on 

their decisions. At times the government had already made the decisions although, 

interestingly, the public were still allowed to express their views on the subject matter. Noh 

and Tumin highlighted this limitation in the case of the ministerial pay (of 1994) and the 

opening up a casino (of 2004).
110

 Public resentment remained very strong against what they 

perceived as a “proposal” to peg the ministerial pay with the corporate sector (that would 

make Singapore’s cabinet enjoy one of the highest remuneration schemes in the world), and 

also the “proposal” to build the country’s first casino.
111

 Civil society was allowed to express 
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their views to the government, but in the end, the government used its old conventional 

politics of “persuasion” to influence the public to accepting both proposals by claiming that 

they were vital for the economic survival of Singapore.
112

 In fact, even without such 

persuasion, Singaporeans did not have much option other than to “accept” the pre-determined 

proposals, given the hegemonic power and the superiority of the government. 

Goh’s politics of consultation and consensus have given rise of the idea of “out of 

bound markers”, more popularly known in Singapore as the OB markers. Coined by the then 

Minister of Information and the Arts Brigadier-General George Yeo in early 1990s, the 

marker, like in the game of golf, indicates the area beyond which playing (that is, politics) is 

not allowed, or out-of-bound. But unlike golf, the OB markers for political discourse in 

Singapore have never been defined. It was only in 1994 that the state’s OB marker 

constructions became popular when Goh’s government was criticised in writings by 

Catherine Lim in the Straits Times. In that year, two of her articles took aim directly at Goh’s 

politics and administration. The first article was published on 3 September 1994, titled The 

PAP and the people: A great affective divide; and the second on 20 November, titled One 

government, two styles.
113

 Her first article reflected concerns among citizens over the lack of 

emotional dimension on the part of the government in dealing with the people.
114

 In her 

second piece, Lim argued that Goh’s administration was only different from Lee Kuan Yew’s 

in style.
115

 Lim pointed out that over “the years, a pattern of governance has emerged that is 

not exactly what was envisaged. Increasingly, the promised Goh style of people-orientation is 

being subsumed under the old style of top-down decisions”.
116

 

Due to the nature of open (being published in one of the most popular newspapers in 

Singapore) and straight criticism against Goh’s claims that his administration practiced 

consultative and consensual government, the administration struck back and told Lim that 

“novelists, short-story writers and theatre groups would not be allowed to set political agenda 

outside the political arena”.
117

Lim was told to join the opposition if she would want to do 

so.
118

 The government reactions invited further criticisms from the public including in the 

Forum section of the Straits Times. Jimmy Tan wrote that complaints to the Feedback Unit 
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were in adequate in building a great society.
119

 To Russell Heng, both of the articles were 

merely personal expressions which should be under the ambit of political openness as 

promised by Goh administration.
120

 In projecting the OB markers, Goh was reported to stress 

that “there was a distinction between expressing on the political issues and destroying the 

respect accorded to the prime minister by “denigration and contempt””.
121

 The debate on the 

OB markers was later brought to the parliament by Dr Kanwaljit Soin. She asked Goh on 

“how the concerned citizens would know what the out-of-bound markers were and their 

limit”.
122

 Kanwaljit also “questioned whether the markers would make the citizen reluctant to 

speak up”.
123

 Goh replied: “It is not possible to demonstrate the boundary clearly. Use your 

common sense”.
124

 The application of OB markers under Goh administration reproduced the 

practice of self-censorship among the public like in the previous highly regulated Lee Kuan 

Yew’s regime.
125

 It was thus, in a way, a mockery to Goh’s politics of openness particularly 

when the markers were not defined and kept changing.
126

 Even to the former editor-in-chief 

of the Straits Times Cheong Yip Seng, one of the PAP’s official mouthpieces, OB markers 

were regarded as “bewildering”.
127

 This was because certain which that did not have any 

connections with race or politics were also considered out of binding by the government 

including “Stanley Gibbons, the stamp dealer; carpet auctions; monosodium glutamate or 

MSG; Feng shui; unflattering pictures of politicians and scoops”.
128

 

To James Gomez, Singapore’s activist-politician turned academician wrote in 1999 

“the fact that such OB markers exist unconstitutional. People need to understand that by 

subscribing to the idea of OB markers, they are abandoning their rights in the constitution or 

having such rights abused”.
129

 He also points out that the “executive should not be given an 

unrestricted hand to define the boundaries of political participation”.
130

 

Thus, Goh’s politics of consultation and consensus through public participation were 

rather symbolic and less substantial. In Noh and Tumin words, it was a “pseudo” or “partial” 

                                                           
119

 Ibid. 
120

 Ibid. 
121

 Ibid. 
122

 Ibid., p. 109.  
123

 Ibid. 
124

 Singapore, Parliament, Parliamentary Debates Official Report, 23 January 1995.  
125

 See for example, James Gomez, Self-Censorship: Singapore's Shame, Singapore, Think Centre, 2000. 
126

 George Yeo, Straits Times, 26 May 1999. 
127

 Paul Ananth Tambyah, ‘Frightening details of press interference: review of 'my straits times story’, 

viewed 15 July 2016, <http://yoursdp.org/publ/perspectives/2-1-0-1179>; See also, Cheong Yip Seng, OB 

Markers: My Straits Times Story , Singapore, Straits Times Press, 2012. 
128

Ibid. 
129

 James Gomez, ‘The Singapore 21 report: a political response’, May 21, 1999, viewed 15 June 2015, 

<http://www.singapore-window.org/sw99/90521jgz.htm>. 
130

 Ibid. 



199 
 

form of public participation.
131

 Despite the promise of openness and political inclusiveness, 

the public space in Singapore under Goh failed to go beyond the controlled and the structured 

context, but was heavily guarded and policed. 

On the amendments to the electoral system with the introduction of NCMPs, GRC 

and NMP, each of these schemes were designed to refortify PAP’s perpetual rule rather than 

to level the playing field among contesting parties. The NCMP and NMP schemes gave an 

idea to voters that there is a lesser need to vote for the opposition as there would be a number 

of opposition-designated seats in Parliament, even when the oppositionlost all at their 

contested constituencies. Rather than being an effective machinery to check the government’s 

power, NCMPs and NMP wielded such limited powers that ultimately, they may only serve 

the purpose of the ruling party in utilising them, in Lee Kuan Yew’s words, as the “sparring 

partners” for the younger, technocrat PAP parliamentarians who were less exposed to real 

political contestation.
132

 In this respect, the NCMP and NMP schemes did not only re-

entrench the idea of elitist and technocratic rule in Singapore, but also helped the young PAP 

technocrats become better politicians. 

Of the three new electoral schemes, the GRC scheme introduced in 1988 was the most 

fundamental. It not only involved an extensive re-delineation of electoral boundaries, but also 

significantly redefined and changed the nature of the electoral system and its competition. 

First and foremost, in conjunction with the resettlement projects in the 1970s and 1980s,
133

 

the GRC abolished minority-control parliamentary seats, particularly Malay-dominated 

constituencies, through mergers with larger Chinese-dominated seats. The Malays, since the 

“Sinification of Singapore” in the late 1970s, have naturally become much more critical 

towards PAP’s government, out of their unhappiness with such policies.  Using the politics of 

race and multiracialism, both Lee Kuan Yew and Goh argued that this move (the abolishment 

of minority-control constituencies) was needed to prevent from the practice of ethnic voting 

and racial politics during an election.
134

 This argument seems to contradict his earlier 

statement at the same event, where Lee questioned one of the opposition members in a debate 

of the electoral system in 1988: 
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Would you contradict me if I tell you that we have got here not by suppressing or pretending 

that racial differences, language differences, culture differences did not exist but they can co-

exist without the majority obliterating or pressing the minority? That’s how it has been 

done…
135

 

 

In contrast to adopting Singapore’s multiracial policy, this move has denied the 

practice of genuine multiracialism by systematically “obliterating” minority constituencies 

and “pressing” them to take the subordinate positions in the GRC group memberships. In the 

new system, expressions among the minority leaders could be made limited as they were 

contesting in the newly created Chinese-majority seats through the gerrymandering of the 

GRC scheme. While this might play down racially-based political expressions among the 

minorities but merging their electoral constituencies with dominant ethnic constituency did 

not in any mean could neutralise racial politics. After all, the new constituencies were not just 

GRC constituencies, more importantly, they since then have become the new Chinese-

majority constituency. This has strengthened the Chinese community and their dominance at 

a much greater level of the loss of the minority. Through this scheme, Malay votes have 

become much less significant to the ruling party. Consequently, there would be lesser needs 

for the PAP’s government to look up to Malay demands and interest as the latter do not 

control any constituency anymore. Although the GRC scheme in a way would guarantee 

minority representation in the parliament, but their positions as subordinate in the Chinese-

dominated constituency will be more meaningless. Rather than ensuring the spirit of equality 

and coexistence-ness of Singapore’s multiracialism, the scheme embedded the idea of 

‘minority-ness’ and dependent-ness to the non-Chinese.  

Lee’s and Goh’s arguments on the minority constituencies practicing racial politics 

are debatable. All PAP minority candidates have regularly won since independence; the only 

two MPs to lose their seats (before the introduction of GRC) in 1984 were Chinese. In fact, 

one of them was beaten by a minority candidate, J.B. Jeyaratnam, in Anson.
136

 JBJ of the 

Workers' Party won the 1981 by-election in Anson, which was a primarily Chinese 

constituency. Furthermore, the first elected Chief Minister of Singapore was David Marshall 

who was Jewish—one of the smallest minority communities. As the size of GRCs increased 

over the years during Goh administration, the minorities have had less representation overall 
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as the proportion of minority MPs per GRC has decreased. Since minority MPs are a 

numerical minority in Parliament, their political clout has also been severely reduced.
137

 

It is also difficult to evade suggestions that GRC was partly a gerrymandering 

exercise. The PAP has won all the elections in GRCs, usually with an increase in popular 

vote, in 1988 and throughout the Goh years (in 1992, 1997 and 2001). Because of these 

victories, the number of GRCs has expanded during the Goh years, from about fifty per cent 

in 1988 to more than eighty percent of the overall number of parliamentary seats since the 

mid-2000s, at the expense of SMCs. In fact, in the 1988 General Election, the Anson 

parliamentary constituency was merged with Tanjung Pagar, which was Lee Kuan Yew’s 

stronghold, to form a new GRC. The seat, held by the opposition since 1981, was lost during 

the election and had the opposition winning only one seat in 1984 despite reaping a much 

larger share of the popular vote. 

Goh recognised that the GRC scheme benefits the ruling party as they can put 

together “stronger teams”.
138

 Seeing it useful for PAP’s recruitment efforts, Goh publicly 

stated in 2006 that “Without some assurance of a good chance of winning at least their first 

election, many able and successful young Singaporeans may not risk their careers to join 

politics”.
139

 PAP’s big guns (cabinet ministers) would usually head the GRC constituencies, 

and this allows the new and inexperienced PAP candidates to be “free-riders” during the 

electoral contest.
140

 The advantages of the ruling party come at the expense of the opposition 

parties and the electorate. The GRC scheme has increased the financial cost by several times 

due to the larger number of candidates. With foreign sources made illegal and local sources 

needing to be declared, the opposition during the Goh administration found it difficult to 

contest in the GRCs. Since the introduction of GRCs in 1988, the boundaries, the 

constructions, and reconstructions of GRCs and SMCs, and the number of candidates in the 

GRC have been changed many times, in almost every consecutive election. This practice has 

also troubled the opposition, particularly on their political plans and strategies in confronting 

the PAP in the coming election. 

To the Singaporean electorate, the practice of having different constituencies, that is, 

the GRC and SMC, have created unequal voting powers among them. One vote in the GRC is 
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reflected in several seats in Parliament, in contrast to only one seat in SMC (if their 

candidates win the election). As the GRCs are represented by the group, there were concerns 

of weakening relations and individual accountability between each MP in the GRCs and the 

electorate.
141

 

Goh’s projects in building a stronger sense of belonging among the Singaporean 

population were met by huge challenges. These hurdles strongly related to the issues of 

Singapore’s emigration, Foreign Talents policy, and educational system. The massive trend 

of Singaporeans’ emigration to the Anglophone countries, particularly Australia, the United 

States, and Canada since the 1980s was very alarming.
142

 This significantly impacted the 

nature of governance under Goh’s leadership in many dimensions. As most of the emigrants 

were educationally and economically well-off, it brought a significant economic loss to 

Singapore. In 1988 alone, Singapore’s economist Chew Soon Beng estimated that the total 

annual cost of the brain drain at around $235.45 million.
143

 Despite the government’s denials 

of its rigid authoritarian system as one of the factors driving the emigration,
144

 the fact that 

the government modified its approaches to the people by opening more political space under 

Goh’s politics of consultation and consensus suggests otherwise. Furthermore, the underlying 

reasons influencing Singaporeans to emigrate were not merely “a fiction of Western 

journalists” as claimed by Senior Minister Lee Kuan Yew in rubbishing the findings,
145

 but 

were highlighted by local intellectuals. Yap Mui Teng’s research, for example, found that the 

feelings of “helplessness and fear in the face of an overpowering political and power structure 

that the average person cannot hope to participate in, penetrate, or even understand” as the 

push factor among the Singapore’s emigrants.
146

 Social scientists Tan Ern Ser and Chew Seen 

Kong’s study identified political alienation a significant factor of emigration among 

Singaporeans.
147
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As mentioned in the previous section, apart from promoting three ideologies to 

socially and nationally root the population, particularly the advantaged groups, with 

Singapore, there were two principal policies enacted by Goh’s government. Firstly, the 

Foreign Talent policy is one of the most liberal immigration policies in the world, designed 

specifically to draw massive numbers of “foreign talents” to countervail the brain drain and 

the low fertility rate (below the replacement level). The policy later developed to include 

“less talented” and low-skilled foreign workers to fill up the abundance of low-level job 

vacancies in the island. Secondly, for breeding new talented Singaporeans, the Goh’s 

government also invested many state resources in improving the education system, 

particularly at the post-secondary and tertiary levels based on the concept of lifelong learning.  

Despite the energetic roles played by Goh’s administration however, the flows of emigration 

among Singaporeans continued to remain high. In the 2000’s OECD Report on the 

“Emigration Rates by Country of Origin, Sex and Educational Attainment Levels”, Singapore 

had the third-highest rate in Southeast Asia, after Brunei and Laos.
148

 In 2002, Singapore 

“experienced the most elevated out-migration rate in the world”.
149

 An official report by the 

government stated that “the country also witnessed a rate of citizenship renunciation among 

its skilled nationals averaging around 1,000 cases per year between 2000 and 2010”.
150

 The 

persistence of these problems may explain why several national ideologies were introduced 

by the Goh administration one after another to rebuild Singaporeans. 

This thesis contends that the problems were structural rather than technical. What 

Goh’s administration achieved were basically technical, and not so much fundamental, 

improvements of the system that did not substantially correspond to the real problems. These 

problems in the system are the state’s utmost obsession with elitism, racialism, and 

pragmatism practices in building and rebuilding the Singaporean society. As indicated by 
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numerous studies on Singaporeans’ emigration including Tan and Chew (1991),
151

 Sullivan 

and  Gunasekaran (1994),
152

 Yap Mui Teng (1999),
153

 and a much recent examination by 

Fetzer and Millan (2015),
154

 the lack of civil liberties and democratic life, and the rigid, 

extreme sociopolitical control over the population formed a major push for emigration. Goh’s 

administration in fact conceded these realities by responding to the problems through his 

politics of consultation and consensus that opened more political space to encourage active 

citizenry, while at the same time obtain feedback in improving his administration. In practice 

however, the authoritarian structures and practices of the PAP government under Goh 

basically remained intact albeit with certain, essentially superficial, modifications. The 

introduction of the OB markers, the structured procedures of public participation, and the 

government’s unresponsiveness over certain fundamental issues among the citizens, such as 

the ministerial pay and the building of the casino, were reflections of this situation. Hence, it 

was only natural for critics to conclude that the political projects engineered by Goh’s 

administration were “pseudo” or at least “partial”.
155

 

Such an elitist character was also revealed in other government structures. In the 

education system, despite the additional establishment of post-secondary institutions to cater 

to the increasing number of school leavers and globalisation, the capacity of the local 

universities during the Goh years remained very limited.
156

This not only conserved the highly 

competitive nature of theeducation system but also structured the continued emigration of 

students from privileged backgrounds, and perhaps their families as well, to developed 

countries. Goh’s much-publicised Edusave programmes were essentially elitist in nature. 

Based largely on the academic performance (in contrast to financial need) of school students, 

these programmes benefited those from well-to-do families more than the less well-off. 

While these programmes may motivate many to work harder, the real need to empower the 

children of the less fortunate through education and the large financial resources of the 

state—and thus promote upward social mobility, an equal society, and patriotism—was 

                                                           
151

 Tan Ern Ser, and Chew Seen Kong, ‘Emigration orientation and propensity: the Singaporean case’, Asian 

Migrant, vol. 4, no. 3, 1991, pp. 93–99. 
152

 See, Gerard Sullivan and S. Gunasekaran, Motivations of migrants from Singapore to Australia, Singapore: 

Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 1994. 
153

 See, Yap Mui Teng, ‘The Singapore State's Response to Migration’. Sojourn: Journal of Social Issues in 

Southeast Asia, vol. 14, no. 1, 1999, pp. 198–211. 
154

 J.S Fetzer and B.A.Millan, ‘The Causes of Emigration from Singapore: How Much Is Still 

Political?’,Critical Asian Studies, vol. 47 , issue 3, 2015, viewed 1 June 2016, 

<http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/14672715.2015.1057029>. 
155

 Abdillah Noh and Makmor Tumin, ‘Remaking public participation’, p.19.   
156

 Fetzer and Millan, ‘The causes of emigration from Singapore’, ibid.  

http://www.tandfonline.com/author/
http://www.tandfonline.com/author/


205 
 

largely unmet.Hence, although the programmes offer equal opportunity for Singaporean 

children to obtain the state’s educational funds, yet stark differences in class background
157

 

meant that the programmes, more often than not, had unequal outcomes. Edusave 

programmes promoted high competition among the students at an early stage (particularly 

through the Edusave Scholarships for Primary Schools for Primary 5 and Primary 6 

pupils),
158

 as they were “eligible for the… Scholarship if they are among the top 10% of 

students of their level based on their overall school examination results for the year”.
159

 More 

importantly, the competition for the scholarships has intensified and reinforced the elitist and 

kiasu (Hokkien word for “afraid to lose out”) values among Singapore’s schoolchildren, 

along with the embedded early streaming scheme in the education system. 

The Singaporean education system is where the government’s practice of elitism 

intersected with racialism. Through various scholarship schemes at the secondary, post-

secondary and tertiary levels, foreign students who were considered academically “talented” 

were brought in substantial number to Singapore, particularly since the 1990s. The Ministry 

of Education (MOE) ASEAN Scholarships were responsible for recruiting around 150 of the 

top students from Southeast Asian countries at its selected secondary schools and post-

secondary institutions, and around 170 students for the undergraduate courses annually.
160

 It 

goes without saying that most of the recipients were Chinese. Nonetheless, many more 

Chinese students were brought in via direct recruitment between the selected schools in 

Singapore and the elite schools in People’s Republic of China (PRC) through another scheme 

known as A*STAR Scholarships, introduced in 2000.
161

 A*Scholarships also sponsored 

thousands of scholarships at the undergraduate and graduate levels, mostly to the PRC 

Chinese at local universities. In 2008 for instance, they were 36,000 students from the PRC at 
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all levels of education in Singapore.
162

 In 2006 alone, there were around 7,800 “study 

mother” pass-holders, about two-thirds of whom were PRC citizens.
163

 These pass-holders 

looked after their children who received the A*STAR scholarships, particularly in secondary 

schools, while taking up part-time work to sustain their financial needs in Singapore.
164

 

Rationalised on the grounds of “Singapore’s decreasing fertility rates”, seeking “to better 

develop…talent pool” and to “maintain… economic competitiveness and… raise the standard 

of living of our people”,
165

 this elitist policy assumed a racial framework under the PAP, as 

the PRC Chinese were considered to fit “within (Singapore’s) CMIO model that is currently 

under threat of ‘imbalance’ due to varying fertility rates among local groups”.
166

 Based on 

academic performance, scholarships for the secondary and post-secondary levels could be 

extended to the university level with the respective A*STAR Scholarships programmes.  

This policy has created some discontent among Singaporeans. Some local Chinese 

were infuriated by the fact that millions in taxpayers’ money were spent every year on the 

foreigners.
167

 The recruitment of top students from China (and from neighbouring countries) 

in selected secondary schools, local colleges, and universities, and later in the employment 

world in Singapore, also meant that much fewer places were left for their children, 

heightening the level of competition and decreasing their chances for success in Singapore.
168

 

Many Malay parents also felt the same, but with additional dissatisfaction over the policy’s 

racial dimension.
169

 

The same intersection between elitism and racialism were reproduced in the Foreign 

Talent policy. Based on the same claim that the PRC Chinese fit to the CMIO model and 

could level the racial imbalance, massive numbers of Chinese from the PRC were brought in 

since the 1990s, such that “the population of PRC migrants in the city has also grown 

significantly over the last two decades, from only “several thousand” in the 1990s to “close to 
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one million”,
170

 and thus “making them one of the largest and most visible communities in 

Singapore”.
171

 The elitist nature of the policy was glaring as the PRC Chinese working at the 

professional level were very much welcomed with relaxed regulations for them to apply for 

permanent resident status. Together with the successful graduates of A*STAR and ASEAN 

Scholarships, this group of  PRC Chinese professionals were encouraged to take up 

citizenships through various economic and immigration schemes to fill up the Singapore 

Chinese racial category and thus become the “new Chinese” in the government’s project of 

population renewal (read: Singapore Chinese). 

 The government’s thinking on the cultural relatability between the PRC Chinese and 

the Singaporean Chinese did not reflect well at the everyday level. According to Jones, “High 

levels of immigration… have instead [led] Singaporeans [to] complain of feeling like 

strangers in their own country, of crowded subways and buses, rising house prices, 

heightened competition for school places, and dealing with shop assistants who cannot 

communicate with them”.
172

 Thus Chinese Singaporeans: 

View these ‘new’ immigrants as belonging to a different culture, and adhering to a foreign set 

of social rules. Stories on the Straits Times citizen journalism blog, STOMP, are indicative of 

this sentiment, as they are often replete with (derogatory) narratives of shady business 

practices, exotic appetites for certain foods, sexual decadence, and breaches of intellectual 

property rights in China, reinforcing a certain stereotypical understanding of Mainlanders. 

Such caricatures may also be extrapolated to migrants in Singapore, who, besides being 

ridiculed for their (mythical) custom of eating dog meat, are further described as 

“loudmouthed,” “rude,” unhygienic, smelly, and inept in English.
173

 

 In an interview with four members (two Chinese and two Malays) of the Young 

Democrats from the Singapore Democratic Party (SDP) in 2010, the Chinese respondents 

told this researcher that the Singaporean Chinese do not carry themselves in similar fashion to 

the PRC Chinese in many aspects beyond culture and language.
174

 To them, the PRC Chinese 

are very different as they are not born and bred in Singapore like local Singaporeans who 
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grew up with nasi lemak (a traditional Malay food), roti paratha (a traditional Indian Muslim 

food) and teh tarik (a popular Indian Muslim milk tea in Singapore and Malaysia), or 

underwent  National Service.
175

 In this regard, many Singapore Chinese saw themselves as 

similar to other Singapore communities (for instance, Malays and Indians) than the “foreign 

talents,” whether from China or other parts of Asia. Most likely, by experiencing similar 

problems and miseries caused by the massive intake of foreign immigration into the tiny 

island—from communication problems to the increase in the cost of living—the sentiment of 

nation-ness among local Singaporeans from various ethnicities was increasingly thickened 

such that Goh’s successor, Lee Hsien Loong, paid the price. In the 2011 General Election 

(GE), the PAP only managed to garner 60.14% of the popular vote, which was its “worst ever 

electoral performance” since independence.
176

 The opposition won at two constituencies, 

including one GRC for the first time, resulting in six MPs in Parliament. This researcher, 

through direct observation and interviews in Singapore in 2010, found that the Foreign Talent 

policy and its repercussions were the main thrust behind these results. The election officially 

ended Goh’s and Lee Kuan Yew’s political occupancies in the cabinet after serving for more 

than three and five decades respectively. 

 From the pragmatism perspective, the Goh administration’s education programmes 

and Foreign Talent policy may be perceived as practical moves. In particular, they formed 

part and parcel of remaking Singapore’s Chinese makeup by introducing and integrating the 

new class of professional PRC Chinese. Through such “importation” of foreign Chinese 

talent, not only could “the racial balance” be maintained, but also the number needed for 

Singapore’s continued economic growth and the PAP/Chinese hegemony in politics. 

The Goh administration’s pragmatism also could be seen in its Medisave programmes 

and the establishment of self-help groups, apparently to promote the culture of self-reliance 

among the citizens, and thereby substantially reducing the government’s financial and 

political burdens. Since the mid-1980s under Goh’s stewardship, the public healthcare system 

was gradually privatised, such that most of the cost was borne by citizens through various 

schemes such as compulsory personal savings and insurance. Through a systematic plan of 

“restructuring”, the government’s burdens in the public subsidisation of the healthcare system 

were significantly reduced. While the government promised the public a better “public” 
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healthcare system through these innovations, many Singaporeans, particularly of the working 

class, found the new healthcare system strenuous. Not only did they have to cut their small 

salaries for medical savings, among others, but when it is time to use the medical savings, 

these savings are often insufficient due to the elevated costs of the now-privatised public 

hospitals. As reflected in a number of studies by several the media, many Singaporeans “are 

not afforded to get sick” because “the finances are too tight”,
177

 and “due to high medical 

costs”.
178

 

The Goh years noted the growth of the ethnic-based self-help groups (SHGs). In 

response to the establishment of the government-sanctioned Malay self-help group in 1982, 

the Indian community in Singapore, the second-largest minority in the island, also demanded 

a similar group of their own. Hence, SINDA was set up in August 1991. Seeing the 

usefulness of the minority-group SHGs in educational advancement, family support services, 

and community development, some quarters within the Chinese community, which 

constituted the majority, demanded their own SHG. Eventually, Goh’s administration 

endorsed the establishment of CDAC in 1992. Later, the Eurasian Association (EA), 

established in 1919—whose members are considered as not belonging to the Chinese, Malay 

or Indian racial categories—was accorded the SHG status by Goh in 1994. Both CDAC (the 

majority) and EA (with many members of the middle- and upper-classes) played roles similar 

to the minority SHGs (Mendaki and SINDA) for their respective communities. 

All these government-sanctioned self-help groups have “helped” the government in 

various ways. First, they discharged the government from the social burden and responsibility 

of taking care of the minority/community problems. Practically, issues among the minorities 

were no longer regarded a “national dilemma”, but instead were community-level problems. 

The government viewed it best for each community to solve their own problems, rather than 

through government intervention—a view also accepted by many quarters in society. The 

SHGs also played a representative role for their respective communities in the Goh 

administration. But more importantly, as the SHGs are patronised and given financial 

assistances by the government from time to time, they were also expected to play some 
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communicative (read: political) roles for the government in their respective communities, 

particularly on certain issues affecting the entire society or their individual communities. In 

addition, the SHGs reinforced the idea of race as racial identification is used in the operation 

of SHGs, whereby allocation to communities and individuals were based on their racial 

categories. 

Conclusion 

 

As detailed above, this thesis contends that the changes by the Goh administration were done 

out of pragmatism, ultimately to preserve PAP’s elite rule in Singapore, rather than out of any 

much more genuine motive. Political pragmatism, elitism, and ethnicity came into play in 

Goh’s policies, in almost-like manner to Lee Kuan Yew’s administration. Hence, the changes 

during the Goh years compared to his predecessor and mentor were more of style rather than 

substance. The changes were not only “partial”, but perhaps “pseudo” as explicated by Noh 

and Tumin,
179

 and still “authoritarian” as per Rodan.
180

 The Goh administration was unable to 

break from the past due in part to three factors. First, because Goh was carefully selected and 

trained as a political man personally by Lee Kuan Yew himself. Second, because Lee Kuan 

Yew remained ever present as the second-most powerful minister in the Goh administration 

throughout the latter’s premiership. Third, because Goh was one of the best by-products of 

Lee Kuan Yew’s system, nurtured through meticulous academic examinations (meritocracy), 

an authoritarian structure, pragmatic thinking, and rigid (fixed) societal norms shaped by 

years of PAP rule. Therefore, the changes made during the Goh years were not so much 

“changes”, but were more “variations” or “modifications” or perhaps an “upgrade” from Lee 

Kuan Yew’s regime. In other words, Goh’s administration was more a game change rather 

than regime change. As correctly surmised by Lee Hsien Loong in November 1989, a year 

before Goh was appointed as Prime Minister: 

“Singapore's transition of leadership from Mr Lee Kuan Yew to Mr Goh Chok Tong will see 

a change in the style and tone of Government, but not in the substance on fundamental 

policies”.
181
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CHAPTER 7 
 

The State of Nation-Building Policy in Singapore under the New Lee 

 

On 12th August 2004, Lee Hsien Loong was appointed as the third Prime Minister of 

Singapore. On the same day, his father, Lee Kuan Yew, assumed a new position known as the 

‘Minister Mentor’ while Goh Chok Tong became a Senior Minister – both of which were 

actually the top two positions in Lee Hsien Loong’s cabinet. The regime configuration was 

thus based on a tripartite governance, whereby the networks of power and influences are 

shared and divided among the three individuals. Lee Hsien Loong as I will explicate here, has 

both the persona of Lee Kuan Yew and the character of Goh Chok Tong. Like his 

predecessors, Lee's enactments of nation-building policy are connected to the electoral 

pressures faced by his administration, particularly the 2011 and the 2015 General Elections. 

Before the 2011 General Election, he implemented pro-capital policies such as the opening of 

two mega casinos and the reviewing (increased) of the consumption tax. Lee however 

underestimated popular disapproval, particularly of the rising costs of living which mainly 

contributed by the Foreign Talent Policy. This eventually saw his party producing the poorest 

electoral showing in PAP history in the 2011 election. The abysmal outcome also resulted in 

Lee Kuan Yew and Goh Chok Tong retiring from the cabinet. Lee Hsien Loong himself 

stressed the need for “soul-searching” upon learning the results. After some revisions to the 

state's nation-building policy for the 2015 election, the PAP under the new Lee bounced back 

to becoming much more popular and hegemonic by winning almost 70 per cent of the 

popular vote. This chapter is, therefore, divided into three sections: the rise of Lee Hsien 

Loong, Lee Hsien Loong during the transition years, and his governance and nation-building 

policy after the 2011 General Election.        

 

Lee Hsien Loong: rise of ‘the chosen one’? 

 

Lee Hsien Loong was born on 10th February 1952. He is the eldest son of Lee Kuan Yew 

through the latter’s marriage with Kwa Geok Choo. Seeing Lee Hsien Loong (and their other 

children) as a potential leader of Singapore in the future, the couple provided Lee Jr. with a 

lot of practical knowledge, particularly in politics, for his future. Kwa used English to 
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communicate with her children while Lee Kuan Yew used Mandarin – the language of the 

majority in Singapore, though Lee, a Baba Chinese, was more comfortable with English.
1
 In 

the similar vein (preparing the young Lee Hsien Loong for a political career), the Lee 

children, including Lee Hsien Loong, were sent to Chinese-medium schools.
2
 At the age of 3, 

Lee Junior was sent to Nanyang Kindergarten before attending Nanyang Primary School. Lee 

Kuan Yew hired a Malay teacher to provide tuition in the Malay language and Jawi script for 

Lee Junior when he was six.
3
  Besides that, Kwa allowed Lee Hsien Loong to join the Scouts 

at the primary school, “so [that] he has the opportunity to interact with Malay children”.
4
 Lee 

Junior was later sent to Catholic High School, another Chinese-medium school. He was one 

of the top performers in high school, although his Mandarin was average.
5
 He was, at this 

stage, a product of his father’s national policy of meritocracy and bilingualism.  

 In the late 1960s, he entered and became the first batch of the newly-founded National 

Junior College.
6
 In 1970 he was awarded the President’s Scholarship (arguably the most 

prestigious scholarship) and this allowed him to study in a foreign university.
7
 Probably due 

to Lee Senior’s advice, he voluntarily joined the National Service (NS), although as a 

scholarship holder he could get an exemption.
8
 At the government level, Lee Kuan Yew had 

then started looking for new talent to boost PAP government leadership in his effort to 

develop and entrench an apparently “technocratic” political system in Singapore. Lee Senior 

began to look outside the political arena that has been totally dominated by PAP since 1968. 

Apart from the public and administrative services and government-linked companies, Lee 

Senior also looked for new talent in the Singapore Armed Forces and, of course, from among 

the prestigious scholarship holders.  

In fact, based on Singapore’s history, a number of President’s Scholars (before 

independence it was known as the Queen’s Scholarship) had achieved political ascendency 

later in their life. Lim Boon Keng who received the Queen’s Award in 1887 “was appointed 
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as a Chinese member of the Straits Settlements Legislative Council” in 1895,
9
 at the age of 

26.
10

 Then in 1946, Edmund Barker received the similar award and went to study law in 

Cambridge where he met Lee Kuan Yew. He became Lee’s partner in the latter’s legal firm 

Lee & Lee. Later, when Lee became Prime Minister and ran out of talented candidates due to 

the party split-up in the early 1960s, he persuaded Barker to join the PAP in 1963 to fight 

against the formidable opposition in the form of the Barisan Sosialis.
11

 In 1964, Barker was 

appointed as the Minister of Law until his retirement in 1988.
12

 In the case of Lee Hsien 

Loong, Barr noted that:  

As “luck” would have it, his decision to start his National Service early served him well. 

While doing his National Service the Ministry of Defence initiated a system of SAF Overseas 

Merit scholarships and Lee was in the inaugural group of five men to win one for his study in 

Cambridge. Upon his return to Singapore in 1974 the SAF initiated a scholarship and 

leadership programme for serving officers. Unsurprisingly, Lee Hsien Loong was in the first 

intake.
13

 

Despite a short period of service with the Singapore Armed Forces (SAF), Lee Hsien 

Loong managed to rise through the ranks. He was promoted to the rank of a Brigadier 

General in middle of 1984, despite only serving for about seven years. From 1971 to 1974 he 

went for his undergraduate studies (in Mathematics and Computer Science) at Cambridge and 

in 1978 to 1980 he pursued his post-graduate studies in the United States. Notwithstanding 

the huge investment in him, and his fast track promotion by the SAF,
14

  he left the force for 

politics in September 1984,
15

 claiming he was recruited by Goh Chok Tong.
16

 

 His ascendancy in politics was “even more rapid”.
17

 Only few months after he joined 

his father’s party, the PAP, he was placed as a candidate in the General Election in late 

December 1984. Just after the election, in early January 1985, he was appointed as the 
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Minister of the State in two key ministries: the Ministry of Defence (MINDEF) and Ministry 

of Trade and Industry (MTI).
18

 In the cabinet, Lee Junior worked closely with Goh who was 

also the minister of both ministries. At the same time, both of them were monitored by Lee 

Kuan Yew. Later that year, Lee Hsien Loong was appointed as the Chairman of the 

Economic Committee, an important body that was tasked to study and propose on economics 

restructuring for Singapore’s future.
19

 In 1987, with only around two years of political 

experience, Lee was promoted to Minister of Trade and Industry and Second Minister of 

Defence. In 1989 he was appointed as the Second Assistant of Secretary General of PAP. 

And in 1990, only after about six years in politics, he was appointed as one of the Deputy 

Prime Minister following his father’s resignation as the Prime Minister, stepping into the 

position left by Goh.
20

 

 While this researcher does not dispute the capability of Lee Hsien Loong to be at the 

top, his meteoric rise in the SAF and then in the PAP government would be much less 

probable without any influence from, and connection with, the supreme leader of Singapore 

who is also his father - Lee Kuan Yew. Lee Junior’s path in becoming a future leader of 

Singapore, as briefly sketched above, seems to have been planned and predetermined by his 

father in the latter’s pragmatic efforts in continuing his legacies, and perhaps to linger much 

longer, in Singapore’s politics.          

Lee Hsien Loong’s First Phase: The Transition Years 

 

Unlike Goh’s administration which came with many new policies and national ideologies, 

Lee Hsien Loong’s government during its first phase (from 2004 to 2011 was more inclined 

towards maintaining the policies and governing styles of his predecessors, particularly that of 

the Goh administration. This was largely because Lee was put in-charge of some of Goh’s 

policies, thus he was part of Goh’s policy-making when the latter was Deputy Prime 

Minister. In the late 1980s, for example, although it was Goh who proposed the idea of 

having a national ideology of Shared Values, the Committee (of Shared Values) was led by 

Lee Hsien Loong. It is almost the same with the introduction of the Goods and Services Tax 

(GST). While it was Goh’s administration that imposed the new consumption tax in 1994, it 

was Lee who recommended the introduction of GST in balancing the reduction in the 
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personal and corporate taxes, while he was head of the Economic Committee in the mid-

1980s.
21

 

This was the nature of amalgamation and cohabitation of leadership transitions 

between Lee Kuan Yew, Goh Chok Tong and Lee Hsien Loong. Instead of excessively 

competing against each other, the three of them had formed a formidable team and became 

the locus of powers and influence in the government, though relations were not without 

strains,
22

 particularly between Goh and the two Lees.
23

 Each of them was relying on the ideas 

and support among themselves in almost every single policy of the PAP government since 

1985, spanning through three administrations, at least until 2011. In fact, even after Lee 

Senior and Goh had decided to quit their cabinet posts following the poor electoral 

performance of PAP in the 2011 GE, they were quickly‘re-appointed’ by the younger Lee to 

be Senior Advisors for important government agencies.
24

 This is what Kenneth Jayaretnam 

had strongly dismissed as “seamless transition” involving “nepotism” and “cronyism” in the 

political leadership.
25

 Consequently, continuity is much more noticeable than changes 

between Lee Hsien Loong and his predecessors. In fact the continued presence of Goh and 

the older Lee in the Lee Hsien Loong government had also complicated the possibility of any 

fundamental change of the latter administration, which is another consequence of the regime 

amalgamation. The possibility of “change” during Lee Hsien Loong’s transition years was 

thus essentially limited to policy modification and certain updates.     

 In the management of the economy, there are clear illustrations of the continuation of 

Lee Hsien Loong’s pro-business policies as proposed by the Economic Committee (Lee was 

the Chair) in mid-1980s. In the case of the introduction of the GST, which was one of the 

proposals by the Economic Committee and imposed by Goh’s government in 1994 at the rate 

of 3 percent, the new Lee Hsien Loong administration in February 2007 made a bold 
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announcement: increasing the GST to 7 per cent.
26

 Interestingly, it was Lee, as the Minister 

of Finance and the Chair of Economic Review Committee (ERC - set up in 2001), who 

revised the GST rates to 4 per cent in January 2003 and to 5 per cent only after a year later 

(2004).
27

 The increments were to offset his pro-business policies in light of dealing with a 

globalised economy. As part of the effort to attract foreign direct investments (FDI) and 

talent to Singapore, Lee proposed for personal income tax and corporate taxes (direct tax to 

them) to be reduced significantly,
28

 and in balancing the loss of income, GST had to be 

increased.
29

 In 1987, Lee Senior’s administration accepted Lee Junior’s proposal to reduce 

the corporate tax from 40 per cent to 33 per cent. The trend continued across Goh and Lee 

Junior’s administrations, until in 2010 it was capped at a mere 17 per cent,
30

 a far cry from 

most European and Asian countries.
31

 

The same trend was applied to the personal income tax which was capped at 55 per 

cent in early 1980s before being reduced to 40 per cent and later, in 1987, to 33 per cent. In 

1992, the Goh administration announced that the personal income tax would be reduced to 30 

per cent.
32

 Under Lee Hsien Loong’s government the tax was reduced even further in 2006, 

and since then has been capped at a very interesting 20 per cent.
33

 Despite these bold moves 

(reducing the direct tax and imposing GST), Lee Hsien Loong was cautious and shrewd 

enough to announce the personal income tax cut before the 2006 GE but increased the GST 

after. To cushion public sentiments against the tax hike, Lee cleverly offered other “offset 

packages” for the people who were worth SGD 4 billion over a period of five years.
34

 

 The pragmatism is also apparent in his approach to restructuring the economy in the 

age of globalisation: the legalisation of the age-old taboo of having a gambling casino in 

Singapore. In 2006, Lee Hsien Loong’s government sustained Goh’s administration decision 

to allow the establishment of what was termed as “Integrated Resort”, not just one but two 
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record-size casinos. Lee was practical enough to announce the continuation of such a big, but 

unpopular policy after the 2006 GE. Had the announcement been made before the election, 

the PAP’s electoral result could have suffered more significantly.
35

 The first announcement 

was made only three weeks after the election. The U.S.-based gambling business giant, Las 

Vegas Sands Corporation, was selected as the winning contractor at the Marina Bay. 

Renamed as the Marina Bay Sands, the corporation invested around USD 5.5 billion for the 

construction of the resort, which was also “the most expensive resort ever built”.
36

 Another 

gambling corporation, this time was from Malaysia - the Genting Group, won a contract to 

build another resort on Sentosa Island. The Resorts World Sentosa cost Genting around USD 

4.93 billion in total investments, thus making it the third most expensive building in the 

world after Abraj Al Bait (Saudi Arabia) and the Marina Bay Sands.
37

 The need of having 

hefty amount of foreign investment and diversified economy in the challenging age of 

globalisation had clearly motivated Lee Hsien Loong’s government, including Lee Senior, to 

make a U-turn against the old policy of anti-gambling in its projection of clean and self-

restrained government. Thus in the case of the introduction of GST (as the offset to the 

reduction of personal income and corporate taxes) and the Integrated Resorts, Lee Junior was 

in sync with Lee Senior and Goh’s administrations’ practices in prioritising pro-capital rather 

than pro-social policy, despite certain regulations were apparently placed to discourage 

Singaporeans from gambling at the casinos. 

 In 2007, ministerial pay once again became a big issue in Singapore when Lee Hsien 

Loong’s administration decided to spike salary levels by 60 per cent starting in 2008.
38

 Lee 

Hsien Loong was of the opinion that the cabinet ministers, including himself, were being 

underpaid.
39

 The average pay of USD 1 million seemed to be inadequate, according to the 
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government, thus the revised salary was increased to USD 1.26 million or SGD 1.9 million.
40

 

According to the New York Times: 

Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong will see his pay jump to 3.1 million Singapore dollars, five 

times the $400,000 earned by President George W. Bush.
41

 

The raise included the salary of Minister Mentor (and Senior Minister Goh) who was reported 

to enjoy SGD 2.7 million annually under the previous scheme.
42

 The same rational was given 

by the government in 1994. Lee Hsien Loong’s Defence Minister Teo Chee Hean argued in 

public, "We don't want pay to be the reason for people to join us. But we also don't want pay 

to be the reason for them not to join us, or to leave after joining us”.
43

 

This extraordinary raise to the already extraordinary - several times higher than the 

salaries of the heads of governments in the developed countries -   salary scheme predictably 

invited substantial public uproar. This was particularly due to the stark problem of income 

stagnation among many Singaporeans at the bottom and middle levels of society since early 

2000s. According to the government’s report in 2011, “The bottom 20 per cent of working 

Singaporeans saw their pay stagnate over the last 10 years” (from 2001 to 2010).
44

 Their 

nominal income rose marginally from SGD 1,200 in 2001 to SGD 1,400 in 2010.
45

 Their real 

income, thus, “only rose by 0.3 per cent over the decade”.
46

 Many members of the middle 

class group were affected with their incomes trapped. The real median income for 

Singaporeans in the middle was found to have grown only “by 11per cent over the decade, 

from $2,000 in 2001 to $2,588 in 2010”.
47

 This situation was rather embarrassing given the 

government’s frequent projections of Singapore being a developed country and also due to 

the fact that Singapore is one of the richest countries in the world. Income stagnation 

inevitably became one of the major issues for the new leadership. Looking at the 

extraordinary pay rise in disfavour and as unfair, the opposition regarded such a scheme as a 

form of ‘formalised corruption’ or in their own terms, a “LEE-galised corruption”.
48
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Nevertheless, despite the glaring contrast in income gap between the elite and the masses, 

Lee Hsien Loong’s proceeded with the ministerial pay spike in 2008.  

In these three issues - the GST, IRs and the ministerial pay - the paternalistic, elitist 

and pragmatic characters of Lee Hsien Loong’s regime were clearly evident. Regardless of 

widespread discontent against the government’s proposals in the above issues, Lee Hsien 

Loong ensured that the original plans moved ahead–bold moves with a great price in the 2011 

GE. Even when faced with staggering social costs, the well-being of the national economy 

remained the main priority. In the case with IRS, despite the government’s pragmatic 

“management of sin” (gambling activities) over the casinos, in 2010 when they first opened, 

the average visit by Singaporeans and PRs was 20,000 people per day.
49

 A study by The 

Economist in 2013 estimated that “the average adult resident in Singapore lost approximately 

S$1,189 in 2013”,
50

 putting Singapore at the second top on the global charts in terms of per 

capita gambling losses after Australia.
51

 Almost “half of this amount was estimated to be lost 

in casinos, with the remainder going to lotteries, non-casino gaming machines, betting and 

offshore gaming websites”.
52

 

The income inequality and stagnation in Singapore were both caused by external and 

internal factors. Globalisation, as the external factor, particularly with the then new open-

door policy in China and the economic transition to knowledge economy, have affected many 

countries, including the globally-linked Singapore economy. Being a manufacturing-based 

economy for the export market, Singapore in the past offered competitive labour costs for its 

semi-skilled and low-skilled workers. This had attracted many FDI to Singapore and it 

became one of the factors behind Singapore’s economic growth in the past. The opening up 

of China’s economy, however, with cheaper labour and production costs, has significantly 

reduced Singapore’s competitive advantage in the manufacturing industry. The low of 

number of highly-skilled workers, crucial to a knowledge-based economy, worsened the 

situation. 

The problems were also triggered by several internal factors, particularly the ‘side 

effects’ of a number of PAP’s policies namely the Foreign Talent (FT) policy, meritocracy 
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and taxation policy. While the massive influx of foreign immigrants into Singapore, since the 

liberalisation of the immigration policy in early 1990s, has contributed to more competitive 

labour costs in the island republic and the development of knowledge economy which are 

viewed favourably by the state elites, this has however resulted in substantial impact on the 

income of locals at the lower and middle income groups. As the supply of labour significantly 

increased, job competition became ascended to cut-throat levels as employers are spoilt for 

choices. The abundance of supply of semi-skilled and low-skilled labours also means that 

employers have less incentives to revise their compensation packages, particularly in 

attracting new and preserving their current employees, as recruitment has become less 

problematic. This has contributed to the problem of income stagnation. 

The age-old policy of Singapore’s meritocracy partly contributed to the problem of 

income disparity. As remuneration is used to reflect one’s ‘talent and ability’ in an extreme 

continuum, income inequality became structural and inevitable. Based on the above 

information, Lee Hsien Loong (and other party-states elites) is one of the top breadwinners in 

this system. His position as the Prime Minister, which is projected as very challenging and 

important for Singapore’s success and survival, is in itself ‘justifies’ his income raised in 

2008 to SGD 3.1 million. In contrast, to the other extreme composing of the population 

without any qualifications (the working class), their average income in 2010 was only SGD 

16800 per year or SGD 1400 per month.
53

 By way of comparison, Lee Hsien Loong’s annual 

salary in 2008 was 184 times higher than the average working class within a similar time-

frame. This income inequality was extraordinary and less natural. Even when the New York 

Times compared Lee’s salary with the then U.S. President George W. Bush, it was “five 

times” higher than the most powerful person in the world.
54

 In fact, before Singapore’s 

ministerial pay was revised by Lee’s administration in 2007, the compensation scheme (for 

government service) was already the most lucrative in the world (and the revision has made 

their salary scheme even better). Hence the administration in reality has less justification for 

the revision. On the contrary, the structural limitation of income increment among the 

working and middle class which needed to be restructured and be the focus of the 

government, went neglected. The prevailing elitist ideas and values might have refrained the 

party-state elite from seeing this perspective, prompting them to, rather unashamedly, 

increase their own salaries without any solid justification. 
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The practice of meritocracy in Singapore’s education system, particularly the exercise 

of early streaming, contributed to the situation. Early streaming, as studied by many scholars, 

gives many advantages to well-to-do families than the less well-off.
55

 As access to sound 

financial standing is a factor to attaining academic success in the system – including going to 

better kindergarten for better facilities and teachers, having private tuition classes; buying 

exercise books, past year examination questions and forecast examination questions; 

academic workshops and seminars (to name but a few examples) –  the “equal opportunity” 

offered by the policy of meritocracy in Singapore is less meaningful as it does not translate 

into the equality of outcomes. The government has indirectly recognised the importance of 

access to funding by offering a number of Edusave packages starting in the primary schools 

since 1990s. The academic streaming in the primary schools in the education system has an 

important role in deciding the path of life of the children. Those in the fast track streams have 

many options when they reach secondary school, including having better chances to be 

sponsored by the state (though they are coming from the privileged families). Those in the 

lower track streams do not have such privilege, and would have to settle for low or moderate 

values jobs in the future, as semi-skilled workers. In the end, social mobility becomes 

inherently limited and the meritocratic practice in the education system a mechanism of class 

reproduction, and thus creates the problem of income disparity among the populace                 

Lee Hsien Loong’s pro-market taxation policy is also a factor, albeit an indirect one, 

to the persistent problem of income disparity. While business corporations and the 

economically well-off segments of society have enjoyed significant tax cuts since the late 

1980s, the GST was introduced to off-set the loss of revenue. Thus, while the rich could save 

more (thus getting richer) through the generous tax cut (from 40 percent before 1980s to only 

20 by 2010), the public at large are burdened with the gradual increment of GST tax rate from 

3 per cent in 1994 to more than double (7 per cent) in 2007. This burden is in addition to the 

restructuring of subsidies, including within the healthcare system and significant compulsory 

saving packages through the CPF. 

The continuing intensity of the FT policy under Lee Hsien Loong’s leadership has 

brought other socio-economic effects apart from income stagnation and higher job 
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competition. In 2000, the total resident population (including those were born in Malaysia) 

was 81.3 per cent or 3,272,363 persons, but later dropped to 74.3 per cent although the actual 

number increased to 3,771,721.
56

 On the contrary, both the percentage and the number of 

non-resident population on the island increased substantially within the same period: from 

18.7 per cent in 2000, or around one fifth of the total population, to 25.7 per cent (or 

1,305,011 people), one fourth in 2010.
57

 This created a host of associated problems, as I have 

highlighted in the Goh’s era, among them the higher cost of living due to increasing demand 

in the market particularly for properties. It also created the increased feeling of instability and 

vulnerability among the local population. Income stagnation and high costs of living have 

caused many to delay their retirement. It is common to see elderly workers at the lower level 

hospital jobs in the city-state during the 2000s. As a result of job insecurity, low wages, high 

cost of living, morale is low not only among the low-skilled and aged segment of society, but 

certain quarters of the younger working class segment and even fresh graduates. They were 

the “new poor” according to James Gomez,
58

 and probably constitute the new underclass 

segment – a by-product of systemic marginalisation largely due to pro-capitalist policy at the 

expense of pro-social programme.           

The element of ‘comfort’ among Singaporeans in the 1990s, as coined by Cherian 

George,
59

 was substantially affected during Lee Hsien Loong’s term in the 2000s. Public 

transports were frequently crowded as the island now had more inhabitants than it could 

support. During rush hour, many commuters had to wait for more than one MRT train before 

they could board.
60

 Thus, if in the past commuters were competing to get a seat on the trains 

during rush hour, since the 2010s, because of over-population, the competition is now about 

boarding an already packed train.
61

 To add to the level of discomfort, daily communication 

among the population gradually become a major problem in Singapore as many foreign 

workers who lack English competency are hired in the service sectors, from bus 

transportation to grocery shops. Ethnic relations and social (and national ) sentiments were 
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also strained due to the racial component of FT policy, particularly governmental obsession 

with having racial balance in the composition of the non-resident populace and educational 

assistances given to thousands of foreign Chinese in the education system.
62

 Government 

assistance to the elite children of foreign Chinese also caused displeasure among local 

Chinese particularly those from the lower and middle class.
63

 

The accumulated public discontent against Lee Hsien Loong’s administration policies 

was capitalised by the opposition parties several month before the 2011 GE on 7th May. It 

was the best possible chance, since the independence, for the opposition to increase its seats 

in the parliament due to the existence of serious and credible issues against Lee’s 

administration.
64

 To this end, the opposition launched the “Tak Boleh Tahan” (Malay for 

“can’t take it anymore”) electoral campaign to organise the public against the PAP’s 

government and its policies. Realising that they have a substantial chance, the opposition in 

the election form an alliance and fielded candidates in 82 out of 87 parliamentary seats.
65

 It 

was the highest number of contested seats in the electoral history of Singapore since its 

independence. This resulted in Lee Hsien Loong’s administration failing to be returned as the 

government on the nomination for the second time after the 2006 GE. The PAP still relied on 

the old tactics of intimidation and “vote-buying” (or strategic budget?) as in the case of 2006 

GE.
66

 Lee Kuan Yew in an electoral campaign at one of the opposition strongholds reminded 

the voters that they would have "five years to live and repent…We accept the verdict of the 

people, but they must also accept the consequences of their actions ….You must expect the 

PAP to look after PAP constituencies first”.
67

 The government during Budget Day in 

February 2011 announced a disbursement of “up to $800 each in Growth Dividends as part of 

a $3.2 billion Grow and Share Package, which the Government said was aimed at helping 
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lower- and middle-income families cope with the higher costs of living”.
68

 The disbursement 

was made “on May 1, just in time for the election on May 7”.  

Combined with the heavy use of social media like Facebook, Twitters and YouTube, 

the opposition rallies during the campaign were frequently crowded with hundreds or 

thousands of people, reminding of the vibrant political contestation in the 1950s and 1960s. 

Lee’s administration, drunk with past victories, had failed to realise the gravity of the 

situation. In the historic “watershed” election,
69

 PAP recorded its worst electoral result since 

independence.  6.46 per cents of the voters swung against the PAP from the 2006 elections to 

60.14% in the popular vote.
70

 It was also the first time the opposition won in a GRC and 

winning at Hougang SMC, ending up with six members of Parliament (excluding NCMP and 

NMP members), the best electoral performance by the opposition. Two cabinet ministers, 

Foreign Affairs Minister George Yeo and Minister in the Prime Minister's Office Lim Hwee 

Hua, “were bumped from their seats by Workers' Party candidates”.
71
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35,000 supporters were estimated at the SDP and WP’s election rally at Raffles Place on 5th 

May 2011. 

The result surprised, shocked and disappointed the PAP, particularly its top three men 

in the leadership. For Lee Hsien Loong, the electoral result “marks a distinct shift in our 

political landscape, which all of us must adjust to".
72

 He remarked that, “[m]any 

[Singaporeans] wish for the government to adopt a different style and approach”, and “to see 

more opposition voices in parliament to check the PAP government”.
73

 Lee said the PAP 

would have to “undergo some "soul-searching" and expressed willingness to work with 

lawmakers from the opposition”.
74

 

Looking back, the 2011 GE was indeed a ‘watershed’ election in Singaporean politics 

in many dimensions, but the result was arguably expected (rather than unexpected) 

considering the many signals of the incoming tide. In the case of the 2006 GE alone, many 

early warnings had been given to Lee Hsien Loong’s administration. First, for the first time 

since independence, PAP had failed to become the government on nomination day. 

Unprecedented numbers of supporters were reported to attend the opposition rallies during 

the 2006 Election. The use of Internet, notably blogs, forums, and online media (such as The 
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Temasik Review and The Online Citizen) recorded a rapid growth in readership, especially 

among the middle class and the younger generation. All in all, the PAP only managed to win 

66.6 per cent of the popular vote, after garnering 75.3 per cent in the previous election in 

2001 under Goh’s administration.  

Lee Hsien Loong’s administration has basically ignored all of the warnings, including 

those in GE 2006 and the situational reports from the media. Perhaps, they were too confident 

that the popular sentiment in 2011 GE will get the better of that in 2006 GE, based on their 

experience during the Goh years which saw a gradual shift in public mood from one to 

another general election. Perhaps they were also too caught up with past success and believed 

that their system, values and approach would always work. After all, PAP has been in power 

since 1959 and have only lost two seats to the opposition in 2006. Consequently, Lee Hsien 

Loong’s administration did not change much in its style of governing Singapore after the GE 

2006 - unresponsive, paternalistic style of government, coupled with pragmatic policies with 

strong flavours of elitism and racialism. It was already too late when they realised that their 

system, values and approach are slowly losing favour and are not working as well as in the 

past. The truth is, everything the PAP holds dear are increasingly challenged by the dynamics 

of the new generation of Singaporeans.  

 

Lee Hsien Loong’s Second Phase: The Post-Transition Years (2011 and beyond) 

 

While voters have given the PAP a strong mandate, many voters—including some of those 

who voted for us—have also clearly expressed their significant concerns, both on the issues 

and our approach to government.       

        Lee Hsien Loong, 8 May 2011.
75

 

 

The results of the 2011 GE was a big blow to PAP. It was the “first major shake-up [for PAP] 

after 50 years in power”,
76

 and was even bigger than the early 1980s when the opposition first 

made a re-entrance to Parliament. The PAP underwent a ‘soul searching’, an in-depth 
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discussion, reflection and re-calculation of their political viability. They recognised that their 

age-old paternalistic governing style and the political “triumvirate of ‘the father, the son and 

the holy Goh’”
77

 may no longer be appropriate. Hence, the first and foremost, it was observed 

that the PAP system had to be overhauled. To this end, the creator of the system, ‘Lee the 

father’, and his right hand man Goh (the guardian) needed to exit cabinet and allow for “a 

clean fresh slate” for their mentee, Lee the son, to take over the reins of the administration for 

post-2011 politics.
78

 The decision to leave the cabinet was made by Lee Kuan Yew and Goh 

themselves.
79

 Lee Senior also noted that “his age distanced him from younger voters and that 

a “younger team of ministers [should] connect to and engage with this younger generation in 

shaping the future of Singapore””.
80

 Lee Hsien Loong took several days to think about the 

decision made by his mentors, before accepting the decision and reappointing them as 

“Senior Advisors” at two key government agencies (in the investment and the monetary 

control).
81

 Following the advice of his father, Lee Hsien Loong also carried out a major 

revamp in his line-up, in line with father’s leadership renewal policy. On 18th May Lee Hsien 

Loong announced a new line-up of Ministers after a “fresh slate after a watershed election”
82

 

with “11 out of 14 ministries now with a new minister in charge and 9 ministers from the 

previous team stepping down”.
83

 Lee Hsien Loong also stressed that his new government will 

“review existing policies and approaches” and “engage a new generation of Singaporeans”.
84

  

 For these reasons, improvements were made to the unpopular policies which were the 

main factors behind the 2011 electoral results. First, the government announced some 

‘cooling measures’ to curb the rising cost of properties (and thus the rental) which is one of 

the major factors of the high cost of living on the island. Its liberal immigrant policies, which 

also contributed to the high cost of living and the PAP’s poor electoral result in 2011, were 

reversed.
85

 The net inflow of foreign workers was also gradually reduced by the government, 
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from 60,000 new workers in 2011 to 16,000 in 2014.
86

 The new labour policy stated that its 

purpose is now “to create incentives for innovation and productivity, rather than allow 

companies to rely on cheap labour”.
87

 In 2014, Lee partly ‘restructured’ the public healthcare 

system with ‘Pioneer Generation Package’ and later in 2015 with the introduction of 

‘MediShield Life’. As a result, “government spending on healthcare was projected to rise 

from SGD 5.8 billion in 2013/4 to SGD 7.1 billion in 2014/5, an increase of 22 per cent”.
88

 

The move is actually a reversal of the privatisation of public healthcare since 1980s.  

On the ‘hot button issue’ of the ministerial pay, in January 2012 Lee declared that 

there would be substantial cuts.
89

 His own income as the Prime Minister will be reduced by 

36 per cent from the previous year.
90

 The method used to calculate ministerial compensation 

was also modified to a more acceptable version.
91

 Lee stressed that: 

“Politics is not a job or a career promotion…It is a calling to serve the larger good of Singapore. But 

ministers should also be paid properly in order that Singapore can have honest, competent leadership 

over the long term”.
92

 

 In February 2015, Lee’s government announced a “jubilee budget” to celebrate 

Singapore’s 50
th

 year of independence. Many believed that the budget was also an election 

budget as there were many goodies allocated for the masses. Among the goodies announced 

were financial assistances of various schemes, medical benefits, more savings in CPF, GST 

vouchers, waiver of school examinations fees, road tax rebate, more affordable childcare 

centres and several more.
93

 The main focus of the budget was to ease the financial burden on 

Singaporeans, particularly the lower-income, elderly and young Singaporeans, while at the 

same time empowering their positions in society through the various schemes. 

 A month later, on 23 March 2015, Singapore was shocked and deeply saddened with 

the passing of Lee Kuan Yew. More than a million of Singaporeans visited to pay their last 
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respects to the late Lee.
94

 A few weeks later, the rumour in town was that the general election 

will be held later in that year. The year 2015 marked 50 years of independence since being 

separated from Malaysia in 1965. As with the jubilee budget, a ‘Singapore (SG) 50’ rally and 

celebrations was held from August and September. With the demise of Lee Kuan Yew, the 

SG 50 celebration was expected to be much more patriotic, unifying and expressive.
95

 After 

all, many Asian countries, including Singapore, were in economic crises and uncertainties 

due to fluctuating petroleum prices. Two out of three elections during the Goh years were 

held during a time of crisis, namely in 1997 and 2001.
96

 In both occasions Goh’s 

administration produced better results. Thus having an election, particularly in September, the 

month of Singaporean independence, was a sensible and strategic move to tap into all the 

good sentiments which were deemed positive toward the government.
97

 

 Whether it was just a coincidence or by design, on 25th August 2015, the President of 

Singapore Tony Tan, on the advice of the Prime Minister, dissolved Parliament to give way 

to a new general election. Polling was set on 11th September, just two days after Singapore’s 

Independence Day (Singapore’s Independence Day (9
th

 September). The expectation was that 

Lee’s government would perform much better than it did in the 2011 election, despite fierce 

competition. For the first time since independence, the oppositions fielded candidates in all 

seats and thus there was no walkover for any PAP candidate. Lee and his team went all out 

deploying the SG50 rallies for PAP’s electoral campaign. In one of the SG50 rallies, Lee 

stressed that: 

If you are proud of what we have achieved together, if you support... the future that we are building, 

then please support me, please support my team, because my team and I cannot do anything just by 

ourselves.
98

 

 Despite a spirited showing put forward by the Singaporean opposition, Lee’s 

administration’s decision to pay heed to the voters’ voices in 2011 GE paid off. This, in 

addition to the unifying sentiments among the populace as a response to Lee Kuan Yew’s 
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demise, economic crisis, SG50 Jubilee and the Independence Day’ mood, saw the PAP 

winning a landslide victory. Lee won the highest popular vote at 70 per cent, giving him 83 

out of 89 parliamentary seats. The opposition was cut down to six MPs. Low Thia Kiang of 

the Workers’ Party Singapore observed that the voters’ “swing to the PAP can be attributed 

to a more responsive government”.
99

 

Conclusion 

 

In the case of Singapore’s nation-building policy under Lee Hsien Loong, his administration 

has become much more responsive particularly after the 2011 GE. However, despite such 

changes, the main norms and values of the system, inherited from the years of Lee Kuan 

Yew, have remained steadfastly within both of his successors’ administrations. Norms and 

values such as pragmatism, paternalistic elitism and racialism through the politics of 

meritocracy, multi-racialism and survival still make up the major parts of the ‘Singaporean 

system’ even after demise of Lee Kuan Yew. Since the mid-1980s Goh had tried to ‘change’ 

the system, making it much more acceptable.  

 The key issue in the many PAP-led transformation programmes under Goh and Lee 

Hsien Loong is that the transformation was limited in form, but not in essence. They were 

also more modification or improvement than fundamental changes. The change was also 

made out of pragmatism, for achieving a better electoral result, rather than out of a new 

consciousness. The supreme leaders in PAP during the Goh and Lee Hsien Loong years still 

had put much faith in the age-old Singapore system. During the Goh years there were slight 

changes in style, and under Lee Hsien Loong, the administration was forced to made 

improvements after the 2011 GE. Part of the problem was the seamless political transition 

project from Lee Kuan Yew to Lee Hsien Loong. The major policies which were also the 

major concerns of the voters were only tinkered to make it more acceptable. Thus it was not a 

major ‘overhaul’ as what Lee Hsien Loong’s had declared after the 2011 GE, just a major 

‘service’ in the Singaporean system.    
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PART IV : CONCLUSION 

CHAPTER 8 

 

Conclusion 

 

This thesis aims to provide an alternative analysis of nation-building policies in Malaysia and 

Singapore using the eclectic approach, particularly of the class analysis. In this study, I have 

unravelled the volte-face, contradictions and inconsistencies in the states’ nation-building 

policies as it is not cultural motive that propels the elites’ direction in their national vision, 

but more political ones.  

 In Singapore, the three phases of the Lee Kuan Yew years (1959 – 1990) were 

correlated with the attempt on the part of the Prime Minister in clinging to power. As the 

result, the nation-building policies during his tenure were personalised in an organised 

support towards PAP in general, and to Lee Kuan Yew in specific. During the first phase of 

his rule (1959 – 1965), various pro-Malay policies were introduced to attract the Malay 

crowd as he intended to marry Singapore with the then Federation of Malaya. But after PAP’s 

failure to become the main partner in the Alliance, Lee changed his policy, ostensibly 

towards meritocracy. In the second phase of his rule in Singapore (1965 – late 1970s), the 

pro-Malay policies was reversed and the Malays have begun to be systematically 

discriminated, despite the championing of politics of meritocracy in Singapore. Through such 

politics, a political system of technocracy and elitism was created in legitimising the PAP 

authoritarian rule. Lee’s politics of meritocracy since late the 1970s (the third phase) have 

been greatly undermined with the enactment of pro-Chinese policies encompassing various 

topics, from language, to education system and scholarship. With the weakening of the 

minority political clout, Lee had structured his government to direct sharp focus to woo the 

Chinese voters whom have become much more critical of his administration throughout the 

1980s.  

Both Goh Chok Tong’s administration (1990 – 2004) and Lee Hsien Loong’s 

administration (2004 – date) were confronted with a much more sophisticated society which 

significantly differed from Lee Kuan Yew’s era. The modernisation process, globalisation 

and the rapid advances in technology and communication are among the factors that has had 
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a profound impact on the new generation of Singaporeans. Changes in the political landscape 

can be seen, beginning 1981, when the opposition made a historic entry into the Parliament 

after 16 years, followed by the 2011 General Election (GE) when the opposition garnered 

almost 40 per cent of the popular vote. 

 During Goh’s administration, the change of leadership style was evident. The 

government seemed much more open in politics with Goh’s political style of consultation and 

consensus. In the case of Lee Hsien Loong, his government had become much more 

responsive particularly after the 2011 GE. However, despite such changes, the main norms 

and values of the system, inherited from the years of Lee Kuan Yew, have remained firm 

throughout the administration of both of his successors. Norms and values such as 

pragmatism, paternalistic elitism and racialism through the politics of meritocracy, multi-

racialism and survival still form the main components of the ‘Singaporean system’ even after 

the demise of Lee Kuan Yew in 2015. Since the mid-1980s, Goh had tried to ‘change’ the 

system, making it much more acceptable. He was happy enough to proclaim that his work has 

paid off, in the form of better electoral performance in the 1991 and 2001 elections. The 2011 

GE, however, revealed that the three top leaders in the PAP government did not make any 

material changes to their style of governance. 

 The key issue of the many PAP-led transformation programmes under Goh and Lee 

Hsien Loong is that the transformations were limited in form, but not in essence. There were 

also more modifications and/or improvements as oppose to fundamental changes. The 

changes were also made up of pragmatism, for achieving a better electoral result, as oppose 

to new consciousness. The supreme leaders of PAP during the Goh and Lee Hsien Loong 

years had also place a lot of faith in the age-old Singapore system. During the Goh years, 

there were slight changes in style, whereas under Lee Hsien Loong, the administration was 

forced to made improvements after the 2011 GE. Part of the problem was the seamless 

transition in power from Lee Kuan Yew to Lee Hsien Loong. Lee Kuan Yew and Goh, 

despite tendering their resignations in 1990 and 2004, never really left the cabinet. In fact, 

their influence after resigning were only second to the Prime Minister himself. Their 

cohabitation in their successor’(s) administration(s) has limited the possibility of significant 

changes in the new government(s). After all, Lee Kuan Yew was their mentor and senior in 

PAP and he oversaw the PAP’s government under the leadership of his successors like a 

‘father in a family’. Hence, no major policies were altered even after 2011, despite the fact 

that Lee Kuan Yew and Goh had left the cabinet for good and with 75 per cent of cabinet 
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ministers consisting of new faces. The cardinal policies, which were also the major concerns 

of the voters were only tinkered to make it more acceptable. Thus, it was not a major 

‘overhaul’ as what Lee Hsien Loong’s had declared after the 2011 GE,  as it was only a major 

‘tweak’ to the Singaporean system.    

 The Singapore system also gave rise to widespread allegation of ‘dynastic politics’ 

among the Lee families, an allegation that was also made by Lee Hsien Loong’s own sister 

Lee Wei Ling recently in April 2016. This is due to the continuous rule of the Lee family in 

politics. Lee Kuan Yew himself held important positions in the cabinet from 1959 until 2011. 

In fact he was still a parliamentarian and was appointed as a Senior Advisor for a key 

Singaporean investment arm before his demise. Lee the father, played a crucial role for Lee 

the son’s entry into politics and political supremacy. With the outstanding electoral 

performance by Lee Hsien Loong’s administration in the 2015 GE, he is expected to stay in 

power for much longer. In 2011, he has embarked on a leadership renewal process by 

swapping the leaders of his generation for younger ones. It should be noted that this was 

practiced by Lee Kuan Yew in the 1970s to discourage challenges within the party to prolong 

his tenure as premier. Many of the members in the new cabinet looked to Lee Hsien Loong 

for guidance and wisdom, given their limited level of experience in politics. Consequently, 

Lee Hsien Loong could stay in power as long as he wanted to if his health permitted him to or 

if there was another major show of support for the opposition. The latter is however, less 

probable in the short run as the electoral system is shaped in a way that it is practically 

impossible for the opposition to defeat the ruling party through election.     

    With regard to Malaysia, I have examined how state power is used as powerful tool 

in shaping the cultural content of Malaysia. UMNO and Malay hegemony is clearly evident 

through the making of the Malay-led government involving the appointment of politically-

linked Malays as top bureaucrats and rapid Malay-nisation of the public service particularly 

since the Razak’s administration.  

 The General Election, nevertheless constituted influential checks in pressuring the 

respective Prime Ministers to the extent that it could influence the policy of the on-going 

nation-building. The Chinese pressure and the UMNO divide during the Mahathir era for 

example, had coerced the government to be much more open to the community to broaden 

the regime’s support base.   
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 Despite the ethno-nationalist turn in the Malaysian nation-building trajectory since the 

early 1970s, beyond the politics of Malayness – there is operation of class rule and interests. 

By patronising the Malay development, the dependency of the Malay masses were structured 

and restructured to the UMNO elites. Through the offerings of the state’s lucrative rents, the 

politically-connected figures were given large access to the state’s wealth. The state, thus, 

had direct control of the making of this class which was labelled with many terms like the 

“statist-capitalists”, “political businessmen” or “projectians”. As the practice is wide-scale, it 

has transformed the nature of the Malaysian economy to crony-capitalism. In fact, the 

channelling of the state’s funds to the right cronies through the ‘production’ of state projects 

(in justifying the spending of the state’s fund) are crucial not only for the personal interests of 

the powers, but are also to be used as the ruling party’s political and operation costs. In spite 

of the intensity of the Malay politics in UMNO, the creation of the ‘new rich’ is not only 

confined to the highly connected Malays, but also to well-connected non-Malays.     

Nation-state building in Malaysia under Najib’s administration resembles a pendulum. 

It swings forwards and backwards between progress and the status quo. Politically, Najib’s 

administration was apparently moving towards democratisation before the 13
th

 GE, albeit 

with some limitations. However, Najib’s administration later gradually headed towards fuller 

authoritarianism or perhaps dictatorship by introducing and using draconian laws against its 

opponents. 

 At the heart of the pendulum is Najib’s pragmatism in retaining power as Prime 

Minister. He knows the structural limitations and opportunities surrounding his position and 

cunningly responds to them. Realising that society wanted change and progress, Najib 

“supplied” these aspirations with his transformation programmes. Later, when he came under 

great attack due to his involvement in relation to 1MDB-related issues and especially after 

much of the government’s rhetoric fell on deaf ears, Najib started to use authoritarian 

measures to combat his opponents. 

The development of state and society is “arrested” between the politics of 

development and the development of politics. While the former has caused an unequal 

distribution of national wealth, the latter suggests improving the situation towards a more just 

and equal society. On culture and ethnicity, the government was, for part of the time, open 

and inclusive, as can be seen in the implementation of the 1Malaysiaconcept. For the other 

part, however, it resorted to ethno-racial politics to win the support of Malay conservatives. 
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 The above conclusions have dissected the politics behind the changing nation-

building policies in Malaysia and Singapore since late 1960s to date. With the centralisation 

of power by the executive, the state of nation-building in those countries, particularly 

Malaysia, are greatly correlated with the personal situations and interests of the respective 

Prime Ministers. Interestingly, although both Malaysia and Singapore are authoritarian 

countries, and to date much akin to a dictatorial system (one-man rule), however the electoral 

competition, particularly since the 1990s have been competitive to the extent that the rulers 

have to bend their nation-building policies to woo voters. These are among the structural and 

unsettling problems of the state of nation-building in Malaysia and Singapore whereby they 

are shaped by both short-term politics and the ruling class interests.  

In conclusion, this thesis has revealed that nation building does not have to be 

perceived exclusively as a cultural phenomenon, which is a position that sits in contrast with 

most studies of the subject matter, particularly for Malaysia and Singapore. I have 

demonstrated that nation building can even be studied through the prism of class. Both post-

colonial regimes in Malaysia and Singapore, as examined in Chapter Two to Chapter Seven, 

have manipulated the state nation building policy for various purposes that benefited the 

ruling class. The New Economic Policy in Malaysia (see Chapter Three) and meritocracy in 

Singapore (Chapter Five) for examples, have structured a steady support and dependency of 

Malaysian Malay and Singaporean Chinese population towards the ruling class in their 

respective states. The new and increasing enactment of draconian laws (see Chapter Two) in 

both states have enabled the ruling class to dominate the civil space and thus hegemonies the 

class of the ruled – a position which now is highly contested particularly since the advent of 

internet and communication technology since late 1990s (Chapter Four). Both of the above 

exercises (the ruling class political patronage and the use of draconian laws) practically has 

shaped the character of the population more as a loyal political subject (subject building) to 

the ruling class, rather than as a vibrant patriotic nation to the state. Lastly, the practice of 

crony capitalism in Malaysia and elite-based state capitalism in Singapore as explored in this 

thesis substantively indicates the operation (and the fulfilment) of ruling class interests 

through the skilful productions and manipulation of state policies and practices.      
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