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Summary

On May 13, 1969, Malaysia experienced the most severe ethnic riot since its independence
in 1957. This riot was said to be the result of the dissatisfaction of the lower classes over the
distribution of rights among ethnic groups as determined by the existing governing parties.
Following the riot, a State of Emergency was proclaimed and Parliament was suspended.
However, in spite of the expectation and fear among people that the country would introduce
an authoritarian government (as has happened in many developing countries), Parliament was
reconvened in February 1971. The reconvened Parliament then passed the Constitution
(Amendment) Act of 1971. The amendment mainly sought to prohibit the questioning of the
matters and rights such as the special position of Malays, the legitimate interests and citizen-
ship of non-Malays, the status of the Malay language as the sole official language, and the
usage of other languages for non-official purposes. It also aimed to entrench the provisions
concerned. By the passage of the amendment, Malaysia established a parliamentary democracy
with restrictions on the freedom of speech of citizens and MPs.

Previous works observe the amendment was thrust forward by the established elites or
Malays who tried to ensure their grip on power by oppressing the challengers and non-
Malays, thus contributing to the establishment of an authoritarian government. However con-
trary to this view, this article argues that the Bill was drafted to reflect the interests of
various groups, regardless of their ethnic origins, whether they were the governing party or
the opposition or whether they were the established elites or the newly emerged elites, and
served to protect the rights and interests of the various concerned groups.

The United Malays National Organization (UMNOQ), a governing party representing the
Malays, saw the Act as the protection of the special position of Malays and the Malay lan-
guage from attack by non-Malay opposition parties and also as the base for the implementa-
tion of development policies for Malays. While UMNO tried to protect and implement the
rights of Malays, another component party of the governing coalition, the Malaysia Chinese
Association (MCA), and its supporters were not at all indifferent nor apathetic toward the
Bill. They found merit in the Bill because it prohibited the questioning of the citizenship and
legitimate interest of the non-Malays; guaranteed the use, learning and teaching of the
Chinese language for non-official purposes; and protected the right of citizens to question the
method of implementation of any of the provisions concerned, specifically the special position
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of Malays. The Malayan Indian Congress, the Indian counterpart of UMNO and MCA, sup-
ported the Bill not only for the same reasons as those of MCA, but because the Bill would
protect the existing coalition government which enabled the Indian community comprised of
less than 10% of the population to hold some influence over national policy.

There were two opposition parties which opposed the Bill: the People's Progressive Party
a small non-Malay party and the Democratic Action Party (DAP) , which was the biggest
non-Malay opposition party. The basis for their objections was that the Bill deviated from the
principle of liberal democracy. DAP, which refused the Government's invitation to participate
in the drafting process, described the Bill as a silencer of the opposition parties.

However the other opposition parties, namely the Pan-Malayan Islamic Party (PMIP)
and Gerakan Rakyat Malaysia (Gerakan), both of which took part in the drafting process,
supported the Bill. The former, representing the lower Malays, supported the Bill because it
protected the special position of Malays. Gerakan, supported by lower non-Malays, criticized
some provisions for infringing on the principles of liberal democracy. However the party voted
for the Bill after all, because it agreed to the prohibition on questioning citizenship of non-
Malays and the language issues, and because the party was given the opportunity to deliber-
ate regarding the draft.

The picture unfolded above clearly shows that the Bill was not exclusively keyed to the
advancement of the Malays or to the established governing parties. The amendment so enacted
lessened the antagonism and fear among the ethnic groups. It also became an enduring agree-
ment in which no single party that agreed to the Bill would have an incentive to turn over
the whole political regime, and thus served to make parliamentary democracy endure in

Malaysia.
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