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Abstract

Malaysia was a typical example of authoritarian regimes that strengthened the regime
through elections for a long time until 2018, but street protests, in which the masses
participated on a large scale, have become more active since 1998. Nevertheless, the
opposition groups had been challenging the regime through elections and had never tried
overthrowing it through the protests. Why was the choice made, and by what mechanism?
This paper explores these questions and focuses on the impact of repeated elections on
these opposition's changing strategic options. It argues that repeated elections not only
strengthened the ruling party's support base but also long moderated mass protests in
Malaysia while providing the opposition parties with electoral experience and facilitating
coalition formation. That was brought about by the transformation of protests as a means
of generating mass discontent against the regime and mobilizing support for the

opposition, rather than directly challenging it.
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Introduction

Malaysia, long dominated by the United Malays National Organization (UMNO)-led
Barisan Nasional (National Front: BN) regime and referred to as a typical example of
competitive authoritarian regimes,! has seen a growing number of mass street protests
since 1998. In particular, the Coalition for Clean and Fair Elections (Bersih), a movement
for electoral reform, has led to massive demonstrations in Kuala Lumpur since 2007. In
the 2015 demonstrations, 250,000 people were mobilized at the peak according to the
estimation by organizers.? However, the BN regime did not democratize by these protests
and ended with the opposition' victory in the 2018 general elections. As will be discussed
below, the oppositions did not necessarily perceive elections as the only legitimate means
to achieve the regime change from the early days of Malaysia's independence. There must
have been a change in the opposition's strategic options in the period leading up to the
regime change by the election.

This paper focuses on the repetition effect of elections as a factor in the change
in opposition's challenges and examines its mechanism through a long-term case analysis
of opposition's challenge, mass protests and opposition parties’ coordination in Malaysia.
Specifically, it argues that repeated elections discourage oppositions from directly
challenging the regime through protests, while providing opportunities for opposition
parties to learn coordinating through the experience of participating in elections, thereby
facilitating the formation of opposition coalitions. In other words, it shows the long-term
moderating process of mass protests in Malaysia and the development of coordinated
negotiations between the main opposition parties, the Democratic Action Party (DAP)

and the Parti Islam Se-Malaysia (Malaysian Islamic Party: PAS), which contributed to
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the formation of the opposition coalition that led to regime change. The analysis implies
that repeated elections can deter regime change caused by challenges outside the political

institutions, making regime change more likely to occur within the institutions.

Figure 1: Authoritarian Regime Survival Duration and The Number of Repeated

Elections. 2
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In order to capture the mechanism of transforming the oppositions’ challenge by
repeated elections through case-study analysis, it is necessary to deal with a case where
the strategic options have had time to change, that is, a specific duration of regime
survival and the conduct of repeated elections. Malaysia, which this paper deals with, is
a typical example. Figure 1 plots the years of the regime survival and the number of

elections held (up to that point in the case of regime change) for authoritarian regimes
3



between 1948 and 2008. Malaysia had been in existence for 53 years and had held 12
elections by 2008, so it was undoubtedly a long-survived regime and accumulated much
electoral experience. It is a good case for uncovering the mechanisms of repeated
elections, as observed a definite shift in the opposition challenge, including the
consequence that the opposition coalition defeated the ruling BN for the first time in the
14th general election in May 2018.

By focusing on the oppositions' challenge, this paper contributes to identifying
the mechanisms by which the effects of repeated elections affect the stability of
authoritarian regimes. As discussed below, the debate on repeated elections has focused
on either the regime stability effect as one of the dictator's survival strategy or the
democracy-promoting effect of political and social liberalization. The contrast between
the two debates stems from the different actors assumed within the mechanism. By
focusing on the strategies of oppositions affected by both mechanisms, this paper shows
that the two arguments capture different aspects of the repetition effect of elections and
are coextensive. Applying the mechanisms presented in this paper to Malaysia's case will
provide a more in-depth understanding that the post-1998 rise of street demonstrations in
civil society and collaboration with the opposition parties in Malaysia have emerged with
an essential basis in the earlier opposition challenge experiences. Moreover, the analysis
suggests there is a route that competitive authoritarian regimes that have been stable for
a long time proceed to democratization through elections that have been the source of that
stability paradoxically.

The paper is structured as follows. The next section summarizes previous
research on elections and oppositions in authoritarian regimes and Malaysia. The third

section presents a theoretical framework for the impact of repeated elections in
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authoritarian regimes on opposition's strategic options. The fourth section is a historical
case study of oppositions in Malaysia and builds on the previous section's framework to
examine the transformations regarding mass protests and opposition coalitions. The fifth
section examines alternative explanations of the paper's questions that could be assumed
from previous studies of Malaysian politics and describes the framework's validity. The

final section summarizes the discussion and challenges.

Past Literature on Repeated Elections and Opposition challenges under
Authoritarianism

As for the effects of elections in authoritarian regimes, while there is some agreement on
the argument that electoral fraud or the event of conducting elections itself contributes to
the weakening of the regime as a focal point for mass mobilization,* there has been some
debate about the effect of repeated elections, which is the interest of this paper.

Studies arguing that dictators use elections to maintain the regime by co-
optation of threatening internal elites and masses have revealed that elections function to
distribute resources, gather information on the distribution of support for the ruling and
opposition parties, and publicly show the regime strength displaying the electoral results.°
This function also played an essential role in maintaining BN's regime in Malaysia, as the
source of BN's strength, the three M - Money, Machine, and Media.® In addition to
punishing/rewarding state governments through financial expenditures,’ resources such
as ministerial posts and constituency allocations strategically distributed and used to
maintain the regime.® Moreover, there has been a vast amount of research on how
organized networks in villages acted as machines to collect votes for the BN, and how

much the BN dominated in all aspects of media, including constrained reporting
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opportunities by mainstream media and restrictions on publications.!® It has also been
argued that the discourse of developmentalism, which evaluates economic growth and
improved living standards under the BN regime, spread to the masses in the 1990s,
especially among the middle class, leading to a widespread political attitude of restraint
in criticizing the BN.

On the other hand, there is a large body of research showing that repeated
elections promote political and social liberalization and contribute to democratization
through a practice of democracy.'? This discussion has a high affinity with the discussion
of the 1998 Reformasi movement and its consequences in Malaysia. Weiss argues that
focusing on civil society and opposition parties as opposition actors both within and
outside the institutions, civil society actors have led the political culture and norms in
Malaysia to change from ethnic politics to a non-communal direction and to work with
the opposition.’® She points to the importance of the political system's nature, as such a
change was possible because it opened up a certain degree of political opportunity for
oppositions and allowed room for mass mobilization and organization.** The opposition
groups engaged in political participation within the institution rather than through protests
because it was possible to try political reforms through institutional politics and be less
likely to be repressed than extra-institutional action.!®She and others argue that this
specific degree of opening up of political opportunities led to the consequences of the
1998 protests in Malaysia and Indonesia and the difference between regime maintenance
or democratization.'®
Some scholars suggest that holding elections destabilizes the regime when first

introduced elections, but contributes to stability after several elections, bridging two

competing claims about the effects of such repeated elections.!” However, all of them
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focus on the dictator's regime maintenance strategy or the liberalization of civil society
and political competition, so the opposition's changing strategic options are outside the
scope of the analysis. The former study focuses on the effect of uncertainty reduction in
elections and the latter on the self-enforcing effect of the regime on the rules of democracy,
respectively.!® In the effect of reducing uncertainty, resource distribution, in particular,
can strengthen patron-client relationships efficiently as the regime repeatedly uses
electoral opportunities to distribute resources to the masses, contributing to the
marginalization of oppositions.’® The regime's self-enforcing effect also imparts to the
regimes the legitimacy of having a monopoly on power because they hold regular
elections and have the support of the masses.?’ In other words, only one aspect of each
effect on the opposition's challenge is assumed in the mechanism in these discussions.
Therefore, to capture the overall picture of opposition challenges in authoritarian regimes,
it is necessary to consider the impact of these two effects. While Weiss and others' points
about the opening up of political opportunities and the nature of the political system in
Malaysia is an essential factor to consider when comparing it with cases such as Indonesia,
the subsequent rise in protests in the 2000s and the fact that challenge through political
institutions, rather than direct regime overthrow, was still prioritized, requires additional
explanation. Even when the political system is less violent and more competitive, two
situations can arise one in which institutional politics absorbed popular discontent and
deter protest outbreaks, and the other in which discontent grows to such an extent that
protests grow to a large scale, even though they do not lead to direct overthrow actions.
Furthermore, if the regime is not highly violent in the latter situation, even more so, why
don't the oppositions use the protests as a means to overthrow the regime. In order to

explain it, it is necessary to look at the mechanisms by which political institutions
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influence oppositions' challenge. Other studies on the challenge of oppositions to
authoritarian regimes include Lust-Okar's work focusing on differences in competing

1

structures within oppositions,? an examination of mobilization mechanisms using

22 and studies on the effectiveness of

detailed data on participants in recent protests,
opposition coalitions and democracy promotion.®> Among them, Gandhi and Reuter®*
show the effect of the opposition's experience of electoral participation on the formation
of opposition coalitions, and Sato and Wahman® show that the interaction of protests
and opposition coordination promotes democratization. While each of these studies
partially supports the mechanism in the argument that repeated elections change
opposition challenges, there is room for this paper's contribution in that they do not

include both within/extra-institutional challenges and changes in oppositions’ strategies

in the scope of their analysis.

Theoretical Explanation

Next, this section considers the mechanisms by which repeated elections influence
opposition challenges and provides a theoretical framework. The regime assumed here is
the so-called electoral authoritarian or competitive authoritarian regime,?® which holds
elections with a multi-party system. Briefly, the two effects produced by repeated
elections, the aforementioned uncertainty-reducing effect and the self-enforcing effect on
the rules of democracy, provide a stabilizing factor for the regime and influence the
opposition's strategy of challenge (Figure 2). That stems from the fact that it is essential
for oppositions to pay attention to, gain support, and mobilize the masses, whether they

use either protest or elections to achieve the goal of overthrowing the incumbent regime.?’



Figure 2: Causal Mechanism of Repeated Elections Affecting Opposition Challenges
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First, in the early stages of the introduction of elections, protests that mobilize
the masses will likely be an effective way for oppositions to challenge the regime. The
uncertainty-reducing effect of repetition, as previous studies have pointed out, is that
while the regime can effectively strengthen its patron-client relationship with the masses
through the distribution of resources, oppositions find it more difficult to mobilize the
masses to protest for the overthrow of the regime as elections repeat. Repeated elections
reduce the benefits of the masses' participation in overthrowing the regime by supporting
the opposition groups. Because the masses have experienced resource allocation from the
regime in past elections, they are aware of the benefits of supporting the ruling party in
elections. Repetition allows the masses to trust the resource allocation in future elections,
thus increasing their certainty about future gains. Therefore, participation in protests to
directly challenge the regime has the potential to diminish future gains and also risks
repression, making participation less of a beneficial option for the masses.

Moreover, the self-enforcing effect on the rules of democracy gives the regime

9



the legitimacy to monopolize power based on popular support in elections. Therefore, in
the absence of apparent moral hazard by the regime, such as blatant rigging of election
results or suspension of implementation, it is difficult for oppositions to solve the
coordination problem and mobilize the masses to massive protests as to gain legitimacy
seizing power.

If repeated elections discourage oppositions from overthrowing the regime from
outside the institutions, they are likely to facilitate challenges within the institutions. The
uncertainty-reducing and self-enforcing effects of repeated elections also work against
within-institutional challenges by oppositions.

The self-enforcing effect through repetition inextricably links to the rules of
political competition, where if the incumbent regime loses an election, it relinquishes
power following the result. Moreover, as long as the regime is self-enforcing, oppositions
are forced to within-institutional challenge against the regime based on the rules of
democracy if they want to do with public support. In a situation where overthrowing the
regime outside the institutions and reversing the imbalance of power and resources that
exists between the ruling party and the oppositions has become difficult, the next best
option is to participate in within-institutional politics, if their opportunities are open, to
increase the number of seats won and expand political influence.

The uncertainty-reducing effect strengthens the learning process of opposition
parties through the accumulation of electoral participation experiences, contributing to
their strategic nature. Repeated and regular elections enhance the strategic nature of both

incumbents and challengers (opposition politicians).?®

When opposition parties seek to
increase the number of seats won in elections, an effective strategy is to coordinate and

form coalitions with other opposition parties with different preferences across the
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cleavages, even if it means compromising their policy preferences. In authoritarian
regimes, opposition parties have a limited support base and limited ability to gain seats
on their own because they are "divided" according to ethnic and ideological cleavages to
prevent oppositions from uniting to challenge the regime (Lust-Okar 2005). The
experience of electoral participation will provide the opposition with information about
the current or potential support base of its party and other parties. As the accuracy of the
information will increase through repetition, they will recognize and learn the limits of
their ability.

However, it is not easy to build cooperation among the opposition parties, as
coordination problems can arise due to existing cleavages, differences in the acceptance
of co-optation by the regime, inter-party negotiations, and the cost of mediation to
opponents of cooperation within the parties. The key to solving them is the occurrence of
mass protests. If protests have lost their legitimacy as a means of overthrowing the regime
after repeated elections, as mentioned above, even if they do occur, they do not pose a
direct threat to the regime's stability and function as an expression of dissatisfaction of
some masses and oppositions. That is also consistent with the findings that, by the
interaction between the political participation outside and within the institutions, the
political institutionalization and competitiveness discourage mass participation in
protests and encourages voting participation.?® Some research shows that even under
authoritarian regimes, the regime allows protests to some extent and uses them to gather
information and vent mass discontent.®® In other words, the occurrence of protests in
situations where the regime has stabilized indicates the need for strengthened co-optation
and careful control to prevent discontent from spreading, but the regime does not need to

repress thoroughly, given the risk of backlash from the mass.
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However, for the opposition parties, even if it is not a protest aimed at the direct
overthrow of the regime, it has an essential function as a signal of the likelihood of the
ruling party supporters' defections and the size of the potential swing vote for the
opposition. Such protests may arise from the masses, or they may be led by opposition
parties or other dissident groups to arouse popular discontent against the ruling party.3!
If mass protests grow, there is a higher expectation of an increase in the number of seats
for opposition parties when they form a coalition, even at the cost of intra-party
coordination and policy-oriented compromise than when they split votes of the
government disapproval. Thus, through repeated elections, as experienced opposition
parties recognize the need for coordination, the incidence of protests becomes a means
for the masses to show their dissatisfaction with the regime and promote cooperation
between opposition parties within the institutions.

This section developed a theoretical framework in which repeated elections in
authoritarian regimes reduce the regime's instability due to opposition protests while
promoting inter-oppositional coordination as within-institutional challenges. The next
section illustrates its logic by examining the case of opposition challenges, i.e., mass

protests and opposition coalitions in Malaysia.

Case Study: Opposition Challenges in Malaysia

This section drawing on the framework described in the previous section shows the
changing impact of the protests on regime stability in Malaysia, the increased influence
of the protests on within-institutional politics, and the development of inter-opposition

coordination and coalition formation. The analysis divides the period into four sections
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for each of Malaysia's past major protests and observes these changes and the oppositional
negotiations in the elections that took place during the same period. Specifically, those
are (1) the post-independence period to 1969 (the May 13 incident), (2) 1970-1990
(protests making demands on individual issues such as class and ethnicity), (3) 1998-2004
(the Reformasi movement), and (4) 2005-2018 (the Bersih movement). In order to focus
on the actual protests and their impact on the election, the analysis will exclude the period
1991-98 because the mass crackdown on oppositions in 1987, discussed below, led to

quiescence in protests and civil society organizations' activities.

-Moderation of Mass Protests

First, to show the changing impact of mass protests on regime stability, the analysis will
identify the long-term moderation of mass protests in Malaysia. It will examine (1) the
role of mass protests outside the institutions among opposition groups in each period, and
(2) the degree of the mass protest moderation that occurred, respectively. In particular,
the latter point, the moderating of protests, will be judged by whether they did not seek
towards two criteria: (a) direct challenge to the regime through protests, and (b) demands
related to ethnic issues. These two criteria are the excuses that the regime always raised
in justifying the suppression of protests in Malaysia. (a) Direct challenges through
protests got suppressed to maintain security and order, and (b) protests related to ethnic
issues were repressed as actions that "disrupted inter-ethnic relations" in the name of
ensuring that ethnic clashes such as the May 13 incident, noted below, would never be
repeated.

In Malaysia from independence until 1969, (1) the legitimacy of institutional
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politics and the electoral system was not recognized even by the opposition parties
participating in elections. Additionally, (2) mass protests easily triggered inter-ethnic
clashes and escalated into riots, posing a tremendous threat of social unrest, security
disorder, and regime instability to the extent that the regime became increasingly
authoritarian.

First, the opposition group that sought to overthrow the regime by force was the
Communist Party of Malaya (CPM), which had been active in guerrilla activities since
before independence. However, after a state of emergency was declared in 1948 during
the British colonial period, the CPM got thoroughly suppressed. In other words, the most
radical oppositions were already not allowed to challenge the regime around the
independence period in Malaysia.

Moreover, even in the opposition parties, elections were not perceived as a more
useful or rational means of challenging the regime than any other means outside the
institutions. Though the Malayan Labour Party was the second most powerful opposition
party in the 1959 general elections, it decided to abandon parliamentary democracy and
adopt an extra-parliamentary struggle to educate and mobilize the masses directly since
1964.32 They led protests in Penang in 1967 against the currency devaluation, which
reached riots, and they also boycotted their participation in the 1969 general elections and
obstructed the masses from voting.®® While the policy shift to extra-parliamentary
struggle got influenced by internal power struggles and the Cultural Revolution in China
as external factors,>* the critical point is that even the leading opposition parties that won
seats in the elections prioritized the option of seeking to overthrow the regime through
popular uprisings over political participation within the institution. Moreover, even the

Chinese-base opposition DAP, which was the most bitterly opposed to the Labour Party
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among the opposition parties and denounced the CPM's armed struggle and the pro-
Communism of the Labour Party, argued that their actions were due to disappointment
with government policies and political systems and that the government was responsible
for their actions.®

The ethnic clashes that erupted immediately after the 1969 general election
represented a significant threat to the regime's stability as the protests spread to the masses
along with the chaos. Street marches by supporters of both sides, which took place after
the Chinese opposition parties' rise and the ruling party's retreat in the election, confused
and led to riots that engulfed the masses. The riots, known as the May 13 Incident, were
a disruption of the security order that threatened the regime's stability and exacerbated
inter-ethnic relations between Malays and non-Malays (Chinese and Indian).
Subsequently, it became a reference point for the repression of protests and an opportunity
for the regime to become more authoritarian.

In the 1970s and 1980s, (1) opposition actors who challenged the regime outside
institutions with aims to overthrow the regime were virtually absent, and opposition
parties, civil society organizations, and students carried out and supported mass protests
in order to achieve class and ethnic claims, and political reforms. (2) However, claims
and protests on ethnic issues were perceived by the regime as a threat to their stability,
and the Chinese language education movement in the late 1980s caused so much ethnic
tension that the government, fearing a repeat of the 1969 riots, staged massive repression
of all opposition actors.

Lim Kit Siang, a member of Parliament affiliated with the DAP, said, "(And) we
will continue to draw attention to the Government to the possibilities of revolution unless

the basic political, social, economic and cultural grievances of the people are attended
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t0."%® As he said, the DAP actively intervened and supported labor disputes, protests
against local development projects, and squatters during the 1970s and 1980s.3” Similarly,
student organizations and the Muslim conservative opposition party PAS have also
supported mass protests, for example, leading the 1974 squatters in Johor and the mass
demonstrations by rubber and paddy smallholders in Kedah, 1974 and 1980. In these mass
protests, the police selectively arrested and repressed only the opposition politicians and
leading activists involved, rather than the participants as a whole. For example, the
government had a distinctly different response to the masses and opposition actors in the
protests, as in the 1980 demonstrations in Kedah, where the government decided to
provide cash subsidies immediately upon the farmers' demands.

Among oppositions, there were also political actions outside the institutions to
demand that the government change its policies. At the center of this movement were the
advocacy-type NGOs that emerged after the 1980s. These organizations advocated for
specific issues such as human rights, political reform, environmental issues, and
consumer issues, educated the public, and campaigned against the enactment of
legislation. The government often accused them of being "minority pressure groups." The
then Prime Minister Mahathir claimed that NGOs' criticism and political actions were the
disruptive challenges to the legitimate authorities and they would inevitably resort to
violence and terrorism to achieve their objectives.®

Under these circumstances, the Chinese language education movement heated
up in 1987. Internal splits within the UMNO led to an inability to control the party, and
UMNO youth groups opposed to the movement held massive counter-rallies, which led
to increased ethnic tensions and fears of a recurrence of the 1969 riots spread to the

masses.®® That led to the government's mass crackdown (Operasi Lalang) under the
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Internal Security Act (ISA).*° The targets of these arrests included not only the Chinese
ruling and opposition parties and socio-economic groups involved in the movement, but
also all the actors who were critical of the then-Prime Minister Mahathir and the BN
regime, including some members of the UMNO, the opposition PAS, other NGOs, and
the media. In other words, while the protests by the oppositions at the time did not intend
to overthrow the regime, they were perceived by the regime as a threat to social security
and even the regime stability in that they raised demands related to ethnic issues.

The Reformasi movement in 1998 triggered an upsurge in mass protests that had
calmed down after Operasi Lalang. (1) Initially, the movement led by Anwar Ibrahim,
who got dismissed as then-deputy prime minister, aimed to demand the resignation of
then-Prime Minister Mahathir. However, (2) because it adopted a non-violent strategy to
avoid disturbing social unrest and order, and its demands did not relate to ethnic issues, it
led to solidarity among opposition parties, civil society groups, and other oppositions and
expanded from young Malays to the non-Malay urban middle class, resulting in a large
scale.

After Anwar was ousted from UMNO in 1998 due to a conflict with Mahathir,
he launched the movement demanding political and economic reforms and the resignation
of the prime minister and held a rally in Kuala Lumpur which tens of thousands of
supporters gathered. Although Anwar got arrested under the ISA, the organizers' arrest
did not stop it, unlike past protests. The rallies continued to spill over to other than the
original Anwar supporters.

However, because the protests did not aim to overthrow the regime directly and
did not raise any demands related to ethnic issues, it did not lead to an unstable social

situation that could grow into a riot as in the past. First, the activist side voluntarily took
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anon-violent stance and attempted to curb violence and disruption among the participants.
The rallies only expressed dissatisfaction with the prime minister and called for his
voluntary resignation, and were not intended to pull him out of his position directly. At
the first rally in September, Anwar himself asked participants to "orderly dissolve
(bersurai secara teratur)” although there were eventually a few clashes with the police.*!
The DAP and the movement support group also called for restraint and non-violence from
the participants to avoid the disruption.*?

Secondly, although it was not the intended direction, the Reformasi movement
was not a protest aimed at realizing an ethnic claim. The fortuitous composition of the
participants, with the mobilization of his supporters, young and middle-class Malays, in
the wake of Anwar's expulsion from UMNO, did not cause an ethnic tension. Moreover,
the spreading of Anwar's photos showing him beaten during police interrogation led to
increased criticism of the government on human rights issues, including arrests by the
ISA and repression of demonstrations. In addition to political reform that Anwar called
for, those issues were common across ethnic lines and thus increased criticism of the BN
among oppositions like opposition parties, civil society NGOs, and the individuals of the
non-Malay urban middle class.

Hence, the protests did not guide the unstable social situation, nor did it lead to
thorough repression by the government. Although the government arrested hundreds of
rally participants, it was not until 2000 after the general election that they began to
intervene seriously in the movement, with some opposition politicians and activists
arrested and prosecuted (and released immediately) under the Sedition Act and other laws
rather than the ISA.

Since the Reformasi in 1998, there has been an increase in street protests by civil
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society organizations in Malaysia. Among them, the Bersih movement, which began
around 2005 and aimed to reform the electoral system, mobilized an unprecedented
number of masses into the streets. As noted above, the 2015 demonstration (Bersih 4)
drew up to 250,000 people. It (1) aimed to increase support for the opposition and
influence the elections through protests. Its stance was strongly influenced by (2) the fact
that opposition politicians and civil activists formed it as a non-ethnic and non-violent
means of protest, based on the experience of the Reformasi. Non-ethnic claims enabled
solidarity between opposition politicians, and non-violent means enabled them to expand
mass mobilization.

The Bersih movement's organizers perceived the protests not as a direct
challenge to the regime, but as a means of influencing the elections. Hishammudin Rais,
one of the executives, said in an interview that he believed that "a mass protest will
translate anger into votes.”* When opposition politicians and civil activists organized
the Bersih, there was a widespread perception within them that there was an electoral
legitimacy, that is, that the regime change should occur through elections with mass
support. They thought that mass protests would encourage the masses to vote for the
opposition by making them aware that there were many similarly discontented people
with the BN.

The Bersih was also a clear inheritor of the Reformasi's two tactics of a non-
violent and non-ethnic political reform movement. As discussed below, the Bersih began
as a stepping stone to cooperation between opposition parties and thus became a
movement focused on electoral reform that did not rely on ethnic claims. Opposition
politicians who became early Bersih leaders after their defeat in the 2004 general election

shared the recognition that the problem of electoral fraud needed to fix for the future
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struggles.** After the coalition's collapse in 2001, as explained next, the politicians from
PAS and DAP seeking cooperation between them organized the Bersih based on the idea
that both parties could cooperate on electoral reform, which was not an ethnic issue, but
a single issue. Though the movement became non-partisan and refused interference from
political parties after relaunching as Bersih 2.0 in 2010, many opposition politicians
participated in rallies and gave speeches. Thus, the Bersih 2.0 continued in the same
direction of electoral regime change.

The non-violence strategy in the Bersih was also crucial in growing the scale of
mass mobilization. Previously, street protests were feared by the masses as a reminder of
the May 13 riots. The Bersih tried various framing efforts to dispel such fears, including
wearing yellow T-shirts, the symbolic color of the movement, and social media promotion.
Marina Mabhathir, who participated in the 2011 Bersih 2 rally, stated that the
demonstration had a "carnival" atmosphere, and the people and police were no different
from a typical Saturday.*® Hishammudin Rais also said that after this 2011 rally, people
were no longer afraid of street protests, which became part of the political process.*® The
number of participants afterward snowballed, but clashes with the police ceased to occur,
and it was all about peaceful rallies. Based on this mastery of protests by both the
organizers and the police in the Bersih rallies, Iga argues that Malaysia reached a point
where "street protests become a daily routine.”*’

As discussed here, on the other side of the BN regime's consolidation through
repeated elections, mass protests in Malaysia moderated as they avoided the two main
threats to regime stability: the direct overthrow of the regime and the pursuit of ethnic
issues. Furthermore, crossing the barriers to mass mobilization in Malaysia, namely

violence and ethnic cleavages, led to the growing participants of protests.
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-The Pursuits for Opposition Coalition and the Promotion Effect of Mass Protests
Following the same time-division as in the previous section, this section observes the
historical changes in inter-opposition coordination in the general elections around the
onset of the protests, showing that opposition parties repeatedly tried it and moderated
protests were an essential facilitator of coalition formation. The focus here is on the
coordinated negotiations between the Muslim conservative party PAS and the DAP, a
multi-ethnic, social democratic-oriented party with a Chinese support base. The two
parties competed with the BN as the main opposition parties in Malaysia for years.
However, while PAS held the party discipline of building an Islamic state, the DAP denied
preferences for Malays and oriented towards the equality of all ethnic groups. These
different policies were always an obstacle in the quest for inter-party cooperation. The
BN used this rift precisely to prevent and divide their coordination and to stabilize the
regime.

Nevertheless, cooperation attempted for many years, because the electoral
competition around ethnic issue favors the BN, a centrist, cross-ethnic coalition
government and the two parties realized that unless they fought together, it would be
difficult to win a majority on their own. It was necessary to compromise their conflicting
claims for forming a coalition. The keys to overcoming the obstacles were electoral
experience and mass protests.

BN's moderate policy on ethnic issues intended to stabilize popular support
through the vote-pooling effect among different ethnic groups.*® According to Nakamura,
the BN gained seats in many ethnic-mixed constituencies where they put up a united

candidate because, with moderate policies, Malay voters voted for non-Malay candidates
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(vice versa), emerging the exchange of votes between different ethnic groups.*® What is
important here is that the absence of the opposition coordination caused the competition
between the same ethnic ruling and opposition party in ethnic-mixed constituencies,
ensuring the vote-pooling effect for the BN. In other words, the inter-opposition
coordination had the potential to threaten the BN's votes.

Then-Prime Minister Rahman and other BN executives recognized the vote-
pooling effect from the beginning of the coalition government and allocated candidates
for maximizing it,® but the opposition parties were also aware of this effect. In the
opposition, the biggest issue was cooperation among the many Chinese opposition parties
until 1969, including the Labour Party of Malaya mentioned earlier. However, in the 1969
general elections, there was an attempt at underwater coordination between the PAS and
the DAP. According to Rahman's statement, the DAP and PAS had a close relationship,
with the PAP in Singapore funding the PAS to facilitate candidate fielding through the
DAP to overthrow the regime.® In non-Malay-majority constituencies, the PAS, in
addition to the ruling MCA and the opposition DAP, put up candidates and attempted to
funnel the Malay vote that would have gone to the MCA through the vote-pooling effect
to the PAS.>? Rahman condemned the PAS as the greatest treachery against the Malays.>
Though there was a limited effect of such the three-cornered battle on the election result,>
the existence of the attempt shows that the opposition had already been aware since the
1960s that cooperation between the left and right opposition parties could destroy the
BN's support base.

It was in the 1980s that negotiations between the DAP and PAS again surfaced.
After the suspension of Parliament due to the May 13 incident, many Chinese opposition

parties joined the BN, the DAP remaining the only prominent Chinese opposition party
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that could retain its seats. On the other hand, the PAS briefly joined the BN but got
expelled from it at the end of 1977. Although the idea of a coalition between the two
parties emerged at each election in the 1980s, it became clear that compromise would still
be challenging to achieve over the PAS's party principle for building an Islamic state.
There was also a gap in the timing of the two parties' motivation to form a coalition.
However, in the 1990 general election, while the conflict over party principles continued,
a pseudo-cooperation arose based on the experience of trial and error, with the new party
born from the split in the UMNO acting as a mediator.

The PAS, which had left the BN, and the DAP leaders already came up with the
idea of forming a coalition to expand the opposition forces, but the party could not unite
against the leaders' desire. In early 1981, Asri Muda, who was president of the PAS,
mentioned the possibility of an electoral cooperation agreement between the two parties.
He proposed that the PAS and the DAP first and foremost adjust the candidates in order
to split the vote, as did in '69, to have the BN win less than two-thirds majority of the
seats in Parliament, a requirement for constitutional amendments, instead of aiming to
form a coalition government beyond their ideological differences.® Some members
supported the idea, partly because of the perception that a split in the opposition led to
the BN's victory, but there was a massive backlash in the party's majority, and he quickly
withdrew it.°® In the DAP, General-Secretary Lim Kit Siang continued to be keen on the
coalition and called for its formation, but this did not succeed in the 1982 general
election.’

On the non-Malay side, Chinese socioeconomic organizations also began to call
for the formation of an opposition coalition led by PAS and DAP as a counter to the BN,

because they understood the need to influence on politics through political parties after
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the rise of the Chinese language education movement from the late 1970s onwards.
Fifteen organizations, including educational groups, local chamber of commerce and
industry, and local Chinese Assembly Hall, began negotiations with PAS in September
1985 to strengthen their lobbying of political parties, and in January 1986 established the
National Chinese Civil Rights Committee (CRC) as an organization to facilitate the
coalition formation.®® DAP executives also showed a desire for electoral cooperation
with PAS from late 1985, leading to the first formal negotiations between them, which
had not occurred in the last general election in 1982. However, negotiations continued
until July, just before the dissolution of Parliament, but the negotiations broke down when
the DAP decided not to join the coalition unless the PAS withdrew its two prerequisites
of building an Islamic state and the Muslim leadership of the coalition®®.

In other words, once the actual negotiation process began, this experience
revealed that, as had expected, it was impossible to compromise on each other's party
principles. Kua Kia Soong, one of the CRC leaders, said that the parties should have
discussed what they could agree on rather than their differences, which was futile to
discuss the pros and cons of the PAS's goal of establishing an Islamic state. Neither party
was at a stage where reasonable compromises could be made, with coalition formation
being the top priority.

In the next general elections in 1990, Parti Melayu Semangat 46 (Spirit of 46
Malay Party: S46), formed by former Finance Minister Razaleigh Hamzah, who had left
UMNO, and the DAP and PAS formed a coalition (Gagasan Rakyat and APU),
respectively, leading to the formation of a de facto opposition coalition with S46 acting
as the mediator. The PAS and DAP did not form a unitary coalition due to differences in

the party lines, but the two coalitions did end up launching a joint manifesto.®® Although
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they failed to prevent BN from winning a majority, the APU dominated the seats in the
Kelantan Legislative Assembly, and the formation of the opposition coalition had some
success. Nevertheless, before the next general election in 1995, S46's weakening and
returning to Malay nationalism led to a breakdown in the coalition with the DAP.

That is an example of how a split in the UMNO can promote the formation of an
opposition coalition, as will be discussed below, but compared to the case of the 1998
Refomasi and the subseqent election, it should be considered that the split was not enough
to create an actual coalition although it was significant. Furthermore, the Chinese
education movement in 1987 and the following mass arrests were signs of growing
discontent with the BN among Chinese or non-Malay voters, but unlike the Reformasi
movement in 1998, they did not lead both PAS and DAP to expect BN's supporters to
swing. In other words, the expectation of the supporters' defection, rather than the
existence of a split in the UMNO, was the coalition formation's driving force.

The first opportunity for PAS and DAP to form a united opposition coalition
came in the general elections the year after the Reformasi movement in 1998. The
discontent of the young and middle-class Malays with the BN, as demonstrated by the
Reformasi, was perceived as an unprecedented opportunity to shake the BN's strong
support base. The two parties thus agreed to form a coalition. That can be seen as an
evident moderating in that the two parties worked together for the first time while
retaining and maintaining each other's opposing party principles to counter the BN.  This
difference in the party principles eventually attributed to the coalition's demise. However,
the experience of forming this coalition increased the number of members on both sides
who were keenly aware of the need to form a coalition against the BN and contributed to

the subsequent coalition forming.
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Shortly after Anwar's arrest in 1998, both PAS and DAP worked with NGOs to
establish their organizations in support of the Reformasi. The groundwork for their
cooperation thus arose even before the negotiation of coalition formation. Anwar's wife
Wan Azizah established Parti Keadilan Nasional (National Justice Party: PKN. After
2003, renamed Parti Keadilan Rakyat [People’s Justice Party: PKR]) in early April 1999,
followed by PKN, PAS, DAP, and other party forming the Barisan Alternatif (BA) at the
end of April.

The DAP argued in its organ that the 1999 general election was a "historic
opportunity" that could break the BN's two-thirds majority, and they must seize it.®* It
also stated that both DAP and PAS had decided to come out of their "cocoons" and work
together for justice, freedom, democracy, and good governance for all Malaysians and
must respect each other's different positions, which was a longstanding challenge.®? In
other words, only in the face of the "historic opportunity" of the young and middle-class
Malays to criticize the BN did they succeed in suspending their respective positions and
prioritizing cooperation.

The 1999 general election results showed that PAS more than tripled its seats
from the previous one, took state government in two states, and Malay defections were
evident, while BN maintained more than two-thirds of all seats and non-Malays,
especially the Chinese BN supporters, did not shift. Except for the young and urban
middle class, who are sensitive to human rights issues, non-Malays tended to see the
Reformasi as a power struggle within the UMNO or Malays. Moreover, the early recovery
from the Asian economic crisis and fewer defectors from UMNO further inhibited the
movement's spread.%® The first cross-ethnic opposition coalition achieved some results,

but as the election ended and the influence of the Reformasi waned, the DAP clashed with
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the PAS, which reverted to the Islamist line, and left the BA.

However, the experience of the BA helped in the seeking of cooperation after the
2004 general elections. A growing number of people between the two parties perceived
the formation of an opposition coalition as an effective way to counter the BN. They
organized a movement for electoral reform in 2005 as a stepping stone to the inter-party
coordination, mobilizing the masses into street protests, as mentioned above. The
opposition parties' success in the 2008 general elections, the reunification of the coalition,
and the maintenance of power in the 2013 general elections led to a shared understanding
of coalition-building effectiveness. As a result, when the confrontation between PAS and
DAP broke out again in 2015, the coalition did not merely end with the dissolution, but
rather the cooperation-oriented members left PAS and quickly re-formed a new coalition
with DAP and PKR. It means that the countermeasure of forming a coalition became the
default for the opposition parties.

As mentioned earlier, the Bersih movement began as a form of coordination
between opposition parties outside political institutions, including civil society NGOs.
After the DAP's exit from BA in 2001, there were many members in both the DAP and
PAS who opposed the cooperation due to the difficulty of coordinating candidates and
being an "unnatural" coalition with fundamentally opposing party principles. Especially
within the DAP, some members sharply criticized the coalition with PAS because some
executives failed to win the 1999 general election.%® Such internal criticism made it
challenging to form a coalition in the event of the 2008 general election. Therefore, those
in PKR, DAP, and PAS who were aware of the necessity of opposition coordination
organized Bersih in 2005 as a foothold.

The decline in support for BN, especially among non-Malays, in the 2008
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general elections was due not only to the Bersih rallies, but also to the increase in other
mass protests by the Malaysian Bar Association and Hindu rights groups in 2007, the
widespread use of the Internet, and increasing urbanization. An unexpected opposition
breakthrough, also known as a "political tsunami," occurred, with BN's seats falling below
a two-thirds majority in Parliament for the first time.%® Although the opposition did not
reach a formal coalition before the election, DAP and PAS agreed to coordinate their
candidates, with PKR as a mediator, to unify their candidates in each constituency. After
about three weeks of negotiations from the polling day, the three parties formed the
Pakatan Rakyat (People's Alliance: PR). The ties between civil society and the opposition
further strengthened as the activists who had played a core role in Bersih won seats from
various opposition parties.

In the 2013 general election, the Bersih rallies grew in size, as described above,
and public expectations of regime change were higher than ever before, with the PR
gaining a larger share of the vote than the BN, but the BN retained its majority of seats.
The decisive factor in the collapse of PR in 2015 was again the conflict between PAS and
the DAP over religious issues, that is, the introduction of the hudud law.%®

However, the issue also led to conflict within PAS, leading to a split in the party.
In June, PAS's intention to leave the coalition was approved by PKR and DAP, and PR
dissolved, but in September of the same year, a new opposition coalition, the Pakatan
Harapan (Alliance of Hope: PH), was formed by DAP, PKR, and a new party Parti
Amanah Negara (National Trust Party: Amanah), which was formed by a group of PAS
defectors. Namely, the experience of the formation of the opposition coalition and
electoral advances since the 1990s led to the emergence of the progressive PAS members,

who were more pragmatically oriented towards electoral politics and took a moderate

28



position on religious issues. Their rise within the PAS led to a split, but even after the
collapse of PR, communication between the opposition parties was not disrupted, which
enables to re-form a new coalition immediately.

The PH's victory in the 2018 general elections came about due to the
simultaneous combination of other factors in the context of the defaulting of the
opposition coalition's formation. There were many factors interlinked with each other that
led to defections from support for the BN, such as Prime Minister Najib's corruption
scandal, the defection of former Prime Minister Mahathir and others from UMNO and
the formation of the new party and higher inflation. The opposition coalition PH

functioned as a receptacle for such defections.

Alternative Explanations for Opposition Challenges in Malaysia

Many studies focusing on the rise of opposition parties and civil society in Malaysia have
accumulated since the Reformasi in 1998.%” In particular, many scholars have been
pointed out the importance of internal conflicts and splits in the UMNO as facilitators of
the opposition parties' breakthroughs and coordination.®® As noted earlier, the cases of
the 1990 general elections, 1999, and 2018 show their importance. However, there was
no split before the 2008 general election, when BN gained fewer than two-thirds of the
seats in Parliament for the first time. In the 2018 general elections, the Parti Pribumi
Bersatu Malaysia (Malaysian United Indigenous Party), which was established by former
Prime Minister Mahathir after he left UMNO, joined the already formed opposition
coalition PH and thus did not mediate the coordination between the opposition parties.
Therefore, the UMNO's split is a critical but not sufficient factor for opposition

coordination.
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Another possible explanation for the rise of mass protests after 1998 might be
that it was due to the loosening of regime repression. To be sure, both Mahathir's
successors, Prime Minister Abdullah (2003-2008) and Najib (2008-2018), initially
advocated an intention to advance political liberalization in response to the growing
momentum of mass protests. However, substantive institutional reforms were incremental,
especially in the latter part of Najib's administration, which was regressive in terms of
liberalization.%® On the other hand, the government's actual responses to the protests are
inconsistent with the stance of these regimes. In the Bersih rallies, police authority
arrested hundreds to more than a thousand participants each time and used tear gas until
2012. Since 2015, however, there were no clashes between participants and police, and
street protests became a "daily routine’® In sum, it is reasonable to interpret that the
degree of regime repression did not change as a trend, but remained mostly constant.

Finally, there is a possible explanation that the peculiar factor of ethnic power-
sharing in Malaysia, rather than the institutional factor of repeated elections, moderated
the opposition challenge. As Lijphart pointed to Malaysia before the 1969 ethnic riots that
shut down Parliament and cited it as an example of consociational democracies,’*many
scholars have discussed the power-sharing among ethnic groups as an important factor
explaining the BN regime's long-term stability, not just resource distribution.
Saravanamuttu argues that the majority Malay ruling party UMNO while emphasizing
Malay dominance as "bumiputra" won elections for a long time by practicing "mediated
communalism" rather than necessarily raising and realizing ethnically radical claims."?
Furthermore, Nakamura (2015) reveals that the BN had fixed election issues on ethnic
policy because the aforementioned vote-pooling effect arose from the BN's moderate

stance on ethnic policy, and the more radical the opposition party was, the easier the BN
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won.” The BN's moderate position led to the opposition DAP and the PAS adopting
radical positions on both sides of the spectrum in the ethnic policy. However, the BN's
strategy of divide and fixed issues, in turn, encouraged the opposition parties to
compromise their ethnic policies and to cooperate.

This ethnic background unique to Malaysia made it easier to surface the
influence of elections as a political institution. Due to the structure mentioned above of
party competition that had continued since the 1959 general elections, the ethnic policy
was always the election issue and the task for opposition coordination. In other words,
the BN issue fixation contributed to the control of another variable that could typically
influence opposition cooperation, namely, election issues. It allowed the opposition
parties to readily draw on the learning from past electoral experiences, making it easier
for the effect of repeated elections to emerge. Consequently, the factor of ethnic power-

sharing in Malaysia does not negate the relevance of this paper's argument.

Conclusion

This paper constructed the mechanism of the effect of repeated elections in authoritarian
regimes on opposition challenges and explained the case of mass protests and opposition
coordination in Malaysia under the BN regime from independence to 2018. Previous
research on the effects of repeated elections in authoritarian regimes has focused either
on the stability effects of dictatorships as a strategy for regime survival or on the
democratization effects of promoting political and social liberalization. However, the
importance of opposition challenges, particularly in changing strategic options, has been
overlooked. Therefore, this paper argues that, while repeated elections curb regime

changes by mass protests, they promote opposition engagement in within-institutional
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politics and the formation of opposition coalitions. The case analysis of Malaysia showed
that mass protests by oppositions moderated over a long time. Besides, the coalition
formation became the default strategy of the opposition parties, encouraged by the long
continuation of their coalition formation negotiations between the DAP and PAS and the
moderating but expanding protests. Further research is needed to examine the external
validity of the framework in this paper. Although this paper applied its theoretical
framework to Malaysia's case, it is necessary to test whether the same effect can be found

in other authoritarian regimes using cross-national statistical analysis.
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