The Evolution of Executive Power in Sarawak: A Historical and Comparative Analysis of the 1966 and 1987 Political Crises
By

Dick Lembang Dugun, Lucy Sebli Seidelson and Stanley Bye Kadam-Kiai
University Malaysia Sarawak
ABSTRACT
The 1987 State Election was held after an unscheduled dissolution of the Sarawak State Assembly on 13 March 1987. The Head of State, Datuk Patinggi Ahmad Zaidi, on the advice of the Chief Minister and Parti Pesaka Bumiputera (PBB) President, Datuk Patinggi Taib Mahmud, dissolved the Sarawak State Assembly nearly two years ahead of time to pave the way for a fresh state election. The state election had been called as a result of the action of 27 of the 48 State Assemblymen, including state cabinet ministers, demanding that Taib resigned as the StateChief Minister and be replaced by Dato Noor Tahir. This group of 27 assemblymen announced their objections to Taib’s leadership at the Ming Court Hotel in Kuala Lumpur. The ‘coup’ against Taib resembled the one organized against Dato Stephen Kalong Ningkan during the State Alliance/Cabinet crisis of 1966 where Taib was the major protagonist behind the crisis. The Sarawak cabinet crisis of 1966 had led to the dismissal of the state Chief minister in 1966, while in 1987 it had led to the strengthening of the power of the Chief Minister. The two political crises have significantly affected politics in Sarawak and the political processes in the state. The aim of this paper is to make a comparative analysis of the two political crises, particularly on how they have influenced the course of political history in the state.
Introduction
Before the turn of the century, Sarawak is one of the five states of the thirteen states in the Federation of Malaysia that has never fallen to the opposition. Since achieving independence from the British in 1963, Sarawak has always been governed by the National Front (Barisan National) and its predecessor, the Sarawak Alliance. As a consequence, general elections in the state are therefore quite boring as the Barisan Nasional are supposed to win them without much difficulties.
But Sarawak is not free from incidences which affect politics in the state and the people who are involved in it. Thus far, Sarawak has experienced three major political crises. The first one is the 1965 crisis which was triggered by Ningkan’s insistence that Sarawak should adopt the Land Reform legislation. The so-called Land Bill crisis had almost led to the breakup of the State Alliance. The second one is the 1966 crisis. This one was more-or-less a continuation of the 1965 crisis and it resulted in the dismissal of Ningkan from office. The third crisis which is dubbed as the Ming Court incidence took place in 1987 at the Ming Court Hotel in Kuala Lumpur. In this incident a Group of 27 of the 48 members of the State Legislature rebelled against Taib’s leadership
This paper will look at the similarities and the differences between the 1987 and the 1966 Sarawak cabinet crises.
Political Parties in Sarawak 1959-1987
Party politics had been late development in Sarawak. The state’s first political party, the Sarawak United Peoples’ Party (SUPP), was only inaugurated on 12 June 1959. The man behind its formation included its first chairman Ong Kee Hui (a wealthy Hokkein Chinese) and its Secretary-General, Stephen Yong (a British-trained lawyer and a Hakka Chinese). The party was an outcome of Chinese opposition to the (colonial) government’s education and trade licensing policy (Leigh, 1974: 7). In order to establish a mass base to help achieved its ultimate objective, the party adopted a multi-racial approach (Searle, 1982: 16). As a consequence, many natives, especially the Iban, became attracted to it, even though it was clear from its inception that the party would be controlled and dominated by the Chinese. To maintain native support, while at the same time trying to ensure Chinese dominance, even in native-majority areas, the party employed a policy of giving away such prestigious positions as branch chairman to native but appointing a Chinese as the branch secretary (Leigh, 1974: 17).
SUPP is a socialist organization, supported by militant left-wing. In a treatise entitled ‘On the Formation of an Open Political Party and the Struggle for Independence’, which was incepted in early 1959 by the government, the underground communist organization stated, among other things its support for the party (Ibid., 15):
The revolution is now a t low-ebb, a passive atmosphere exists not only in the masses but in the organization. What can be done about it? ... the only way open to us is to form an open political party. If we persist in secret work and fail boldly to organize a political party, we shall crawl along as before. We must readjust our ranks, propagate amongst the masses and create favourable conditions for the formation of a political party.
However, when independence seemed imminent, a group of wealthy Chinese businessmen perceived the need to form an alternative political party to SUPP. The group feared that because of SUPP’s socialist outlook the Chinese community could be left out of the government. So, in July 1962, a uni-racial Sarawak Chinese Association (SCA) was established. The new Chinese party had modelled itself on the Malayan (later Malaysian) Chinese Association (MCA). Even its constitution had been drafted as an almost exact replica of the MCA’s constitution (Ibid., 22). SCA was initiated by Teochew businessmen from Kuching and Sibu Foochows, the two Chinese groups not represented in SUPP’s Central Executive Committee (CEC). The latter’s CEC had been principally drawn from the Hakka and Hokkien clans.
The first political party to represent the Malay community, Parti Negara Sarawak (PANAS), was inaugurated on 9 April 1960. The party’s first Chairman was Datu Bandar Abang Mustapha, while his brother Abang Othman became its first Secretary-General. At first all major ethnic groups were fairly represented in the party’s Central Executive Committee (CEC), which comprised 5 Malays, 7 Chinese, 3 Ibans and 2 Bidayuhs. However, by 1963 the party had come increasingly under Malay control as evidenced from the composition of its CEC – 20 Malays, 6 Chinese, 4 Ibans and I Bidayuh.
At the end of 1961, another Muslim-based political party and Sarawak’s fourth came into existence. The party, Barisan Ra’ayat Jati Sarawak (BERJASA), was founded by a group who had opposed Sarawak cession to the British Crown
, and who had not been willing to become involved with PANAS. This group of people opposed PANAS for two basic reasons (Leigh, 1974: 30). First, they could not forgive Datu Bandar, chairman of PANAS, for his stance on the cession issue. He had strongly favoured cession and British control, and in fact was awarded the CBE (the Commander of the Order of the British Empire) for his role as leader among the Malay community. Second, PANAS was led by Kuching Malay aristocrats, the ‘Abangs’, while BARJASA comprised mainly the common people and was younger in outlook. The two groups therefore differed in three main aspects: class, age and lifestyle.
The prime mover behind the formation of BARJASA were two Melanau lawyers, Abdul Rahman Yakub and Abdul Taib Mahmud (nephew of Yakub), and Abang Han Bin Abang Ahmad. Abang Han had served a ten-year prison sentence for his part in the murder of Duncan Stewart in 1949. Duncan Stewart was the Second British Governor of Sarawak.
Datu Tuanku Bujang, a Sibu Malay (later to become the Second Governor of Independent Sarawak) was made the party’s first Chairman. Datu Bujang had clashed with Datu Bandar over the cession issue.
In 1966, for the sake of Muslim political unity in Sarawak, the two Malay political parties merged to form Parti Bumiputera. The new party presidential post went to Abang Ikwan Zainie, the only prominent anti-cessionist in PANAS. Tuanku Bujang was made the Deputy President, while Abdul Taib Mahmud became its first Secretary-General.
Not to be left behind, the Dayaks also wished to form a political party of their own. The first Dayak political party and Sarawak’s third political party, the Sarawak National Party (SNAP), was established on 10 April 1961. The principal founders of the party were J.S. Tinker (Chairman), Lionel Budiman Ketit (Vice Chairman), Edward Howell (Vice Chairman) and Stephen Kalong Ningkan (Secretary-General). All four were Saribas Iban, and with the exception of Howell, all of them had worked previously with Shell Company in Brunei. The party, though it assumed a multi-racial approach, remained basically Iban through to 1965. In its 18 member CEC in 1964, for example, there were only two non-Ibans, both of whom were Chinese. There was no Malay representation in the party’s CEC.
In August 1962, a second Iban political party, Parti Pesaka Anak Sarawak (Pesaka), was registered. The prime movers of this Iban party were the Iban Penghulus from the Batang Rejang region. Two of them in Penghulu Francis Umpau and Temenggong Jugah had resigned from PANAS to be with the group. Temenggong Jugah (later Tun Jugah) was PANAS Vice President. The motives for the party’s formation had been mixed. Basically, the group was not happy “with the failure of SUPP and PANAS to pay due regard to Iban political interests and disinclination to view SNAP as the party that could appropriately represent the more ‘traditional outlook’ of the Third Division Ibans” (Searle, 1983: 29).
In 1973, Pesaka merged with Bumiputera to form the Party Pesaka Bumiputera Bersatu (PBB). As a consequence of this merger, many Ibans no longer see Pesaka as Iban political party. SNAP took the role as the sole Iban political spokesman.  
In 1983, SNAP experienced a leadership crisis. In that year, a group of Dayak politicians broke ranks with the party and formed a new Dayak political party. Because of this, SNAP no longer became the spokesman for the Dayak political interest and for the Dayak people in general.
SNAP’s initial role is now taken over by the Parti Bansa Dayak Sarawak (PBDS). The reasons for the formation of the new party were many, but they revolved around dissatisfaction with SNAP’s leadership, the reluctance of SNAP to remain as spokesman for Dayak’s interests and the need to create a political atmosphere conducive to the development of Dayak political unity.
PBDS was registered on 9 September 1983 and was invited to join the government in a BN-Plus government. SNAP objected to PBDS joining the Barisan Nasional, but the Chief Minister invited them to join the government and this had led to this new political format for administering the state. The main protagonists in the formation of PBDS were Daniel Tajem, Edmund Langgu, Edwin Tangkun, Patrick Anek, Jawie Masing and Leo Moggie.
PBDS advocated racial politics because SNAP’s multi-racial concept was considered as obsolete and had not brought any benefits to the Dayak community as a whole.
There were three basic claims used to justify the argument that SNAP’s approach to multiracial politics would not work to the interests of the Dayak community: (a) SNAP’s inability to attract non-Dayak votes and to win seats in Chinese or Malay dominated areas showed that only the Dayaks practised multi-culturalism while the other groups did not; (b) In a broader national politics of compromise, in which SUPP represented Chinese interests and PBB Malay interests, SNAP’s multi-culturalism meant that Dayak interests were not represented. In this situation, the Dayaks were bound to lose; (c) the fact that SNAP’s “Chinese members were perceived to be doing well financially using Dayak support and with the ostensible multiracial platform of SNAP” (Ave and King, 1986: 114) indicated that SNAP’s politics of compromise to accommodate individual interests only reinforced the fact that it did not serve Dayak societal interests.
Also, an important element in its formation was the growing discontent among the Dayak people because they were not participating fully in the New Economic Policy (NEP). Dayak leaders hoped that through PBDS they would be able to effect and influence political modernization and political development within the Dayak society.
PBDS was for participatory approach to achieving modernization and political development and demanded that consultation among communities in policy-making and execution should be adopted.
Political parties in Sarawak and in Malaysia in general, therefore may be classified into two broad categories: (a) communal or racial, and (b) multi-racial but communally oriented. A communal party is one whose membership is exclusively taken from a particular race, while multi-racial party, though its memberships is open to all races, tends to attract members from one particular race. Malaysia also has one religion-based political party.
Sarawak Alliance
When independence seemed to be imminent, Sarawak formed the ‘Sarawak United Front’ on 22 October 1962. Later the Sarawak United Front was renamed as the Sarawak Alliance, which was a conglomeration of 5 political parties namely SNAP, SCA, Pesaka, PANAS and Berjasa. PANAS, however, left the Alliance on 15 April 1963 because of cleavages with Barjasa. SUPP did not join the Alliance as it had opposed the Federation of Malaysia proposal.
The Sarawak Alliance was patterned after the Malayan Alliance whose characteristics included (Ibid., 53): (a) political unity of each race, Malay under UMNO (United Malays National Organization), Chinese under MCA (Malayan Chinese Association) and Indian under MIC (Malayan Indian Congress), (b) Inter-communal cooperation through amalgamation of these organizations and working compromises behind closed doors.
The main objective of the Sarawak Alliance was to achieve racial harmony in the State of Sarawak. In its election manifesto the Sarawak Alliance declared that (Ibid., 53)
The best way of achieving inter-racial harmony and understanding, we believe is for all racial problems to be settled by the various representative racial political parties, and then reconciled within an alliance of such racial political bodies...
Between 1963 and 1970 the State of Sarawak was ruled by the Sarawak Alliance. The first Sarawak Alliance and Sarawak’s first Chief Minister was Stephen Kalong Ningkan, the Secretary-General of SNAP. In 1966 in the aftermath of the Land Bill Crisis (1965) and the Alliance Crisis (1966), Ningkan was ousted as the Chief Minister.
State Operation Committee 
In 1969, in the aftermath of the 13th May racial riots in which the federal government declared a nation-wide state of emergency and in which the Sarawak State Elections had been postponed, Sarawak was ruled by the State Operation Committee (SOC). The SOC was “established as the supreme executive committee in the state” (Leigh, 1974: 132). Unlike in other states in the federation in which the Chief Minister headed the SOC, in Sarawak the SOC was headed by a Federal Secretary. Except for Temenggong Jugah all members of the State’s SOC were civil servants.
Tawi Sli’s authority as the Chief Minister had been undermined under this format, and he was not happy about it. In responding to Tawi’s criticisms of the SOC, its Chairman explained that (Ibid, 132):
The State Operating Committee was appointed by the Director of Operations who saw it fit that the SOC should not be headed by the Chief Minister who had not received the current mandate from the people. The powers of the chairman are so wide that he may even put his political opponents behind bars....It has been obvious right from the inception of SOC that one of its first main natural assets, i.e., forestry is given out in a fair and justified manner so that it can be of benefit to the majority of Sarawakians....This act of the SOC controlling the issue of logging licences had undoubtedly incurred the displeasure of certain groups who for reasons of personal gain keep pursuing the attitude of anti-society....
Tawi Sli’s position as the Chief Minister had been reduced to a mere figurehead, providing a rubber stamp for the decisions made by the SOC.
Coalition Government
After the 1970 election, the State of Sarawak was governed by a coalition of Bumiputera and SUPP. Pesaka members were invited on individual basis to join the coalition. Abdul Rahman Yakub resigned from his position as Federal Minister of Education to become the State Third Chief Minister.
SNAP joined the coalition in 1976. With SNAP’s entry into the fold, the state was left with no opposition parties in the State Assembly until 1987.  In that year, the Maju Group which consisted of PBDS and PERMAS became the opposition after their failed attempt to topple Datuk Taib.
Ethnic Factor in Sarawak Politics
Ethnic consideration and communalism have decisively influenced the political processes in Sarawak. In the first decade of independence, three examples of this happening are worth mentioning. The first example is provided by the selection of the first state governor. Temenggong Jugah’s nomination as the first Governor of independent Sarawak was rejected by the Prime Minister of Malaya/Malaysia on the ground that a Dayak had been chosen as a Chief Minister-designate. Temenggong Jugah was a Dayak from the Iban community. The Prime Minister’s reason for not accepting Temenggong Jugah’s appointment was based on the premise that if a Dayak was to be the Chief Minister, a Malay must be its Governor (Leigh, 1974: 79).
The second example is in constituency delineation, which gives higher weightage to rural areas, thus giving higher Bumiputera representation in the state assembly. The demarcation of constituencies has also been manipulated for specific ethnic reasons. In 1967, for instance, after hearing comments from the public, the Election Commission altered the boundaries of four state constituencies, and the outcomes were as follows (Ibid, 129):
(a) A predominantly Dayak Ward in S.14 Gedong was exchanged for a predominantly Malay ward in S.13 Semera, thus altering the electorate S.14 from the status of Dayak majority to Dayak plurality. (The constituency now had 47% Dayak electorates, 42% Malay and 11% Chinese).
(b) A solid Dayak ward was transferred from S.32 Oya to S.30 Dudong. The net effect was a change of S.32 Oya from Dayak plurality to Melanau/Malay majority.
The basic idea behind this exercise was to increase Malay political representation.
The third example is the decision to form a Bumiputera-Supp-Pesaka coalition government in 1970. After the 1970 election ended with no one party able to command a clear majority, the issue that arose, it appeared, was not as to whether a coalition government should be established, but as to how it should be established and for what reasons. In the 1970 election, the SUPP, the SNAP and Parti Bumiputera all obtained 12 seats each. Pesaka, the other hand obtained 9 seats, while SCA managed to secure 3 seats and independent 1 seat. 
SUPP and Parti Bumiputera formed an understanding and decided to work together. The points of understanding between SUPP and Bumiputera which was signed on Tuesday 7th July 1970 are as follows (Ibid., 144):
The signatories hereto representing their respective parties have agreed to abide by the following points of understanding for the establishment of a clean and efficient state government of Sarawak.
1. A nominee of Parti Bumiputera shall be the Chief Minister, a nominee of the Sarawak United Peoples’ Party shall be the DeputyChief Minister and one elected member of the Iban race shall be the other Deputy Chief Minister;
2. Major issues and matters involving Government policy and measures affecting the interests of the state and parties hereto shall be agreed to mutually before decision can be made;
3. Appointment of other State Ministers and allotment of portfolios shall have the unanimous decision of the signatories hereto;
4. The pledges made by the parties hereto during the election as far as possible shall be implemented by the State Government.
Despite its multiracial concept, SUPP negotiated this understanding with Parti Bumiputera purely as a Chinese party. The understanding had allowed SUPP to honour its election pledges: to give land to landless cultivators, and (2) to ask the federal government to put to trial and subsequently to release all political prisoners who were mainly Chinese, and to “ameliorate conditions in three controlled villagers (Baratok, Tapah and Siburan)” (Ibid., 144).
The understanding between Parti Bumiputera and SUPP clearly addressed the following issues in Sarawak politics:
1. That any coalition that left Bumiputera party in the opposition would be highly unacceptable to the interests of the federal government, because under the arrangement the Malay/Muslims were left out of the state government.
2. A coalition between the three native parties (SNAP, Bumiputera and Pesaka) would have seen another Iban Chief Minister, something the federal government might have felt uneasy about. On top of that, this also meant that Dato Stephen Kalong Ningkan would become the Chief Minister again.
3. The only possible alternative that would have satisfied the federal government was a state government formed by Bumiputera (Malay) and SUPP (Chinese), and supported by the Iban. This formula would ensure a Muslim Chief Minister. SUPP was not assumed to be interested in the leadership of the coalition for obvious reasons. Meanwhile, Pesaka did not have a legitimate claim to the position as it did not have a sufficient number of seats, and
4. The understanding would establish a Malay hegemony at the helm of Sarawak politics, to be supported by the economically powerful SUPP, even though the Malays accounted for less than 20 percent of the state population.
Politics of Fear
Malaysia’s ‘racial mosaics’ (Carnell, 1953: 99) comprise a conglomeration of “segments whose institutions, culture and values differ fundamentally” (Norlinger, 1972: 112). Furnival (1980) has described this type of society as ‘plural’.
In plural society, social needs peculiar to the society as a whole are difficult to define because there exists no social will common to all the different elements (Furnival, 1980: 87). The only factor common to all is the economic. Even labour market is segmented as each segment in the society could be identified with specific economic functions.
Malaysia’s plural society is characterized by the politics of racial polarization in which ethnic sentiments and attitudes are used to justify political claims. The main function of political parties in the country is to act as a platform to protect and promote ethnic group interests.
Cultural assimilation is not possible because of the presence of large numbers of non-Malays. The percentage of non-native is also quite big to allow for cultural assimilation to take place. This in turn leads to ethnic fear as each group has organized itself politically to protect group interest. The communal political parties, which have become the salient features of Malaysia’s plural society, are a result of this fear. There exist certain elements of mistrust among the various ethnic groups in the country, particularly among the Malays and the Chinese, the two biggest groups.
Politics in Malaysia thrives on a psychological manifestation of group fear – fear that one’s group may be overwhelmed by others. Donald Horowitz (1985: 178) describes this fear of another group as:
Apprehension about survival, swamping, and subordination reflect the enormous importance accorded to competitive values; a group that cannot compete will be overcome or will die out. But (sic) such sentiments have tended to be altered at times when the groups entertaining them have been politically in a strong position.
This mutual fear and mistrust finally exploded in the 13th May 1969 racial riots in Kuala Lumpur. The main axis of the conflict was between the politically powerful but economically less advanced Malays and the economically strong but politically weak Chinese. Jesudason (1989: 10) describes this struggle between the Malays and the Chinese as a struggle over “relative capacity and worth”.
In the economic sphere, the best example of ethnic considerations decisively influencing policy decisions is in the implementation of the New Economic Policy (NEP) in 1971. The basic goal of the policy encompasses the need to bring the least economically advanced Malays and other Indigenes out of the rural areas in order to allow them to participate effectively in commerce and industry in the urban areas.
In this case, the policy is to increase the ‘relative group capacity and worth’ of these economically ‘backward’ groups. This is intended, of course, to make the political and bureaucratic elites of the ‘backward’ groups to feel a sense of increased worth for by belonging to a community of ‘backward’ people it is thought that they might have experienced a loss of individual self-esteem. These elites according to Horowitz (1985: 185) need to salvage their feeling of a ‘sense of diminished worth’. He says of this need this way:
If the need to feel worthy is a fundamental human requirement, it is satisfied in a considerable measure by belonging to groups that are in turn regarded as worthy. Like individual self-esteem, collective self-esteem is achieved largely by social recognition. Everywhere, but especially in developing countries, where the sphere of politics is unusually broad and its impact powerful, collective social recognition is conferred by political affirmation. For this reason, struggles over relative group worth are readily transferred to the political system.
In Malaysia, the indigenous population of Malaysia, especially the Malays have generally experienced this lack of self-confidence in relation to the Chinese, and historically in the context of British colonialism.
Politics and Economic Change
In the 1969 national election, the Malay sense of political vulnerability and economic deprivation led to decreased Malay support for UMNO (Jesudason, 1989: 46). In order to restore Malay confidence and maintain the grip on power, the government decided to embark on a program of modernizing the ‘backward’ Malays so that they could participate in the economic life of the country and obtain greater benefits from its growth and development. The program is called the New Economic Policy (NEP).
In principle, the NEP is about social change, economic growth and economic development (of the Malays and Other Indigenous groups). According to Wilbert Moore (1967: 3), the concept of social change denotes “an alteration of social structures (that is, of patterns of social action and interaction), including consequences and manifestations of such structures embodied in norms (rate of conduct), value, and cultural products and symbols”.
It is also about modernization which is a process involving the transformation of traditional societies into the types that characterized western-industrialized one (Pye, 1968: 8). This transformation requires changes in structure and functions.
In Malaysia, the concept of modernity is defined by the government to involve the processes urbanization, industrialization, commercialization of agriculture and the adoption of modern technology. This means the increased involvement of the Malays in higher income generating industries and commerce and in non-agricultural activities.
The role of the government in promoting native participation in the economic life of the nation encompasses the financing and organizing of public sector estates, provision of scholarships to Malay students and the subsidizing of commercial and industrial undertakings. This task necessitates direct government intervention in the economy by the creation and operation of productive enterprises.
Land Bill Crisis 1965
The first major challenge to Ningkan’s leadership took place in the middle of 1965 when he brought the proposed land legislation to the Sarawak Alliance Council for deliberation and consideration. Pesaka and Bumiputera opposed the bill, while SNAP and SCA favoured it. Pesaka, Berjasa and PANAS then demanded that Ningkan resigned as the Chief Minister.
The land Bill Crisis originated as a result of a bill that allowed the Chinese to purchase native lands. 
Despite opposition from the members of his government Ningkan persisted with the matter and tabled the bill. Pesaka and Barjasa threatened to withdraw from the Alliance and considered forming a Native Alliance comprising Pesaka, Berjasa and Panas. The bill however was later withdrawn.
The opponent of the Land Bill did not manage to kick Ningkan out of office because of Tun Jugah’s influence in the Alliance. Tun Jugah was not willing to topple a fellow Dayak. Jugah favoured the formation of a Native Alliance but not without SNAP’s participation.
The tabling of the Land Bill raised some interesting points:
1. Emergence of battle on land issue between the Chinese and the Natives. The Chinese wanted lands but the natives were steadfast in protecting their lands.
2. Those who opposed the bill were seen to discriminate against the Chinese and perceive to be protectors of natives’ rights and privileges. 
3. Those that supported the bill were regarded as multi-culturalists.
4. SNAP was now prepared to implement multi-racial policies and promote multi-culturalism.
5. SNAP was willing to welcome Chinese members. The Land legislation was considered as one way to invite them in.
6. SNAP’s attempt to legislate the Land Bills indicated its policy regarding the application of the Bumiputera concept which accorded the natives certain rights and privileges. Sponsorship of the bills meant SNAP rejected the concept which the Chinese thought as discriminatory against them.
7. SNAP was courting non-natives.  Pesaka saw this as a threat but SNAP could not ignore Pesaka as its future depended on its support (see Kadang, 1979:118-26).
Alliance/Cabinet Crisis 1966
When Ningkan withdrew the Land Bills, the opponents of the Bills were deprived of the issue which they could use to rally against him. By doing so Ningkan was able to prevent political defeat and avert the attempts to topple him.
But the opponents of the Land Bills persisted in their attempts to topple him. To get Dato Ningkan they shifted their focus. This time they attacked him on certain key points. For his multi-culturalist stand, Ningkan was questioned about his idea on all opportunities for all Sarawakians. His stand here had been interpreted to mean that Ningkan was against the use of the term Bumiputera, a term which accorded the natives specials rights and privileges vis-a-vis the non-natives. Ningkan’s statement which said that “all Malaysians are ‘sons of the soils’” (Kadang, 1979: 123) intensified their attack on him.
They were also attacking him along personal matters. They wanted him removed because of his many shortcomings such as his alleged hot-temper and polygamous nature. The idea of highlighting these issues was to isolate him from his supporters. By doing this, the group expected Ningkan supporters and all those who remained neutral would jump on an anti-Ningkan bandwagon.
One such person was Temenggong Jugah. In 1965, Ningkan was able to avert political defeat because of Temenggong Jugah’s influence in the Alliance. This time around Temenggong Jugah finally decided that Ningkan was ‘unfit to lead’ (Ibid., 127).
By the middle of 1966, twenty of the forty-two members of the State Legislature were against him. The group that opposed Ningkan was lead by Taib (the State Minister of Telecommunications and Works) and Thomas Kana, the Secretary-General of Pesaka.
The Group of 20 flew to Kuala Lumpur on 13 June 1966 to submit a letter to the federal government to express that they had lost confidence in Ningkan and urged him to resign. Ningkan refused and announced that he would convene a scheduled meeting of the State Legislature. The Group of 20 boycotted the meeting.
The Group of 20 flew back to Kuching to submit to the Governor the name of Tawi Sli as the next Chief Minister. They were accompanied on their flight from Kuala Lumpur by representatives of the National Alliance and the Inspector General of the Police.
Ningkan was dismissed on 17 June after the federal authority had managed to persuade the Governor and on 20 June Tawi Sli was sworn in as the second Chief Minister of Sarawak.
Ningkan filed a suit against the Governor contesting the legality and the legitimacy of his dismissal. On 1 July, Ningkan filed another suit to restraint Tawi Sli and his cabinet members from performing the executive duties.
Ningkan’s suits were heard in the High Court of Borneo on 22 and 23 August and the scheduled hearing on 29 August. The Chief Justice handed down his judgment on 2 September. In his verdict, he was of the opinion that Ningkan had been wrongly dismissed and he therefore reinstated him as the Chief Minister.
As Ningkan was not able to be persuaded to resign, the federal government declared a state of emergency on September 15 and amended the State Constitution to give the Governor the power to convene the State Legislature to meet and to dismiss the Chief Minister on losing the vote of no confidence motion against him. The State Legislature met on 23 September and Ningkan was dismissed the following day.
The Group of 20 also attacked Ningkan on his refusal: (a) speed up the use of Bahasa Malaysia (Malay/National language) in the state, and (b) replace expatriate (British) officers in the State Civil Service (Searle, 1983: 37).
Ming Court Incidence and the 1987 Sarawak State Election
The 1987 State Election was held after an unscheduled dissolution on 13 March 1987 of the Sarwaka State Legislature. The Head of State Datuk Patinggi Ahmad Zaidi Adruce, on the advice of the Chief Minister and PBB President Datuk Patinggi Taib Mahmud, dissolved the State Legislature nearly two years ahead of time to pave the way for a fresh election. Polling was set for April 15th and 16th, while nomination would be on 6th April.
The election had been called as a result of the action of 27 of the 48 State Assemblymen demanding that Taib resigned as Chief Minister and be replaced by Datuk Noor Tahir. This group of 27 assemblymen announced their objections to Taib’s leadership at the Ming Court Hotel in Kuala Lumpur.
The 1987 crisis began when four cabinet ministers and three assistant ministers resigned from their positions as members of the State Executive Council (Sarawak Tribune, 10 March 1987). They were followed later by another twenty-one defections in the State Assembly, but one of whom subsequently backed out to support Taib again.
The four ministers who resigned were Deputy Chief Minister and Minister for Agriculture and Community Development Datuk Daniel Tajem from PBDS, Minister for Land Development Datuk Edward Jeli from SNAP, Minister for Environment and Tourism Datuk Noor Tahir and Minister for Social Development Datuk Hafsah Harun, both from PBB. The Assistant Ministers included Gramong Juna (Land Resources) from PBDS, Michael Ben (Culture and Sport) from SNAP and Hollis Tini (Welfare) from SUPP.
The twenty-eight State Assemblymen who gave the ultimatum to Taib included 8 from PBDS, 8 from PBB, 5 from SNAP, 4 from SUPP and 3 Independents. The three independents were Wan Habib Syed Mahmud, Haji Saidi Olia and Wilfred Nissom. Both Wan Habib and Saidi Olia were former PBB State Assemblymen. They had resigned from the party earlier citing disagreement with Taib as their reason.
Taib attributed the crisis to the work of Tun Rahman Yakub: “An invisible hand has called the shots, orchestrated an intriguing political plot to topple the present state government”, commented Taib when he was asked who could have been behind the move to topple him  (The People’s Mirror, 11 March 1987).
The crisis detonated the political time-bomb that had characterized the feud between uncle and nephew and politics as a whole in the State of Sarawak since their partnership cracked in 1981. In April of that year, Datuk Taib took over from Tun Rahman Yakub (then Datuk Patinggi) as the fourth Chief Minister of Sarawak, while Tun Rahman himself was made the Head of State for Sarawak.
Before becoming the Chief Minister, Taib had assumed numerous portfolios in the federal cabinet since 1967. For his experience in state politics, Tun Rahman believed, however that Taib should seek his advice in certain key matters. To Taib this was tantamount to interfering in his administration of the state, something that he could not accept.
The hostility between the two intensified when during the opening of the Bintulu port in 1983 Taib staged a walkout after Tun Rahman had unequivocally criticized the federal government for failing to allocate funds for some projects in the state (News Straits Times, 11 March 1987). Under the State Constitution, the Head of State is only a ceremonial head and should not get involved in active politics by issuing political statements.
Another major issue in the election was what many people conceptualized as ‘Dayakism’. Whether the term Dayakism is correct to describe PBDS involvement in the Ming Court incident is subject to debate. PBDS had always taken the stand that the Dayak’s political struggle was to achieve modernity and socioeconomic development for the Dayak people. 
PBDS leaders had realized that the Dayak had not benefited from the New Economic Policy (NEP). They aimed to remove ‘traditionalism’ from the Dayak way of doing things in order that they could attain a decent standard of living and at the same time achieved Dayak political unity.
PBDS took part in the coup in order to protect Dayak interests from further damage from negligence by the authorities. In the government, PBDS leaders felt that they had not been given sufficient power to effect changes among the Dayak community. PBDS called for greater consultation among the BN component parties in policy-making and execution in the state had failed. By taking part in the coup, PBDS hoped to be able to reverse the situation.
Those that revolted were subsequently expelled from their respective parties. During the crisis, the group of twenty-seven assemblymen plus Tun Rahman and some others who had helped initiated the plot to topple Taib referred to themselves as ‘Bersatu’ (United), and later as ‘Maju’ (Progressive) group. For the election, the Group was divided into two camps: PBDS and Persatuan Rakyat Malaysia Sarawak (PERMAS), a newly formed political party headed by Tun Rahman and Datuk Amar Yusuf Puteh, a former Sarawak State Secretary.
All PBB and ex-PBB as well as non-Dayak assemblymen with the exception of Sim Choo Nam who ran under the PBDS banner, were to contest the election under PERMAS tickets. All assemblymen from PBDS and all Dayak assemblymen from SNAP and SUPP and Independents would run under PBDS tickets.
PERMAS contested in predominantly Malay-Melanau or Muslim majority areas as well as Dayak plurality area. The only inconsistency in this matter however was in the case of David Tiong, the sole Chinese incumbent candidate from PERMAS, who contested in his old constituency of Igan, though an Iban majority constituency. The Group did not field any candidate in the predominantly Chinese/Urban constituencies. 
Conclusion and Final Analysis
Knowing very well that he would be defeated by a vote of no confidence in the State Assembly if he summoned it to meet, and this would provide legal standing to the demands of the Group, Taib instead decided to seek a new mandate, saying that “the people have the right to decide” (Far Eastern Economic Review, 26 March 1987: 34).
The ‘coup’ or the ‘vote of no confidence’ against Taib resembled the one organized against Ningkan twenty-one years before during the Alliance/Cabinet crisis of 1966 when Taib himself was the major protagonist behind that crisis. However, there existed two major differences between the two coups. First, Taib had the luxury of calling for an early election, while Ningkan in 1966 had no such option as both the governor and the federal government did not agree that an election should be held. The group that opposed him wanted Ningkan to summon the State Assembly to meet, but the State Assembly could only meet if the Chief Minister said so. Ningkan did not want to do so because he knew very well that he would be defeated in the House if he did so.
In 1987, Datuk Taib successfully advised the Head of State to dissolve the State Assembly and he also successfully sought federal endorsement of his leadership.
The Head of State of the State of Sarawak is appointed by the Yang Di-Pertuan Agong, the King of Malaysia, at the recommendation of its Chief Minister. As the Taib had a say in the appointment of Ahmad Zaidi as the Head of State for Sarawak, there was a working understanding between the two of them. The Governor certainly owed his appointment to the Chief Minister.
In 1966, the Head of State or the Governor then was not recommended by Ningkan. Perhaps, due to this there was no common understanding among the two them. The Governor did not owe Ningkan his patronage.
Second, while the 1978 coup had been supported by members of all component parties of the State National Front (PBB, SUPP, SNAP and PBDS), the 1966 coup was not backed by all members of the Sarawak Alliance.
Had the Sarawak Head of State in 1987 not consented to dissolve the Sarawak State Assembly, Taib of PBB would have been replaced by another PBB man in Datuk Noor Tahir, who was also a member of Taib’s state cabinet. In 1966, Ningkan from SNAP was replaced by Penghulu Datuk Tawi Sli from Pesaka.
In the election that followed the Ming Court Incident, the National Front leadership at the federal level backed Taib’s camp (News Straits Times, 15 April 1987). In this connection, this meant that the decision of the Group of 27 to organize the revolt in Kuala Lumpur and not in Sarawak in order to impress upon the federal leadership that it had nothing to do against them had failed miserably.
The decision of Datuk Leo Moggie, the President of PBDS, not to contest in the election to show that the Dayaks had no grudge against non-Dayak leadership in the state, and particularly so in the case of Muslim leadership, also failed to satisfy the federal authorities. Leo Moggie was a federal minister at this time and remained so until 2004. During the crisis, PBDS remained a component member of the National Front, albeit at the Federal level only.
In 1966, the group that wanted to topple Ningkan also met in Kuala Lumpur. Unlike in the 1987 situation, the 1966 group got the blessing from the federal people. The federal government forced Ningkan to resign by declaring a state of emergency in Sarawak.
The reasons why the Federal National Front did not back the Group of 27 or remain neutral, despite the Group having the majority support of its elected assemblymen were mixed but presumably they included the followings:
1. Victory for the State National Front (PBB, SUPP and SNAP) would preserve the 1970 governmental structure whereby PBB remained at the helm of Sarawak politics and supported by the wealthy SUPP. This would ensure that a Malay/Muslim remained as the Chief Minister of the state and a Chinese from SUPP as Deputy Chief Minister number one, a format certain to please UMNO and MCA, that saw themselves as overseers of Malay and Chinese interests in the country respectively. The status quo in state politics was therefore restored and maintained.
2. None of the chief ministerial material (personnel) in the Maju Group, like Datuk Daniel Tajem and Dr Jawie Masing of PBDS and Datuk Amar Yusuf Puteh, Datuk Noor Tahir and Wan Madzihi of PERMAS had close working relationship with the federal leadership. In contrast, in 1966 when Penghulu Tawi Sli was made the Chief Minister, he also had no experience at the federal level. He was not even a member of the state cabinet, but they accepted him as the new Chief Minister.
3. Tun Rahman as Chief Minister might cause discomfort at the federal level. Tun Rahman had been known to be highly critical of the federal government’s funding of projects in Sarawak as the incident at the Bintulu Port indicated. His return to active politics could not be countenanced by the federal government.
4. The only alternative to Datuk Taib was Datuk Leo Moggie. Having served as member of the federal cabinet since 1978, at first under Datuk (later Tun) Hussein Onn, Datuk Leo had wide experience and was known in Kuala Lumpur. Datuk Leo had also served in the state cabinet prior to his appointment as a federal minister. But he did not contest in the election. Furthermore, Datuk Leo was a Dayak of Iban origin, and Kuala Lumpur would not like to see any ethnic group, other than the present Malay-Melanau, ruling Sarawak, despite the fact that they make up only 25% of the population of the” (Far Eastern Economic Review, 26 March 1987: 34).
The other interesting facts about the 1987 and the 1966 political crises in Sarawak include: (a) the Group of 27 that demanded Taib to resign had wanted him to be replaced by another Malay in Datuk Noor Tahir. In 1966, the Group of 20 that demanded Ningkan to resign had wanted him to be replaced by another Iban in Datuk Penghulu Tawi Sli; (b) the Group of 27 met and assembled in Kuala Lumpur. The Group of 20 also met and assembled in Kuala Lumpur. Both groups announced their intentions to replace the Chief Minister in Kuala Lumpur. The Group of 27 failed in their attempt to topple Taib, while the Group of 20 in 1966 succeeded in toppling Ningkan, albeit by way of an emergency order.
During the election in 1987, there was a common fear among the Malay-Muslim voters that they would lose political power in Sarawak if they voted for the Maju Group as they perceived that the Maju Group government would be dominated by the Iban. If they continued to support the National Front, they knew who the Chief Minister would be and they also knew that they had enough number to continue to dominate the state government.
The 1966 rebel against Ningkan was a continuation of the failed attempt to unseat him in 1965. The main differences between the two revolts were that in 1966 Ningkan did not get the support from Temenggong Jugah. In 1966, Ningkan’s opponents also obtained the support of the federal government.  In contrast, the rebels in 1987 did not manage to get the support of the federal government.
The vote of no confidence against the Chief Minister in both the 1987 and the 1966 crises were announced in Kuala Lumpur. The Group that opposed the Chief Minister in 1966 managed to bring the matter to the State Legislature and topple him there. In 1987, the Group that opposed the Chief Minister failed to bring the case to the State Legislature as a fresh election was held as a consequence. 
Federal-state relations and ethnicity also played a significant role in the success to topple the Chief Minister in 1966 and the failure to do so in 1987. Ningkan was never really liked and loved by the federal government for many obvious reasons. He was also of different ethnic background and religion to those at the federal level. Taib Mahmud, even though he is a Melanau but he is also a Muslim and professes the same faith as the federal leaders. Taib also had a good working relation with the federal people as he had been a member of the federal cabinet prior to his appointment as the Chief Minister of Sarawak.
From the understanding of what had transpired during the 1987 and the 1966 political crises in Sarawak and from the reactions of the federal leaderships in both incidences, it is suffice to say that politics in Malaysia thrives on the manipulation of racial fear. The existence of ethnically based or oriented political parties suggests that there exists among the different groups an element of suspicion and mutual distrust of the hopes and aspirations of each group. Different ethnic groups all struggle to determine ‘relative group worth and capacity’. 
The implementation of the New Economic Policy in 1971 represented an ultimate attempt by the economically less advanced but politically more powerful Malay community to redress racial imbalances in the economic life of the nation. In Malaysia, economic progress and modernization have always been associated with political development and vice-versa. Having political power is the key to having progress and modernity. 
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� Between 1841 and 1941 Sarawak was ruled by the Brooke family. In 1946, the family ceded Sarawak to the British Crown. The Malays in Sarawak were divided into two camps about this issue: one group supported the move (ie the pro-cessionist camp), while the other group opposed it (the anti-cessionist camp).
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