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SUMMARY

This thesis  is an attempt to s tudy  local level politics 
among the u rban  poor, i .e .  the sq u a tte rs  in Kuala 
Lumpur, the capital city of Malaysia, by focusing attention 
on a Malay sq u a tte r  community in a squatment in the 
southw estern p a rt of the city and examining their s trugg le  
to re ta in  the ir illegally occupied land and th e ir  attem pt to 
improve th e ir  living conditions in the squatm ent in the face 
of an apparently  unsym pathetic u rban  bureacracy .

The study  is prompted by  Oscar Lewis’ theory  of 
'cu lture of p o v e rty ’ and the concept of marginality and it 
is the contention of th is thesis tha t the Malay sq u a tte rs  
are neither marginal nor do they  exhibit tra its  of Lewis' 
’cu lture of p o v e rty ’; they  are sufficiently well organised at 
the community level which accounts for their success in 
achieving some of th e ir  communal goals and such success is 
a ttribu tab le  to th e ir  close association with politicians from 
the p a rty  in pow er.

The thesis consists of eight ch ap te rs . C hapter I, the 
in troduction, outlines the aims and scope of the th esis , its  
problem s, theoretical orientation and provides a b rie f  
background of the country  and its  people. C hapter II 
traces  the historical development of squatting  in Peninsular 
Malaysia (form erly Malaya) with special reference to the  
emergence of squatting  among Malays in Kuala Lum pur. 
Chapter III examines the development of the squatm ent 
un d er study and the sq u a tte rs ’ initial involvement with 
political p a rtie s . C hapter IV deals with the sq u a tte r  
community, its  economy and social netw orks. C hapter V 
takes a look at the s q u a tte rs ’ relationship with the United 
Malays National Organisation (UMNO), the predom inant 
p a rty  in the ru ling  Barison Nasional (National F ron t) 
between 1967 and 1977. C hapter VI examines the basis of 
the sq u a tte rs ’ dependency on UMNO and the exchanges 
taking place between them, while C hapter VII looks at the 
role of the political p a rty  in community organisation of the 
sq u a tte rs . C hapter VIII, the conclusion, summarises the 
findings of the th e s is , compares the Malay sq u a tte rs  with 
those of o ther ethnic groups and explains the na tu re  of 
the  relationship between the sq u a tte rs  and UMNO in term s 
of political p a rty  p a tro n ag e .
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

1.1 The Aim and Scope of the Study.

The study concerns a particu lar group of the u rban  
poor, i .e .  the sq u a tte rs , most of whom are of peasant 
origin and who have m igrated to the capital city of 
Malaysia, Kuala Lumpur, in the last two decades or so. 
The focus of attention is on their s truggles to cope with 
u rban  life especially in th e ir  attem pts to re ta in  the  land 
they  occupy illegally, to seek legal righ ts  on the said land 
and to gain access to basic urban  amenities and social 
serv ices. Inasmuch as th is  study  concerns the ways and 
means by which these sq u a tte rs  attain  th e ir  goals, the 
s tudy  is about politics, prim arily local-level politics. The 
aim is to examine how goals are identified and stra teg ies  as 
to how these goals are to be atta ined , are form ulated.

West Malaysia has a multi-ethnic population comprising 
mainly Malays, Chinese and Indians (see section 1 .6 ). Each 
of these ethnic categories has its  share of u rban  
sq u a tte rs . This s tu d y , however, confines itse lf only to 
Malay sq u a tte rs  in Kuala Lumpur, also known since 1974, 
as the Federal T e rrito ry . It concerns only West Malaysia or 
P eninsular Malaysia.

This research  was undertaken  in the light of growing 
concern on the p a rt of the central governm ent. of Malaysia, 
the sta te  government and the local au thorities in various 
towns over the unprecedented  increase in the num ber of 
u rban  sq u a tte rs  in almost every major town or state 
capital. Except in Kuala Lumpur, where the increase in 
squatting  has been particu larly  great since 1960, no 
com prehensive su rveys on squatting have been done to 
enumerate the sq u a tte rs . N evertheless, random surveys
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and b rie f studies have been carried  out and based on 
these estim ates of the sq u a tte r population have been 
arrived  a t. Wegelin estim ates that in Alor S ta r, the capital 
of the sta te  of Kedah, sq u atte rs  form 3.3% of the 
population; in George Town (Penang) 5.5%; in Kuantan 
(Pahang) 4.1%, Kelang (Selangor) 4.2% and in Kuala 
T rengganu (T rengganu) 5.0% (1979:94). In Kuala Lumpur, 
the percentage of sq u a tte rs  in relation to its  total 
population h as , in the last ten y ea rs , remained on average 
25% (see Table 1, C hapter I I) . The capital is one area 
where u rban  squatting  is most noticeable and most 
problematical to the au thorities.

The proliferation of sq u a tte r areas in major towns in 
Malaysia coincides with the implementation of successive 
development programmes, known generally as Five Year 
P lans, by the post-independence government in its  attempt 
to re s tru c tu re  the socio-economic imbalance in the coun try . 
F irs t launched in 1960, p a rt of these development 
programmes involves u rb an  expansion and industrialization 
and seeks to b ring  into towns the indigenous Malays who 
were p rev iously , during  the colonial p e rio d , confined to 
the ru ra l a reas. Expansion of the government b u reaucracy , 
establishm ent of institu tion  of higher learning and the 
construction of factories in the u rban  cen tre s , among o ther 
th in g s , create ample employment opportunities which 
a ttra c t large scale migration from the co u n try sid e , where 
socio-economic developments are confined largely to the 
provision of some basic amenities and social serv ices and 
the expansion of peasant farming and where jobs with
regu lar income are scarce . This flow of ru ra l labour into
the u rban  areas has not been matched by provision of
necessary  basic amenities to accommodate the newcomers. 
The resu lt is insufficient in fra -s tru c tu re  creating  enormous 
problems both to the u rban  authorities and to the new
arriva ls  them selves. The main problem is housing . The 
homeless re so rt to the illegal occupation of vacant land on
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which they  build sh e lte rs , usually of wood and corrugated  
iron roofing which they call rumah (lit. house an d /o r 
home). They become known as setinggan (sq u a tte rs )  
adding to the number of sq u a tte rs  already prevalen t in the 
towns before ru ra l-u rb an  migration began (see C hapter 
I I ) . Their housing conglomerations become known as 
kampung setinggan (sq u a tte r  v illages). As time goes on 
these new setinggan are joined by some opportunist 
sq u a tte rs  who occupy land illegally, not out of necessity  
bu t for purposes of p rofiteering  such as by constructing  
houses for ren t or sale. The number of these opportun ist 
sq u a tte rs  is small. In Kuala Lumpur, official sources 
(1980) believe they  account for only 6% of the one q u a rte r  
million sq u a tte rs  in the city . The majority of the sq u a tte rs  
occupy land illegally out of necessity  and they  are the 
main focus of th is  s tu d y .

The main concern here is the sq u a tte rs  of Kuala 
Lumpur, especially those in the squatment of Kampung 
Selamat, one of the 200 sq u a tte r  villages in the  capital. 
The capital city was chosen for a number of re a so n s . 
F irs tly , by  v irtue  of being the cen tre  of governm ent, the 
nerve cen tre  for in d u stry  and commerce, the main location 
for institu tions of h igher learning and the f irs t town in 
the country  to have a satellite town built in the fifties to 
site in d u strie s , it is the place where most jobs are to be 
found. Hence its  a ttraction  for the peasan ts, which in tu rn  
accounts for the la rgest concentration of u rb an  sq u a tte rs . 
Secondly, the capital was chosen for practical reasons. 
The w riter lives and works in Kuala Lumpur, about one 
mile away from the nearest squatment which facilitated 
close and continuous research .

The w riter was induced to focus attention on the 
Malay sq u a tte rs  by the following considerations:

(a) Malay sq u a tte rs , unlike th e ir  non-Malay
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coun terparts  in the city are largely recent a rrivals (see 
C hapter I I ) .  They are in the process of adjusting and 
adapting to th e ir new social and physical environm ents. It 
would be in teresting  to discover the kind of mechanisms and 
stra teg ies they  employ in th e ir  attem pt to find a niche for 
themselves in the u rban  context.

(b) The case of the Malay sq u a tte rs  deserve scru tiny  
to draw the attention of the u rban  authorities and o th ers  to 
th e ir plight as a resu lt of their ambiguous position v is-a -v is  
land . They p ride themselves in being the indigenous group , 
the  Bumiputra ( lit . the sons of the soil) and are  so 
recognized by the government (see Section 1 .6); and the 
Malays believe they  have inalienable r ig h ts  to the land by 
v irtu e  of th e ir custom ary land laws (see C hapter I I ) .  Yet 
they  find themselves without land and are forced to sq u a t, 
subjected to harrassm ent and served  with eviction notices 
by  the au thorities from time to time.

(c) The Malay sq u a tte rs  are generally relatively  poor, 
with an average income much lower than the sq u a tte rs  of 
o ther ethnic g roups, v iz. the Chinese and Indians (see 
Chapter IV ).

(d) The presence of the Malay sq u a tte rs  in large 
num bers in the capital has important political implications 
for in ter-e thn ic  relations in Kuala Lumpur and for the 
country  as a whole.

(e) Very little anthropological work has been done on 
u rb an  Malays, less still on Malay sq u a tte rs .

1.2 The Problems

The w riter s ta rted  h er fieldwork in the squatm ents in 
October 1980 with the  intention of testing  the validity of
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Oscar Lewis' theory  on the "culture of po v erty ". As the 
fieldwork p rogressed  it soon became clear th a t none of the 
characteristics of the said cu lture prevailed among the 
sq u a tte rs . They h ad , as will be explained in C hapter IV, 
stable nuclear and extended families, had s trong  sanctions 
against consensual unions and early initiation to sex; and 
at the community level, were well organized and not 
disengaged from the wider society. At the level of the 
individual, very  few showed signs of fatalism , p resen t time 
orientation or many of the o ther personal ch aracteris tics  of 
the individual in the "culture of poverty". At th is  point 
the w riter decided to change her approach to the subject. 
Instead  of enquiring  into the absence of the "culture of 
p o v erty ", it was thought more appropriate to examine the 
sq u a tte rs  in a positive m anner, i .e .  to seek explanations 
as to how they organized themselves at the family and 
community level so th a t some kind of un ity  was achieved 
which in tu rn  enabled them to resis t eviction and to 
influence the au thorities to adopt and implement policies 
favourable towards them.

That the sq u a tte rs  were able to influence decision 
makers at the supra-local level to act in the ir favour was 
evidenced by th e ir  very  presence and by the fact that 
they  were receiving handouts from the au thorities in the 
form of public amenities and social serv ices, as will be 
made explicit in C hapters V, VI and VII. The authorities 
could have removed them each time they  needed the land 
illegally occupied by the squatte rs  for physical u rban  
development. They have the powers to prosecute the 
sq u a tte rs  by v irtu e  of such legislation as the 1963 Kuala 
Lumpur Federal Capital (Clearance of S quatters) By-Laws, 
and the Amendments to the Municipal Act 1963 (No. 16 of 
1967); Section 342(A) of the Municipal Ordinance dealing 
with clearance of a reas; Section 425 of the 1965 National 
Land Code and the 1969 Emergency Ordinance (Sen , M.K.
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1969:12; City Hall, 1978). The presence of the sq u a tte rs  
in very  large numbers proved that the au thorities had  not 
utilized such pow ers, and if they  had , such powers had 
not been utilized fully.

Social scientists in Malsysia quite often explain the 
presence and proliferation of squatte rs  in Kuala Lumpur in 
term s of the governm ent's inability to cope with the 
problems imposed by the ru ra l-u rb an  d r if t .  They 
a ttrib u te  the phenomenon to the governm ent's lack of 
planning and inefficiency. While there  are some elements of 
tru th  in th is  sort of analysis, the w riter feels th a t it is 
wrong to assume tha t the sq u a tte rs  are ineffectual actors 
in the u rban  scene . They are a force which influences 
governm ent decisions especially in m atters re la ting  to its 
policy on squatting . Some of them resisted  eviction, fought 
the  au thorities and won. They show sufficient ingenuity  in 
exploiting the system and in devising s tra teg ies  to h inder 
the au thorities from implementing the law fully .

The local au thority  in Kuala Lumpur, previously  known 
as the  Federal Capital Commission and since 1972 as the 
City Hall, was often quite forceful in exercising its  powers 
to evict sq u a tte rs . In the sixties when the rap id  expansion 
of sq u a tte r  settlem ents began to be noticed, such actions, 
as verified  by the former Chief Minister of Selangor (the 
state in which Kuala Lumpur was before it became the 
Federal T e rrito ry  in 1974) were ram pant. The local 
au tho rity  viewed the expansion of squatting  by the recent 
u rban  m igrants with alarm and apprehension and their 
a ttitu d es  towards the  la tte r  can be described  as 
unsym pathetic, in tolerant and at times hostile . The very  
name of the f irs t governm ent committee to deal with the 
sq u a tte rs , i .e .  the S quatter Clearance Committee is 
indicative of such an a ttitu d e . O ther evidence includes a 
rep o rt by  Sen, M.K. (1969) on behalf of the M inistry of
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Local Government and Housing which, among o ther th in g s , 
re fe rs  to the squ a tte r areas as " . . .  seedbeds for th u g s , 
secret societies and o ther racketeers . . . "  and th a t the 
practice and expansion of squatting  M . . .  challenges the 
s ta tu s  of government as agencies for maintaining law and 
o rd e r; . . .  resu lts  in an increase in crime, juvenile 
delinquency and a wide variety  of ‘social problems . . .  loss 
of substantial revenues . . .  to the government; . . .  affects 
the physical development of Kuala Lumpur . . .  it economic, 
social and political s tab ility ; . . .  inhibits economic growth 
and investm ent; . . .  and reduces its  (Kuala Lum pur’s) 
image both at home and overseas . . . ” (Sen, M.K. 1969:2).

Such being the views of the au thorities about 
squatting , it is not su rp risin g  tha t many sq u a tte rs  were 
served with eviction notices and sq u a tte r demolition squads 
were often deployed to destroy  newly-built sq u a tte r  
houses. Many squatm ents were wiped out; some, how ever, 
surv ived  these eviction and demolition exercises.

Since 1975, there  seems tinhave been a ^change in the 
attitude of the central government and the local au thority  
towards the sq u a tte rs . The Third Malaysia Plan 
(1975-1980) made some provisions for the socio-economic 
improvements of the sq u a tte rs  in the capital. The City Hall 
in 1978 published a rep o rt outlining its  programme to 
overcome the sq u a tte r  problems. This rep o rt, like the one 
in 1969, still manifests the intolerance and negative view 
the officials in the government bureaucracy had of the 
sq u a tte rs^  The sq u a tte r settlem ents are described almost in 
the same term s as they  were in 1969. The 1978 rep o rt 
describes them as,

(a) " . . .  b reeding  grounds for criminals, d rug  add ic ts,
subversive and anti-national activ ities,"
(b) "  b reeding  grounds for communist influence and
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a base for activities which can th rea ten  the stability 
of the country  and the nation ."
(c) " . . .  where dangerous diseases such as denggi 
and d ysen try  o rig in a te ."
(d) " . . .  which h inders the physical development of 
Kuala Lumpur . . . "  (1978:8-9).

The sq u a tte rs  according to the rep o rt, because of 
th e ir increasing num bers are bold enough to challenge the 
government and the law of the coun try . In view of th is 
the rep o rt s tre ssed  the need for positive action to seek 
solutions to the sq u a tte rs1 problem. A hum anitarian 
approach to the problem was proposed and la ter accepted 
as a guiding principle in all official dealings with the 
sq u a tte rs . There is therefore  a change in tactics on the 
p a rt of the government and the City Hall. T his, how ever, 
does not mean th a t the authorities now condone squatting  
(see C hapter VI).  On the co n tra ry , the sq u a tte rs  are now 
put under s tr ic t control and supervision under a specially 
formed un it in City Hall, i .e .  the UPP, Unit Penguatkuasa 
Perumohan ( lit. Housing Enforcement U nit). The UPP 
formulate and impose ru les and regulations to curb the ir 
geographical and demographic expansion and employ 
hundreds of field officers to patrol the squatm ents daily 
from 9.00 a.m.  till 7.00 p.m.  to ensure th a t these ru les 
and regulations are  observed fully.

Despite these m easures, the number of sq u a tte rs
increased and so did the acreage taken by them. A ctivities
con trary  to the new ru les and regulations such as house
improvements, construction of new houses and occupation
of new land continue, especially during  the few weeks
preceding a general election. Sometimes such activities are 

v
done un d er the very  eyes of the UPP field officers. Not 
only th a t, some sections of the sq u a tte r population are now 
being given basic amenities and social services by some
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government agencies, including the City Hall whose 
ex p ress  purpose is to get rid  of the sq u a tte rs  because of 
the problems they pose to physical urban  expansion, e tc . 
How is all th is possible? How can the sq u a tte rs  b reak  the 
ru les and regulations with such apparent impunity? Why do 
the local au thority  appear to be so charitable to the 
sq u a tte rs  who, as they  describe in the 1978 re p o rt, " . . .  
pay no ren t . . .  and create social, economic and political 
problems . . . "  for them?

The' w riter believes th a t the sq u a tte rs ' ability to 
defeat the laws and outwit the u rban  government 
bureaucracy  is largely due to their close links with 
politicians and political organizations, a point often 
re fe rred  to by several w riters bu t never elaborated (Sen,  
M.K. 1969 and 1979; Ishak Shaari 1976:121; Abdullah 
Ahmad 1979). It is the w rite r’s hypothesis th a t th is 
squatter-politician  relationship is what largely accounts for 
the  sq u a tte rs ' continued survival and th e ir  ability to 
induce, albeit ind irec tly , the local au thority  and the 
cen tral government to act in the ir favour. The dynamics of 
such relationship will be studied closely to determ ine the 
na tu re  of transactions taking place, the bases for such 
transactions and the expectations each p a rty  has of the 
o th er. The extent of the sq u a tte rs ' political consciousness 
will also be examined as well as their political inclinations 
and ideologies. The w riter does not confine h erse lf  to 
power relations at the community (local) level, b u t looks 
outw ards beyond the boundaries of the kampung. The 
sq u a tte rs  relate to the u rban  system socio-cu ltu rally , 
economically and politically and hence th e ir  lives a re  very  
much influenced by  forces outside their village and their 
control. An understand ing  of such forces is crucial in 
seeking explanations fpr the nature of political relations 
th a t prevail in the squatm ent.



- 1 0 -

1.3 Significance of the Study

The most conspicuous feature of large u rb an  cen tres 
in the developing countries in the last two decades is the 
presence of squatm ents which contain a substan tia l portion 
of the c ities ' population. These squatm ents are known by 
various names: in Latin America, they are called barrios, 
barriadas, favelas, ranchos, colonias proletarias or 
campallas; in Africa they  are re fe rred  to as bidonvilles or 
gourvivilles; in India they  are termed bustees ; in T urkey 
they  are  gecekondu and in the Philippines they  are 
barung-barung . In general terms they are shan ty  towns in 
which live between 15% and 45% of the u rban  population in 
th ird  world co u n trie s . Their physical and environmental 
ch aracteris tics  con trast sharply  with the carefully planned 
concrete blocks, giving the u rban  p recincts a tinge of 
'ru ra ln ess ' and giving the term town and city a somewhat 
d ifferent meaning and in terpretation  to what is generally 
understood in the west. The buildings are often 
constructed  in h as te , perhaps overn igh t, with minimal 
planning and with almost total d isregard  for human need 
for ventilation and san ita tion . The very  poor sq u a tte rs  
may use left-over pieces of wood from construction s ites , 
fla ttened oil drums or canvass to build th e ir abode. The 
more fortunate may be able to buy th e ir  own wood, cement^ 
and corrugated  iron shee ts . Hence there  are variations in 
the characteristics of squatm ents depending on such 
factors as the socio-economic sta tus of the sq u a tte rs , the 
age of the  settlem ent and the political climate in which 
they  live.

One main denominator which squ a tte rs  all over the 
world share in common is the "forcible occupation" of the ir 
dwelling or dwelling s ites . In the case of tropical 
coun tries, where the climate is congenial and sh e lte rs  can 
be constructed  rap id ly , it is the dwelling site th a t is
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forcibly occupied. In the u rban  cen tres of th ird  world 
countries such unlawful occupation of what appears to be 
no-m an's-land is common. The more involved a town or city 
in a th ird  world country  is in physical and economic 
development, the more rampant is squatting .

Cities in the th ird  world are increasingly b u rs tin g  at 
the seams with sq u a tte rs . Their governm ents are becoming 
alarmed and in many countries government bodies and 
academic institu tions have been directed or encouraged to 
conduct research  on sq u a tte rs  and the process of 
squatting . The bulk of th is re sea rch , how ever, has been 
carried  out not by  anthropologists, bu t by  o ther social 
scien tists -  dem ographers, social geographers, h isto rian s, 
sociologists and economists. Social anthropological works on 
u rban  sq u a tte rs  are  still relatively few in num ber, perhaps 
understandab ly , because anthropologists are late-com ers to 
u rb an  re sea rch . Their attention was drawn tow ards the 
u rban  poor -  the occupants of slums, ghettos and 
squatm ents -  only in the sixties and in general North 
American anthropologists have been more involved in such 
research  than  the B ritish . Among the studies done in the 
last two decades, the most notable are perhaps those of 
Oscar Lewis, William Mangin and Peter Lloyd, whose works 
will be discussed in Section 1.4.

Many of the prevalent works provide a clear p ic tu re  
of the social process in the sq u a tte r neighbourhood, its  
formation and sustenance which is essential in our 
understand ing  of u rban  squatting  and which cannot be 
uncovered by  the works of o ther social scientists such as 
dem ographers or social geographers or by arch itects  and 
social p lanners. But anthropological works on sq u a tte rs , as 
alluded to earlie r, are few and confined largely to cities in 
the Latin American coun tries. Elsewhere in the developing 
countries, such studies are minimal. It is perhaps time
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th a t anthropologists paid some attention to the sq u a tte rs  
since they  form such a large portion of the u rb an  poor, 
whose massive presence in the cities signifies acute 
development problems. A nthropologists, with the ir 
small-scale bu t intensive stud ies , can contribute  towards 
our p resen t understand ing  of the squatte r problems and 
the ir work could help guide u rban  p lanners and 
adm inistrators in the ir search for solutions to these 
problem s, if indeed th ere  were any . What b e tte r  way is 
there  for the anthropologist to give h is discipline a 
practical value!

In Malaysia in particu la r anthropological stud ies on 
the sq u a tte rs  are conspicuously lacking. Anthropological 
works on Malaysian societies have been mostly on the 
p re -u rb an  communities: the peasan ts, the sh ifting
ag ricu ltu ra lists  and the h u n te rs  and g a th e re rs . In the 
p re-w ar y ea rs , anthropological lite ra tu re  were w ritten 
mainly by  anthropologist/scholar adm inistrators who seem 
to have a penchant for the exotic prim itivity of the 
aborigines and the Malays. The works of such people as 
Evans (1937) and Schebesta (1929), for example, record  
various aspects of the aborigines' lives, while those of 
Blagden (1896) and Wilkinson (1906) and o thers are about 
the Malays in which beliefs and magic, religion, custom ary 
laws and kinship seem to have been the favourite topics. 
In the  post-w ar y ea rs , the same topics were still being 
s tud ied ; in addition, o ther aspects of Malay and aboriginal 
life were studied  which include their indigenous political 
s tru c tu re , economic organization, social s tra tifica tio n , 
leadership  and impact of development on the traditional 
social s tru c tu re . The period before the 1960's was 
dominated by foreign anthropologists; since th en , how ever, 
local scholars began to emerge. But even with the 
appearance of local scholars, the focus of attention remains
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mostly the same, viz. Malay peasan ts and the aborigines.

This pre-occupation with the study of the peasants 
and aborigines reflects not only the general tre n d  of social 
anthropology in the years before the sixties b u t also the 
distinction made between anthropology and sociology. 
A nthropologists were supposed to occupy them selves with 
the non-w estern , p re-in d u stria l societies, and the 
sociologists with the complex communities in the  w estern 
urbanized and industria l world.

In Malaysia, the divide and rule policy of the colonial 
regime kep t the various ethnic groups ap a rt: the Malays 
and aborigines in the countryside, the Indians in the 
ru b b e r  esta tes and the Chinese in tow ns. This 
geographical segregation led naturally  to the situation in 
which anthropologists were concerned with the Malays and 
aborigines and the sociologists with the Chinese and 
Ind ians. Even when the geographical segregation was 
gradually  eroded, when Malays began to migrate in large 
num bers into towns and cities in the late fifties , and when 
the clear distinction between anthropology and  sociology 
began to be b lu rre d , most anthropologists working in 
Malaysia still focused th e ir  attention on the coun tryside . 
Very few v en tu red  into tow ns. Hence anthropological works 
in the towns and cities are relatively few, comprising five 
Ph.D theses (Maulud Yusof, 1975; Provencher 1976; 
Friel-Simon 1978; Khadijah Haji Muhammad 1978 and Osman 
M.H. 1979); one Master of A rts thesis (Yusof Suratman 
1979) and a few long essays or graduation exercises 
w ritten by  studen ts in the Malaysian un iversities as partia l 
requirem ents of th e ir  Bachelor of A rts degree course. 
Very few of these works deal with the sq u a tte rs , and 
w hatever lite ra tu re  available on the subject consist of 
collections of ethnographic data without adequate 
theoretical orientation. These works are mostly
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unpub lished .

Most of the prevalent lite ra tu re  on Malaysian 
sq u a tte rs  have been w ritten by social or u rban  
geographers, h isto rians, dem ographers, economists and 
u rban  p lan n e rs . While the historians emphasize the 
development of sq u a tte r communities, the economists s tre ss  
the problem of incomes and wages, levels of consumption 
and standard  of living; while the geographers s tudy  th e ir 
settlem ent p a t te rn s , the impact of the ir presence on 
housing, the job m arket, development and climatic 
changes, the dem ographers scrutinize their age s tru c tu re , 
fertility  r a te s , family size and project the ir possible 
increase. These works are macro studies which throw  very  
little light on social processes at the micro level; very  
little is known about how the sq u a tte rs  organize them selves 
socially and economically and none at all about th e ir  
politics, though several b rie f references have been made 
on the sub jec t. There is therefore a gap in our knowledge 
of the Malaysian sq u a tte rs  and it is clearly the task  of 
social anthropologists to fill the gap and it is hoped th a t 
th is s tudy  will go some way towards fulfilling th a t task  
and complementing all those studies carried  out by scholars 
in the o ther disciplines.

1.4 Theoretical Orientation

Anthropologists working on the u rban  scene find th e ir  
work problematical. The most pertinen t question before 
them is how to tra n sfe r  effectively their technique of 
analysis to the u rban  context. In attem pting to resolve 
th is problem urban  anthropologists have come up with 
th ree  types of studies which, as summed up by Eames & 
Goode (1977), are : studies of peasant migrants in the c ity ,
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problem -centred studies and traditional ethnographic 
studies u sing  the city as a laboratory . Quite often the 
th ree  areas of studies overlap one another and the p resen t 
thesis is one such example.

The p resen t work is principally a community s tu d y ; 
its  focus of attention is a group of sq u a tte rs  within an 
identifiable geographical boundary , who consider 
them selves socially and politically distinct from the re s t  of 
the  u rb an  population and who among them selves have a 
reg u lar and identifiable p a tte rn  of social relations and 
in stitu tio n s. As the sq u a tte rs  are recent m igrants facing 
problems of accommodation, th is  s tudy  is also indirectly  
about u rb an  adjustm ents and problem -orientated.

Most stud ies on sq u a tte rs  have been guided by two 
main them es: the "culture of poverty" and the "concept of 
m arginality". A nthropologists and o thers quite often 
approach th e ir  sq u a tte r  respondents with a view to te s tin g  
the validity of these two concepts -  to see w hether or not 
the sq u a tte rs  a re  afflicted with the characteristics of the 
"culture of poverty" or if it is tru e  th a t they  are  indeed 
marginal in the spatial, economic, social and political 
sense. At th is  point it is perhaps essential to elaborate on 
the two concepts in o rd er to illuminate prevalen t 
approaches in the s tudy  of sq u a tte rs .

(a) The C ulture of P overty . The "culture of poverty" 
or "su b -cu ltu re  of poverty" is a conceptual model devised 
by  Oscar Lewis to explain the life style of the u rb an  poor, 
v iz. the slum dwellers in Mexico City, Puerto Rico and 
New York where h is studies were conducted. The concept 
was in troduced  in his Five Families (1959) and was 
developed in his subsequent works namely Pedro Martinez 
(1964), Children of  Sanchez (1961), La Vida (1966), The 
Culture of Poverty (1966) and in his essay in collaboration
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with o th ers , The Children of Sanchez, Pedro Martinez and 
La Vida (1967).

Lewis describes the ’’cu lture of p o v erty ” as ”a label 
for a specific conceptual model tha t describes in positive 
term s a subcultu re  of western society with its  own 
s tru c tu re  and rationale , a way of life handed down from 
generation to generation along family lines” (1966:19).

He argues tha t th is cu lture is not endemic to w estern 
society; it tran scen d s regional and national boundaries. 
The tra its  of the cu ltu re  are numerous and are  by no 
means positive. Four principal ones are identifiable: f ir s t ,  
the relationship between the subculture and the la rger 
society which Lewis reg a rd s  as "the crucial element in the 
cu ltu re  of p o v erty ” (1966:21), is characterized  by 
non-integration and disengagement of the subcultu re  from 
the major institu tions of the society. Those afflicted by the 
cu ltu re  do no t, for example, belong to labour unions or 
political parties  and they make little use of b anks, 
hospitals, departm ent sto res or museums. In sh o rt, they 
are marginal economically, socio-culturally and politically.

Secondly, the  slum community according to Lewis ’’has 
a minimum level of organizations beyond the nuclear and 
extended family” (1966:23) and th is low level of community 
organization gives the cu ltu re  of poverty  its  marginal and 
anomalous quality in the highly organized u rban  context. 
T h ird ly , the family in the cu lture of poverty  is unstab le , 
often matrifocal, with the women having a dominant role in 
the male-female relationship and with the mother having 
more r ig h ts  over h e r  children and the  household p ro p e rty . 
Mother cen tred  family is the consequence of unstable 
unions between husbands and wives or between those 
contracting  consensual unions. Male-female relationship out 
of wedlock is w idespread, so also the abandonment of
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children and spouses. A dultery is freq u en t, so is 
p rostitu tion . The children are initiated to sex early  in life; 
riva lry  between children is intense and th e re  is little 
p riv acy .

F ourth ly , at the level of the individual th e re  is in the 
cu ltu re  of poverty  a strong  feeling of fatalism,
help lessness, dependence and in ferio rity . There is a high 
incidence of weak ego s tru c tu re , orality and "confusion of 
sexual identification". The individual is
presen t-tim e-orien tated  and has little disposition to defer 
gratification; h is outlook is local or provincial and he is 
not class conscious. There is also preoccupation with 
machismo and a high tolerance of psychological pathology.

Lewis differentiates between poverty per  se and the 
cu ltu re  of p o v e rty . While the former is merely
deprivations, the la tte r  re fe rs  to the style of life induced 
by these deprivations. He claims th a t the cu ltu re  is 
pe rsis ten t in the sense th a t the tra its  of the cu ltu re  linger 
on in the individual even a fte r his socio-economic s ta tus 
has im proved. Not all poor people, it seems, have the 
cu ltu re  of p o v e r ty , as is the case with the lower caste 
Hindus of In d ia , the Jews of Eastern Europe and the 
Cubans a fte r the revolution, Lewis maintains th a t the 
cu ltu re  of poverty  prevails only when certain  preconditions 
are  p re sen t, which are :

(1) Cash economy, wage labour and production for 
p ro fit, (2) p e rs is ten t high ra te  of unemployment and
underemployment for unskilled labour, (3) low wages, (4) 
the failure to provide social, political and economic
organizations either on a voluntary  basis or by  government 
imposition for the low income populations, (5) the existence 
of b ilateral kinship system ra th e r  than unilateral one, and 
finally (6) the presence of a set of values in the dominant
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class which s tresses  the accumulation of wealth and 
p ro p e rty , the possibility of upw ard mobility and th rif t and 
which explains low economic s ta tu s  as the re su lt of 
personal inadequacy or in ferio rity .

Given these preconditions, the poor will develop the 
tra its  of the cu ltu re  of poverty  and they will be trapped  
in th is  life-sty le for they  are inacapable of 
self-improvem ent. Only help from outside can wipe out the 
tra its  of the said cu ltu re  and th is  help may take the form 
of psych ia tric  treatm ent in countries where the proportion 
of the poor is small or a ’revolutionary ' solution involving 
s tru c tu ra l change by red istribu tion  of wealth and 
organization of the poor, when the poor form a mass of the 
population.

The notion of the cu ltu re  of poverty confirms and 
re ite ra tes  the ubiquitous middle class conception of the 
u rban  poor and it is believed tha t th is accounts for its 
w idespread attention from governm ents, both in the United 
States of America and in the  Third  World and for the fact 
th a t it was used as a premise for many programmes to 
improve slums and squatm ents. Among social sc ien tis ts , 
Lewis' theory  was widely d iscussed and received much 
criticism as epitomized by the  work of Valentine (1967). 
Whether or not we reg a rd  it as a sound theory  it has 
undoubtedly  generated  much research  in terest in the  s tudy  
of the u rb an  poor. The cu ltu re  of poverty  was used  by 
many as an analytical framework in such stud ies , especially 
those done in Third  World countries where a large section 
of the u rb an  poor are sq u a tte rs . Thus one finds social 
scien tists  applying a theory  derived from the s tudy  of 
slum dwellers to sq u a tte rs  as if the two categories of 
people were identical.

Slums and squatm ents are  two analytically separate  
concepts. Slum tenem ents are legal: their owners pay quit
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ren ts  and th e ir  ownership is recognized by the au thorities; 
slums connote deterioration, squalor, acute lack of 
am enities, overcrow ding, e t c . ;  and in the T hird  World 
countries where urbanization and industrialization have 
gained momentum only in the last th ree  decades, slums are 
usually confined to inner city ce n tre s . Squatm ents, on the 
o ther hand,  are housing areas without legal s ta tu s ; the 
r ig h ts  of the sq u a tte rs  to the houses and land they  occupy 
are not recognized by the au thorities and the sq u a tte rs  
pay no tax  or quit re n ts . Squatments in developing 
countries are mainly in the periphery  of the c ity , where 
land has been u su rped  for the purpose of house 
construction . Slum therefore connotes a negative physical 
s ta te , w hereas squatm ent signifies a d isrespect for and 
d isregard  of the laws, i . e .  land laws.

Squatm ents may or may not share  the physical 
characteristics of the slums, though quite often they  do. 
This accounts fo r the tendency of many research ers  to 
equate slums with squatm ents and to apply the cu ltu re  of 
poverty  theory  to sq u a tte rs . And indeed a few do find 
th a t tra its  of the cu lture of poverty  prevail among certain  
sq u a tte rs . Jocano's work (1975) among the Manila sq u a tte rs  
serves as an example. O thers have drawn our a tten tion  to 
the need to distinguish slum dwellers from u rb an
sq u a tte rs ; the two categories of people having d ifferent 
relations to the house and land they  occupy and th is , it is 
believed, b rin g s  fo rth  the differing attitudes to life and 
different forms of social organization. Mangin (1967, 1973), 
for instance , re jects  the applicability of Oscar Lewis' 
theory to sq u a tte rs . Writing on the barriada  dwellers of 
Lima, P eru , Mangin says:

" . . .  The barriada  families are relatively stable
compared to those in the city slums or the ru ra l
p ro v in ces . Delinquency and prostitu tion  which are
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common in the city slums are rare  in the barriadas 
. . .  the barriada dwellers are well organized . . .  
Although poor, they  do not live in hopelessness 
characteristic  of the 'cu lture of poverty ' depicted by 
Oscar Lewis . . . "  " . . .  They have close connections 
with the city through th e ir  jobs, unions, social c lubs, 
churches and services such as medical ca re , social 
security  and unemployment in su rance ."  (1973:236).

Thus Mangin's respondents are neither disengaged 
from the wider society nor are they disorganized at the 
community level or prone to family instab ility . They are 
clearly different from the slum dwellers in Lewis' s tu d y . 
O ther research ers  in the field in Latin America and 
elsewhere (such  as Safa 1974; Lomnitz 1974; Peattie 1968; 
Ross 1973; Lloyd 1980; Laquian 1971; Ray 1969 and Perlman 
1976) find substantial evidence to support Mangin's 
contention th a t sq u a tte rs  do not share the tra its  of Lewis' 
cu lture of poverty .

(b) M arginality. A part from Lewis' theory  of cu ltu re  
of p o v erty , the study of the u rban  poor has also cen tred  
upon the concept of m arginality. The origin of th is  concept 
can be traced  to P ark 's  Human Migration and Marginal Man 
(1928) in which he expounded a psychological-sociological 
view of the man between two cu ltu res or 'the cu ltu ra l 
h y b rid 1. According to Park ,

"It is in the mind of the marginal man . . .  where the 
changes and fusion of cu ltu re  are going on . . .  tha t 
we can best s tudy  the process of civilization and 
p ro g re s s ."  (1928).

While Park sees h is marginal man in positive term s, as
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a potential innovator, the p resen t stereo types of the
marginal man are the opposite. As the concept is widely 
used  in the Latin American lite ra tu re , the  term
'm arginality ' closely resembles the word 'm arginal' in the 
Portuguese and Spanish languages in which the term has 
extremely perjorative connotations. A marginal man is " . . .  
a sh iftless , dangerous ne 'er-do-w ell, usually associated
with the underw orld of crime, violence, d ru g s  and
prostitu tion" (Perlman 1976:92). The concept of m arginality 
has been used  in various ways: in spatial terms to re fe r  to 
settlem ents on the  periphery  of the c ity , i .e .  the 
squatm ents; in economic-occupation sense in reference to 
jobs which are  u nstab le , with low pay and which are not 
p art of and contribu ting  to the mainstream economy; the 
m igrants newcomers and to d ifferent subcu ltu res; to re fe r  
to deviants as well as racial and ethnic m inorities. Endemic 
in the notion of m arginality is the dualist view of society: 
the mainstream group and those outside i t ,  and th is 
distinction is not made on numerical basis bu t on political 
and economic s tren g th  as well as socio-eultural dominance. 
In the Latin American context, the dominant group is the 
elites whose base is the c ity , the fo rtress  of high cu ltu re , 
and who are homogeneous and speak a tongue d ifferent 
from the local indigenous g roups. From the moment the 
city was f irs t 'invaded ' by the indigenous m igrants from 
the cou tryside , the  elites view the m igrants as a b light 
and a th re a t to th e ir  s ta tu s  quo. The settlem ents formed 
by the m igrants are seen as marginal settlem ents and the 
m igrants them selves as marginal people, while the word 
'm arginal' became a euphemism for the poor. As the 
number of marginal settlem ents and th e ir inhab itan ts 
increased , so did the fear of the elites. They fear th a t the 
marginal labour force may become so f ru s tra te d  and 
alienated th a t th is  may give way to social and political 
d isru p tio n s .
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In sh o rt, the marginals are excluded from and not 
in teg ra ted  into the mainstream society and the best way to 
handle them, it is believed, is to in tegrate  them into the 
very  system which was responsible for th e ir emergence in 
the firs t place. To the ex ten t that marginality focuses on 
non-in tegration , th is  concept bears close resemblance to 
Lewis' cu ltu re  of p o v erty , and as such the evidence given 
by  research ers  to re fu te  the presence of the cu ltu re  of 
poverty  among sq u a tte rs  can also be used to discount the 
applicability of the concept of marginality among them.

In its d irect application to the s tudy  of u rban  
sq u a tte rs , the concept of marginality has been widely 
rejected . Lloyd (1980), whose focus of study  is the 
pobladores of Medalla Melagrossa in Lima, P eru , maintains 
th a t the sq u a tte rs  are marginal only in spatial term s, but 
not in any o ther way. Socio-culturally, according to him, 
the sq u a tte rs  " . . .  seem anxious to conform to those 
s tandards enum erated alike by  middle classes and the 
churches . . . "  and " . . .  the migrant poor are in tegra ted  
inasmuch as they  accept the dominant values in the ir 
society and asp ire to the life-sty le enjoyed by  those 
wealthier than themselves". Economically "they are 
in teg ra ted  into the dominant sector of the economy", and
politically "the pobladores voted in national elections; some
. . .  belonged to political parties  and p a rty  allegiance was 
claimed . . .  and they  are . . .  very  active in the affairs of 
th e ir  community . . . "  (Lloyd 1980:120-124).

Lloyd's findings re ite ra te  earlier works by other 
research ers  as alluded to earlier. As more work is carried  
out among the sq u a tte rs  in Third World coun tries, the
negative view of sq u a tte rs  is slowly being replaced by  
more positive o n es . We know now th a t sq u a tte rs  are
organized, although th e ir  levels of organization v a ry ; we 
also know of th e ir manipulations of the ir social resources
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in an attem pt to cope with poverty , of th e ir  differing 
s tra teg ies  in try in g  to retain  th e ir  illegally occupied land 
and to improve th e ir  living conditions. What is relevant in 
the prevalent lite ra tu re  on sq u a tte rs  to the p resen t study 
is the fact th a t the sq u a tte rs  are organized - they  have an 
identifiable power s tru c tu re , they  have sufficiently active 
leaders who are often able to generate lively political 
activities designed to b rin g  about unity to enable them to 
achieve th e ir  common objectives which are basically to gain 
official recognition of th e ir  illegally occupied land and to 
improve th e ir  living environm ents. S quatters ' un ity  is said 
to be related  to the ir length of stay  in the squatm ent and 
to th e ir  success or failure in attaining th e ir  communal 
objectives. The older the squatment is and the more 
successful are the sq u a tte rs  in securing th e ir  common 
goals, the g rea te r are the chances of th e ir  unity  
declining. S quatter solidarity , it is believed, is g rea test at 
the beginning of the sq u a tte r settlem ent.

Few anthropologists, to the best of the p resen t 
w rite r's  knowledge, have addressed  themselves specifically 
to sq u a tte r politics. Works on squatte r politics have been 
done prim arily by  political scien tists (such as Cornelius 
1972; Ray 1969; Ross 1973 and Perlman 1976). Such 
studies quite often emphasize macro level politics. A good 
example is th a t of Perlman on the fa velas in Rio de 
Janeiro , Brazil. She provides impressive sta tis tics  on the 
sq u a tte rs ' participation in national politics which is 
m easured in term s of the sq u a tte rs ' involvement in the 
general election, in d irect action politics such as 
petitioning or dem onstrations and their interaction with the 
u rban  adm inistrators. She also analyses political 
consciousness of the sq u a tte rs  by testing  th e ir knowledge 
of the name of the p residen t of the country  and of the 
United S tates of America, of the dates of gubernatorial 
elections as well as th e ir  opinions on controversial issues.
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While her study is inform ative, it fails to explain the 
dynamics of power relations at the 10081 level. We are  told, 
for in s tan ce , tha t the sq u a tte rs  did vote in the  general 
elections, bu t are not offered explanations as to why they  
voted , for whom and under what circum stances they  did 
so, w hether it was done of th e ir  own free will or under 
p ressu re  from their ward boss, the cacique. Her work is 
also behaviouristic in n a tu re , i .e .  the emphasis is on what 
people do, as such participation in national politics is 
judged by involvement in various fields or activities 
considered 'political'; and non-involvement signifies being 
non-political or having no political consciousness. There is 
a flaw in th is  kind of analysis, as non-participation in 
political activity  can also imply a high level of political 
consciousness, especially if the squ a tte rs  know tha t 
partic ipating  in political activities can bring  them harm .

A nthropologists can complement the works of political 
scien tists fo r, by  co n trast, they  deal in micro analysis and 
s tudy  politics from below upw ards, so to speak . This is 
the approach adopted in th is p resen t s tudy  which 
emphasizes political process and relations of power at the 
squatm ent and supra-squatm ent levels, in the context of 
the sq u a tte rs ' aim to achieve common goals.

1.5 Methodology

The prim ary data analysed in th is s tudy  are  the 
resu lt of several periods of fieldwork carried  out between 
April 1980 and March 1983, a total working period of 
almost two years in the field. P rior to th is the w riter had 
carried  out a socio-economic survey  in the area , v iz. 
Kampung Selamat, which is the focus of s tudy  h e re , and 
in the adjacent squatm ents of Kampung Limau, Kampung 
Reserve K eretapi and Kampung Pantai Dalam, between March
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and July 1977, with the assistance of th ree  research  
a ss is tan ts . The fieldwork for th is thesis is in fact a sequel 
to the previous one. The w riter therefore had a relatively 
long association with the squ a tte rs  which proved 
advantageous for an understand ing  of political process in 
the squatm ent,

Kampung Selamat in 1977 had 100 households with 502 
people. The kampung is located in an area generally known 
as Pantai to the southw est of Kuala Lumpur. It is one of 
several sq u a tte r  villages tha t occupy the tra c t of land 
along the three-m ile s tre tch  of the Jalan B angsar-Pantai 
Dalam which contains one of the highest concentration of 
sq u a tte rs  in the capital. In 1978, th is  locality had 
approximately 16,641 sq u a tte rs , 84% of whom were Malays, 
the majority of whom were recent a rriv a ls , having come 
from the countryside in the last two decades. Kampung 
Selamat was chosen for intensive fieldwork a fte r a b rie f 
survey  of several sq u a tte r  settlem ents in the city  and 
a fte r discussions with a few officials of the City Hall who 
agreed th a t th is  village is in fact typical of Malay 
squatm ents in the periphery  of the capital. It was also 
chosen for practical reasons, as it is only fifteen minutes 
drive from the w rite r's  residence and place of work and a 
few of the sq u a tte rs  in the village were known to the 
w riter personally by v irtu e  of being employed in the same 
organization as she is .

Doing fieldwork in a squ a tte r area was a difficult 
en te rp rise  initially . S quatters  were generally very  
suspicious of o u tsid ers , especially research  w orkers whom 
they  usually associate with officials of government 
bu reaucracy . The few acquaintances the w riter had  helped 
overcome th is  difficulty by introducing the w rite r to the ir 
re la tives, friends and neighbours. A fter a series of 
explanations on the p a rt of the w riter as to the purpose of
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the fieldw ork, the ir suspicion was dispelled and in March 
1977, the f irs t period of fieldwork got off to a good s ta r t .  
It was relatively easy for the w riter and h e r  th ree  
a ssis tan ts  to relate to the sq u a tte rs  as all belong to the 
same ethnic g roup , share a common language, religion and 
c u ltu re .

If gaining en try  and being accepted by the sq u a tte rs  
were relatively easy, getting  accommodation was not. 
S quatter houses were very  much in demand and no vacant 
houses were available, and the only way a fieldw orker 
could stay  in the squatm ent was to live as a lodger. But 
most sq u a tte r  families, as will be seen in C hapter IV, 
comprised young m arried couples and they were quite 
re luctan t to accommodate people o ther than th e ir kin and 
very  close frien d s , especially because living space was 
limited. That being the case, living in the village was out 
of the question and the w riter and her research  assis tan ts  
had no choice bu t to commute to the area every  day . To 
find a perm anent base from which the fieldwork could be 
operated , the w riter managed to persuade an elderly 
couple to let the w riter use one corner of h e r house. It 
was here  th a t files were s to red , contacts with o ther 
villagers made and w here, some time la te r, two of the 
research  assis tan ts  managed to live in for two months while 
some members of the family were away on holiday.

In collecting the data , the w riter relied on several 
research  techniques, the most important of which was the 
partic ipant-observation  method. This technique, how ever, 
could not be carried  out fu lly , constrained by the  problem 
of accommodation alluded to earlier. It was also found to 
be impractical at some po in ts. Most of the sq u a tte rs  spent 
much of th e ir  time outside th e ir  village and these activ ities 
were almost impossible to partic ipate in or to observe , 
especially if they  were perform ed in formal con tex ts. Hence



-  27 -

the partic ipan t-observation  technique seemed to be 
inadequate in th is  case and o ther methods of data 
collection had to be applied. Formal interview s with the  aid 
of questionnaires were conducted and the validity  of the 
information gathered  was tested  by cross-check ing , usually 
th rough  informal interview s with the respondents 
them selves at a la ter date , or with o th ers . In the course 
of the fieldw ork, photography was sometimes u sed , so was 
tape record ing  whenever possible and considered 
necessary .

(a) The F irs t Period of Fieldwork (April -  October
1980).

When the  w riter began the fieldwork for th is  th esis , 
she did so with ease as she had already estab lished  good 
relations with the sq u a tte rs  in h er earlier fieldwork in 
1977. She already had some data concerning the
socio-economic s ta tu s  of the sq u a tte rs  in Kampung Selamat, 
b u t unfortunately  much of it was by then  out of d a te . 
Some demographic and physical changes had taken  place in 
the village and these limited the usefullness of the earlier 
data. Tw enty-two houses had been demolished by  the local 
au th o rity . About 100 sq u a tte rs  had been moved out and 
some o thers had moved in and some households had ex tra  
members due to n atu ra l increase and in-m igration of 
re la tives. It was necessary  to conduct a new
socio-economic su rvey  on the village. A new set of 
questionnaires was formulated and the questions asked 
related  to such variables as household composition and 
size, age and sex of household members, place of orig in , 
m igratory p a tte rn , duration of stay in the squatm ent, 
education, occupation, income, consumption p a tte rn ,
household goods, economic and political organization, e tc . 
This su rv ey , which covered all houses in Kampung Selamat
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showed, among o ther th in g s, th a t the population of the 
kampung had decreased from 502 in 1977 to 457 in 1980, 
and the num ber of households had gone down by 12 to 88.

This su rv ey , as well as the subsequent fieldw ork, 
was carried  out largely by the w riter alone. The only 
assis tan ts  the w riter had were two sq u a tte rs  who took 
notes of some happenings in the village when the w riter 
was not a ro u n d , and a sq u a tte r  photographer to take 
photographs of some of the feasts .

The survey  was followed by research  on local level 
politics which was done mainly th rough  informal in terv iew s, 
participation and observation. The w riter joined most of 
the communal activities of the s q u a tte rs , th e ir  religious 
m eetings, ritua ls  and celebrations, informal economic 
functions, women's c lasses, political m eetings, feasts , 
communal work, e tc . Such involvement gave the w riter an 
insight into the in ternal organizations of the sq u a tte rs , 
their local power s tru c tu re , power delations among the 
sq u a tte rs , between them and the ir leaders/politicians as 
well as th e ir  relationship with the supra-local power 
s tru c tu re s . Fifteen officials of the local p a rty  b ranch  were 
interview ed together with 45 household heads and their 
spouses (approxim ately 68% of all households) to solicit 
information re la ting  to political consciousness, a ttitu d es  
towards political p a rtie s , p a rty  affiliations, th e ir  political 
goals, participation (or otherw ise) in communal activ ities. 
These interview s were done in a very  informal m anner, in 
the course of conversations with the women while joining 
th e ir  religious or domestic science classes, for example; 
o r , in the case of the men, while they met in the ir 'gossip 
groups' in the late afternoon e ither at the local su n d ry  
shop or the community hall. These informal interview s were 
rare ly  taped or w ritten down instantaneously; th ey  were 
recorded only at the end of the day. The sq u a tte rs
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usually expressed  their views on their lead ers , the 
political p a rty  and on the government in s tr ic t confidence 
and did not wish to be quoted by name for fear that 
w hatever they said might be used against them in fu tu re . 
Tape record ing  and no te-tak ing  on the spot inhibited them 
from talking free ly , and so they were dispensed with.

A part from the sq u a tte rs  in Kampung Selamat, _ 
politicians from outside the v illage, especially those who 
had a vested  in te rest in the sq u a tte rs , especially the 
sq u a tte rs  u n d er s tu d y , and those who had d irect links 
with them were also interview ed; so were officials of 
government agencies who had direct dealings with the 
sq u a tte rs . They include:

(1) Officials of the main ru ling  political p a r ty , UMNO 
(United Malays National O rganization), which has a 
local b ranch  in Kampung Selamat and gives patronage 
to the  sq u a tte rs . The p a rty  officials interview ed 
include committee members and p a rty  officials of the 
UMNO Damansara Division, UMNO's o^ly Senator 
(since 1978) and UMNO's only Member of Parliament 
from the Federal T errito ry  (1974-1982), a committee 
member of UMNO's National Youth Council and a 
Deputy Minister in the Ministry of the Federal 
T e rr ito ry .

(2) Officials of UMNO's allies in the ru ling  BN, 
Barisan Nasional (National F ro n t), the MIC (Malaysian 
Indian Congress) and MCA (Malaysian Chinese 
A ssociation).

(3) Some officials from the opposition p a r ty , DAP 
(Democratic Action P arty ) in the Federal T e rrito ry , 
including two Members of Parliament.
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(4) Formulators and implementors of the u rban  policy 
in Kuala Lumpur, among them were the D irector of 
the Socio-Economic Research U nit, D irector of 
Operations in the Prime M inister's Department; 
officials of the Minstry of the Federal T e rrito ry , 
including the Chief Secretary  and officials of City 
Hall, especially those who dealt d irectly  with the 
sq u a tte rs  in the Unit Penguatkuasa Perumahan (UPP).

With the help of City Hall th rough  its  UPP, the w riter 
visited over 100 sq u a tte r  kampungs in an attem pt to 
compare Kampung Selamat with o ther squatm ents in the 
city . The UPP field officers who patrol the squatm ents 
each day of the week extended th e ir  facilities to the 
w rite r, th u s  enabling h e r to v isit the squatm ents every  
day for about one month, to meet and interview sq u a tte r 
leaders, politicians and some sq u a tte rs  chosen at random. 
Thus the w riter was able to get a comprehensive view of 
sq u a tte r community organizations and the roles political 
parties and politicians play in the lives of the sq u a tte rs .

This period of fieldwork was concluded in October 
1980 to enable the  w riter to analyse and assess the data 
already collected th u s  fa r. It soon became clear th a t the 
data were inadequate and it was imperative for the 
fieldwork to continue. The next fieldwork was carried  out 
over a considerably long period between October 1981 and 
March 1983, with a b reak  of th ree  months from March till 
June 1982 which the w riter spent in London to commence 
the w riting of the th esis .

(b) The Second Period of Fieldwork (October 1981 - 
March 1983)

This stage of the fieldwork was conducted while the
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w riter had resumed duties as a member of the academic 
s taff of the U niversity  of Malaya, Kuala Lum pur. Time 
available for the fieldwork in the squatment was therefore 
somewhat limited. Fortunately , p a rt of one of the  courses 
th a t the w riter was teaching at the un iversity  dealt with 
urbanization and involved organizing underg raduate  field 
projects du ring  the th ird  term holiday. This made it 
possible for the fieldwork to proceed quite smoothly, 
especially with research  funds made available by the
U niversity of Malaya and with a good supply of studen ts
all only too willing to be enlisted as research  a ss is tan ts . 
That the fieldwork s ite , Kampung Selamat, is situated  so 
very  close to the U niversity campus also helped quite a 
lo t.

The main objective of the fieldwork th is  time was to 
enquire fu rth e r  into local level politics in Kampung 
Selamat, to clarify  certain  issues raised  earlier b u t still 
remaining u n c le a r , and to look more intensively into
community organizations of o ther sq u a tte rs  to identify  any 
similarities or difference with those of Kampung Selamat. 
More interview s were carried  out with the sq u a tte rs  in the 
kampung as well as with politicians at the supra-local level 
and with members of the u rban  government bu reaucracy . 
At the same time small-scale fieldwork was carried  out in 
two o ther squatm ents, v iz . Kampung Pakar and Kampung 
Sentosa with the help of four research  ass is tan ts , in March 
and April 1982. Kampung Pakar is a Chinese squatm ent
with 1,021 households while Kampung Sentosa has 1,131 
households (1982) of m ulti-ethnic composition. Research 
into these two areas was designed to probe into the 
various ways in which o ther sq u a tte r g roups, with 
d ifferent demographic compositions from those of Kampung 
Selamat, organized themselves at the community and 
sub-community level and strove to attain  th e ir common 
goals.
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Four research  assis tan ts  were enlisted to conduct the 
fieldwork in these two kam pungs. In Kampung Pakar where 
the Chinese sq u a tte rs , like o ther Chinese sq u a tte rs  
elsewhere in the c ity , were uncooperative, th ree  research  
assis tan ts  were deployed. Chinese research  assis tan ts  were 
taken as an attem pt to solve the problem of communication 
with the sq u a tte rs  who spoke little else except th e ir 
mother tongue and who lived in a Chinese cu ltural milieu. 
One Malay research  assistan t was engaged for the 
fieldwork in Kampung Sentosa where the m ulti-ethnic 
inhabitan ts consisted of a large number of Malays. With 
supervision by  the w riter the research  assis tan ts  collected 
data re lating  to the sq u a tte rs ' economy, dem ography, 
community organization, politics, e tc . ,  by conducting 
s tru c tu red  interview s and by partic ipan t observation, made 
possible by each one of them living as a lodger with 
separate sq u a tte r  families. The resu lt of th is  fieldwork not 
only provided ex tra  information on the sq u a tte rs  in 
general, bu t it also generated o ther questions pertin en t to 
the s tudy  of Kampung Selamat.

By March 1983, the w riter had been in contact with 
the sq u a tte rs  u n d er s tudy  for about five years (almost one 
th ird  of the period since the squatment was f irs t 
established) with active fieldwork covering almost two 
years of th a t period . For a research  undertak ing  of th is  
n a tu re , th is  relatively long period , which spanned two 
general elections, is indeed most advantageous. It enabled 
the w riter to follow and comprehend political process in the 
squatm ents with g rea te r intimacy and continuity than  the  
more conventionally limited period of fieldwork would 
perm it.

(c) L ibrary  Research
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L iterature  on sq u a tte rs  in Malaysia is largely  confined 
to short essays and rep o rts  and many of these , which are 
unpublished , are  kept in lib raries of the various 
un iversities and colleges as well as in government 
departm ents. Part of the exercise in the fieldwork was to 
keep track  of these works and of on-coming ones and th is 
was done by attend ing  seminars at the local un iversities 
and by maintaining close contacts with o ther research ers  
with similar in te re s t. The prevalent works which are  done 
by social scien tists  and u rban  p lanners, though usually 
ra th e r  b rie f, have proved invaluable in providing 
background information on the sq u a tte rs .

Conspicuously lacking, how ever, were data concerning 
the historical development of squatting  in Malaysia. Only 
th ree  works are available, by  Sandhu, K .S . (1972 & 1975) 
and Friel-Simon and Khoo, K .K . (1978) which deal with 
Chinese sq u a tte rs . The growth and expansion of Malay 
sq u a tte rs  had not been studied and in the absence of such 
information the w riter had to conduct h er own research  on 
the subject at the National Archives in Petaling Jaya . Most 
of the materials used  were official files of the colonial e ra ; 
la te r documents were not made available because of the 
Official Secrets Act which prohib its public viewing of 
official documents before a lapse of tw enty-five y ea rs . 
Local new spapers, especially the vernacular U tusan Melayu 
between 1955 and 1970, were also examined.

1.6 West Malaysia; A General Background

Malaysia is a federation of 14 sta tes (negeri) v iz. 
Sabah, Sarawak, Selangor, Negeri Sembilan, P erak , 
T rengganu , Johore, Melaka, Penang, Kedah, P erlis ,
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Pahang, Kelantan and Wilayah Persekutuan (Federal 
T e rr ito ry ) . The firs t two s ta te s , Sabah and Sarawak, form 
what is generally known as East Malaysia, while the re s t 
constitu te West Malaysia or Peninsular Malaysia (form erly 
M alaya). The two p a rts  of Malaysia are separated  by  about 
900 miles expanse of the South China Sea. West Malaysia, 
the focus of s tudy  here , was a B ritish colony un til its 
independence in 1957, a fte r almost 100 years  of B ritish  
ru le .

West Malaysia is situated near the equator 
approximately between longitude 100°E and 105°E and 
latitude 1°N and 7°N. It covers an area of approximately 
50,915 square miles. Its  population, according to the la test 
government su rvey  in 1980 and published in the General 
Report of Population Census (GRPC), is slightly  u n d er 11 
million, i .e .  10,944,800. The population is m ulti-racial 
(m ulti-ethnic) and for adm inistrative purposes the 
government emphasizes ethnic distinction. Officially, the 
population is categorised into two main g ro u p s : the
Bumiputra (lit. sons of the soil) and the bukan Bumiputra 
( l i t . those not sons of the so il) . The former include the 
indigenous groups which, in the West Malaysian con tex t, 
are largely the Malays and a small number of aborigines. 
The la tte r  comprise people of immigrant descen t, viz. the 
Chinese, Indians, Europeans, Eurasians, e tc . Generally, 
how ever, only four categories are recognized: Malays,
Chinese, Indians and o th ers . Malays form the la rg est 
group accounting for 55.3% of the population; Chinese form 
33.8%, Indians 10.2% and o thers 0.7% (GRPC, 1980).

One of the main characteristics of the population is 
th a t the th ree  main ethnic groups are segregated  . by  
geographical location and economic function. 75% of the 
Malays live in the ru ra l areas engaged largely in peasant
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farm ing. The u rban  areas are predominantly populated by 
the bukan Bumiputra, especially the Chinese (56%) and 
Indians (41%). While the majority of Chinese are involved 
in commerce, trade  and in d u s try , the Indians are  mainly in 
the plantations working as labourers (GKPC,
1980:132-137),

Economically, West Malaysia is largely ag ricu ltu ra l. Its  
main exports  are ru b b e r, palm oil, tim ber, petroleum and 
tin ; in addition, it also exports  m anufactured p roducts 
comprising electrical and electronic goods, tex tiles,
processed tim ber and food, tobacco, e tc . However, total 
m anufactured p roducts account for only 21% of all export 
earn ings. The relatively low contribution made by 
m anufactured products is indicative of the s ta te  of
industrialization in the coun try . Industrialization began 
only in the late fifties, especially a fter independence in 
1957. In itially , Kuala Lumpur, the capital, and its  satellite 
town, Petaling Jaya, became the focus of these 
industrialization programmes, and beginning in the 
seventies industries  were also sited in the  s ta te  cap itals, 
especially on the west coast, v iz . Johore B aharu , 
Seremban, Ipoh and Penang. Industrialization b rough t 
fo rth  u rb an  expansion prom pted largely by the immigration 
of the p easan try  into the u rb an  cen tres.

Politically, West Malaysia is governed on the p a tte rn  
of w estern-sty le  parliam entary democracy. Each s ta te  has 
its  own legislative body called the Dewan Undangan Negeri 
and at the national level th ere  is a parliament consisting of 
two cham bers, a lower house called the Dewan Rakyat and 
an up p er house called the Dewan Negara , (S en ate). 
Members of the Dewan Undangan Negeri and the Dewan 
Rakyat are elected every five y ea rs , while members of the 
Dewan Negara are appointed by the King, the  Yang
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di-Pertuan Agong,

In Peninsular Malaysia there  are eight main politcal 
p a rtie s , viz. UMNO (United Malays National O rganization), 
MCA (Malaysian Chinese Association), MIC (Malaysian 
Indian C ongress), Gerakan (Malaysian Peoples' Action 
P a r ty ) , Berjasa (Barisan Jum aat-ul-Islam iah, lit . the 
Muslim F ro n t) , DAP (Democratic Action P a r ty ) , PMIP 
(Pan-Malaysian Islamic P arty ) and the Socialist F ron t. 
These p a rtie s , as th e ir names imply and will be explained 
la ter in Chapter VI, are ethnically-based or dominated by 
a particu la r ethnic group. Since independence several 
political parties have joined together to form a governm ent. 
Initially, between 1957 and 1970, it was a coalition between 
the UMNO, MCA and MIC, known as the Alliance, which 
was in power. In 1970, the Alliance b rough t in the 
Gerakan and the PMIP to form a new partnersh ip  known as 
the Barisan Nasional (National Front) which won the 
general elections in 1974. In 1977, the PMIP left Barisan 
Nasional and was replaced by a newly formed p a r ty , 
B erjasa. In the following general elections, in 1978 and 
1982, the Barisan Nasional won with large majorities in 
both the Dewan Rakyat and the Dewan Undangan Negeri.

In the cu rren t parliament the Barisan Nasional hold 
132 of the 154 sea ts , with UMNO holding 70, MCA 24 and 
MIC 4, Gerakan 5, and with the remaining 29 seats held 
by  the o ther four Barisan NasionaVs component parties  
based in Sabah and Sarawak. UMNO therefore is the most 
dominant p a rtn e r in the Barisan Nasional and as UMNO is 
a Malay p a r ty , the government is therefo re  
Malay-dominated with Malay Prime Minister and Deputy 
Prime M inister. This has been the case since 
independence. UMNO's political base is prim arily in the 
ru ra l areas where the Malays form the majority. In large
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tow ns, such as Kuala Lumpur, where Chinese predom inate, 
UMNO's position is relatively weak. In Kuala Lumpur, 
UMNO is making a strenuous attem pt to rectify  th is  and to 
improve its  position and since roughly 25% of the 
population of the city are sq u a tte rs , and since over 32% of 
these sq u a tte rs  are Malays, it is hard ly  su rp risin g  th a t 
UMNO's efforts  are directed mainly at winning over the 
Malay sq u a tte rs  and it is th is which forms the background 
for political processes in the squatm ent under s tu d y .
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CHAPTER II

SQUATTING IN WEST MALAYSIA 
WITH SPECIAL REFERENCE TO KUALA LUMPUR:

AN OVERVIEW

The purpose of th is chap ter is twofold: f ir s t ,  it
attem pts to provide a general outline of the historical 
development of squatting  by  the th ree  main ethnic groups 
in Malaya, especially by Malays, in the capital city  of 
Malaysia, Kuala Lumpur; second, it tr ie s  to explain in 
broad term s the ex ten t and sta te  of squatting  in the 
capital as it is today . The chap ter is intended to provide a 
background to the phenomenon of squatting  at the 
'supra-squatm ent' level which is relevant to the 
understand ing  of political process in the community under 
s tu d y .

2.1 Squatting in West Malaysia:
A Historical Perspective

Squatting as generally understood today in West 
Malaysia and as the term is defined and used in th is  s tudy  
re fe rs  to illegal or unlawful occupation of land , w hether 
alienated or unalienated, by individuals or groups of 
individuals. Squatting th u s  defined, as will be explained 
subsequently , is not an autochthnous concept, b u t a 
foreign one in troduced into the Malayan society with the 
introduction of B ritish  land laws and adm inistration in the 
late 19th cen tu ry . Squatting is based on certain  basic 
assum ptions: f irs tly , it assumes th a t there  is a temporal 
power or au thority  in whom is vested the ultimate 
ownership of land as well as the rig h t to alienate i t ; 
secondly, it assumes th a t once a piece of land has been
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alienated, the person to whom it is alienated has 
p roprieto ry  r ig h t over it; and th ird ly , it assumes that 
some legal machinery ex ists  to enforce such a r ig h t.

In pre-colonial days, Malaya, which was known as 
Semenanjung Tanah Melayu ( lit. Peninsula of Malay lan d s), 
was populated almost en tire ly  by Malays who had th e ir  own 
laws, custom ary laws, including land laws. Unlike the 
English land laws, the Malay custom ary land laws did not 
define the au thority  th a t had ultimate control over land. 
Unopened land, which was in great abundance, was 
considered no-m an's-land and Malays and Muslims had free 
access to i t .  Once a piece of land had been opened u p , 
cleared, cultivated an d /o r occupied, the cu ltivator was 
deemed to have established his possessory r ig h t over the 
land and th is rig h t would be sustained for as long as the 
land showed proofs of cultivation and /o r occupation and 
the r ig h t lapsed once the land had been abandoned and 
rev e rted  to jungle, i .e .  became tanoh mati ( lit. dead land) 
(Maxwell, W.E. 1885). There was no legal machinery to 
enforce such r ig h t, bu t generally it would be respected  
since it would be acknowledged by the community as a 
whole.

In view of th is it can be said that squatting  as we 
know it today did not exist in Malaya in pre-colonial days. 
It may be said th a t a person who went and occupied a 
piece of land opened and cultivated by another person 
could be regarded  as guilty  of squatting . In the  f irs t 
place th is  is an unlikely th ing  to happen as land was 
plentifu l. But even if it did happen, it would still be 
inappropriate to call it 'sq u a ttin g ' since th ere  was no law 
as we know it which would have made such an act unlawful 
or illegal in the w estern sense. Squatting, as we now 
u n d erstan d  i t , began to appear on official records only 
since the B ritish  colonial period and the incidence of
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squatting  can be said to have come about as a direct 
resu lt of changes made in the economic system as well as 
the system of land tenu re  and land adm inistration by the 
colonial au thorities.

When the B ritish came th e ir prim ary concern was to 
exploit the natu ra l wealth and resources of the country  
and the economic policy was geared principally tow ards 
capitalistic development of tin-m ining and export-o rien ta ted  
agricu ltu ra l in d u stries . Such a development, however, 
requ ired  not only foreign capital and labour, b u t also some 
modifications or even reforms of the native system of land 
tenu re  which was not really suitable for or conducive to 
the development of capitalist en te rp rises . The B ritish  
colonial adm inistration made a number of changes, of which 
the most relevant to squatting  were as follows:

(a) As the Malay Customary Land Laws made no 
provision for land acquisition by o ther than  Malays 
and Muslims, the B ritish  colonial adm inistration 
advised the Malay ru le rs  to open th e ir s ta tes  to 
fo re igners, and the f irs t to do so were the Sultan of 
Selangor and the Sultan of P erak , in 1874 (Wong, D. 
1975:24-25).

(b ) The B ritish  colonial au thorities in troduced a new 
system of land tenu re  based on the B ritish  model on 
the presum ption, as in English land law, th a t all land 
was ultimately held by  the Malay ru le r  who had the 
power to alienate land . Two methods of land alienation 
were in troduced: f ir s t ,  by  leasehold which affected 
land categorised as town land and large holdings; 
second, by reg istra tion  which affected small holdings 
which between 1897 and 1926 were land of 100 acres 
and below and afte r 1926, land less than  10 acres .

/
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Alienation by reg istra tion  was adopted in o rder to 
accommodate the traditional mode of land acquisition 
as p ractised  by the native Malays (Wong, D 
1975:82-83).

(c) The colonial authorities introduced the B ritish 
system of land adm inistrations which included, inter 
alia, land reg istra tion  and the issue of land titles 
(Wong, D 1975:112).

These are some of the most im portant changes 
introduced by the B ritish  colonial administration and they  
had far-reach ing  consequences. The opening of the Malay 
sta tes  to foreigners by the Malay ru le rs  enabled the 
B ritish  cap ita lists , for example, to ca rry  out tin-m ining 
operations on a much la rger scale and using  methods much 
more sophisticated than those used by the native Malays 
who had been engaged in tin-m ining long before the 
B ritish  (and the Chinese) came. It also enabled the B ritish  
capitalists to acquire lands for development into plantation 
ag ricu ltu re , particu larly  ru b b e r, on a vast scale. The 
attribu tion  of superio r ownership of land to Malay ru le rs  
gave the colonial government v irtually  "a free hand to 
offer th e ir  lands to the world of p rivate  ownership in any 
form tha t would suit capitalist en te rp rises"  (Wong, D 
1975:24).

The development and expansion of capitalist economy 
based on tin-m ining and plantation agricu ltu re  which began 
at the end of the  19th cen tu ry  a ttra c ted , and the colonial 
adm inistration positively encouraged, mass immigration of 
foreign labour into the coun try . Most of these labour came 
from the south and south-east of China and the ■ Indian 
sub-con tinen t. So large was the immigration th a t between 
1895 and 1933, 6 million Chinese and half a million Indians

/
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en tered  Malaya. This huge in-migration coupled with the 
changes made in the land law of the country  at tha t time 
can be said to be the root cause of squatting  in Malaya.

Official reco rd s , as we shall see la te r , show that 
du ring  the colonial regime there were no native Malay 
sq u a tte rs . S quatte rs  were all immigrants, the most 
predominant being Chinese, so much so th a t the term 
’sq u a tte r ' became almost synonymous with Chinese. And 
these immigrant sq u a tte rs  were found mostly near or 
around th e ir  workplace -  tin-m ines in the case of the 
Chinese and road and railway construction depots in the 
case of the Indians, and such areas developed la te r into 
u rb an  cen tres .

A number of w rite rs  have attem pted to explain the 
preponderance of immigrant, especially Chinese, sq u a tte rs  
during  the colonial period . Gullick, M (1963:67) a ttrib u te s  
it to the government policy of alienating small holdings 
only to Malays. Sandhu, K .S . (1964:146), like Gullick, 
blames it on the discrim inatory land laws and bureaucratic  
red -ta p e . According to Sandhu, Chinese applications for 
land titles "had to go through more than  a hundred  
procedures to secure government au thorization ." And 
Humphry, I.M. (1971:41-42) contends tha t squatting  among 
the Chinese occurred  because they were "highly suspicious 
of au thority" and also because "one q u a rte r  of the total 
area of the country  has been designated as Malay 
R eservation".

It is manifestly incorrect for Humphry to a ttrib u te  the 
incidence of squatting  by  immigrant population during  the 
colonial regime to the creation of Malay Reservation areas. 
In the f irs t p lace, the enactment of the law concerning 
Malay Reservation areas was necessitated  by  the fact tha t
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the Malays, like the Red Indians of North America, were 
losing th e ir  land to the immigrant population and in danger 
of becoming landless (M ahathir, M 1970:70-72). Secondly, 
as Hum phry's own map shows, the lands designated by the 
B ritish  colonial adm inistration in 1920's as Malay 
R eservation, which are sca tte red  all over the nine Malay 
s ta te s , consisted largely of remote areas or inaccessible 
jungle-clad mountain ranges or mountainous areas (except 
for the coastal areas of Kelantan and K edah). These were 
areas considered worthless for capitalistic en te rp rise  and 
provisions were made for excision of p a rts  of the  lands in 
the event th a t they  proved to be economically valuable at 
some fu tu re  date . T h ird ly , as Humphry himself notes, 
these Malay Reservation areas formed only one fourth  of 
the total area of the coun try , thus leaving th ree  fourth 
free for acquisition by  the immigrant population.

It cannot be denied th a t the opportunity  was there  
for immigrant population to acquire land legally if they  so 
wished. Not only th a t th e re  were still vast areas outside 
the Malay Reservation available to them, they  were in fact 
encouraged and actually invited to acquire land . As early  
as 1874, the Malay su ltan s , on the advice of the B ritish , 
opened the ir respective s ta tes  to foreigners by  issuing 
proclam ations, the f irs t of which was the one issued  by 
the Sultan of P erak , which reads:

" . . .  Now, we are desirous to open our co u n try , with 
a view to afford all the inhabitants of our country  
peace and security  . .

. . . .  Now, we make known to all European gentlemen, 
Chinese headmen and o th ers , tha t we shall reg ard  
with g reat favour anyone who will come and do useful 
work in our coun try , such as opening tin-m ines or 
gold-mines or agricu ltu ral p u rp o ses , or to ca rry  on 
trade  in our co u n try , such as searching for g u tta , 
ra tta n , or felling timber or following any o ther 
profitable business for them selves.
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. . . .  And w e, through the advice of the aforesaid 
B ritish  R esident, will p ro tect the lives and p ro p erty  
of those who come into our country  to the utm ost of 
our ability .

. . . .  Whosoever likes to open p lan ta tions, such as
su g ar-can e , p epper, tobacco, cotton or any th ing  else, 
we will give the land for it free of cost and he may 
work on it for th ree  years  without paying any tax 
w hatever upon the produce. Whosoever opens mines 
must pay taxes according to the rule of our co u n try .

  Now, th is we make known to all m en, th a t
whosoever is willing to work in our country  may
eith er discourse with u s  personally , or with the 
B ritish  Resident in P e rak ."  (Wong, D 1975:24-25)

It is surely  difficult to imagine a more generous offer 
than  th a t ; and y e t , not all the immigrant population 
availed them selves of the opportun ity . The reasons why
such a large number of immigrant population became 
sq u a tte rs  cannot, th e re fo re , be expected to be found in 
the land policy as such; they  have to be sought 
elsew here, perhaps in the adm inistration of the policy 
ra th e r  than  the policy itself as well as in the
socio-economic bakcground of the immigrant sq u a tte rs  
them selves. It is possible, as Sandhu says, th a t the 
chaotic adm inistration and endless red -tape  discouraged the 
immigrants from acquiring land legally. It is also possible 
th a t the wording of the proclamation itself p u t the 
immigrants off for if they  wanted to work or open land 
they might "either discourse with us personally or with the 
B ritish  R esident". This must have appeared to be an 
impossible invitation in the eye of the immigrants, most of 
whom were of peasant origin and who were they  to 
'd iscourse1 with the ru le r  of the state or his 
rep resen ta tiv e . It is equally possible th a t the majority of 
the immigrant population were ignorant of e ith er the land 
law or land policy prevailing at the time; they  ju st did not 
know tha t they  could acquire land legally.
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There are o ther socio-economic factors which would 
account for squatting  by the immigrants. Most, if not all, 
of the immigrants came with the idea of eventually 
re tu rn in g  to th e ir own native land. Their stay  in Malaya 
was a tem porary one to seek a liv ing, maybe a fo rtune, 
and having made enough these 'b ird -o f-passage ' would 
re tu rn  to th e ir  own coun try . The B ritish colonial 
au thorities, too, viewed them as immigrant labour to be 
rep atria ted  when th e ir  labour was no longer needed such 
as in times of economic recession. Uncertain of the ir fu tu re  
in Malaya, it is hard ly  su rp risin g  th a t many refra ined  from 
acquiring land legally. By not investing in land bu t simply 
squatting , they  would find it easier to leave in case of 
repatriation  or if they  should decide of th e ir  own volition 
to go back to th e ir native land. There may also be o thers 
who did not acquire land legally because of economic 
hardship  and lack of money. Most of the immigrants were 
of the labouring class, poor and uneducated , coming to 
Malaya with only the clothes on th e ir  back and the b arest 
of possessions and of course th e ir  labour to sell. As wage 
labourers they might be provided with accommodation, bu t 
these would be probably 'coolie-lines'; if they were no t, 
then  the only n atu ra l alternative would be to squat. And 
squatting  had a number of a ttractive fea tu res: there  were 
no taxes to p ay , no dealings with the au thorities; 
sq u a tte rs  were not tied down, they could move from one 
place to another freely  in search of b e tte r  opportun ities .

So, the preponderance of immigrant, particu larly  
Chinese, sq u a tte rs  during  the colonial regime could be due 
to any or all of these reasons, bu t certainly not to the 
creation of Malay Reservation land.

The fac t, how ever, remains th a t squatting  in Malaya 
during  the colonial period involved almost solely the
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immigrant g roups, in particu lar the Chinese. The earliest 
s ta tis tics  on sq u a tte rs  in Malaya were of the Chinese.
According to these s ta tis tic s , in 1940 they  numbered 
150,000; in 1945, the number of Chinese sq u a tte rs  rose to 
400,000 and in 1948 it somehow fell to 300,00. This
fluctuation in the num ber of Chinese sq u a tte rs  is said to 
be due to the fluctuation in the economic fortune of the 
coun try : in times of recession, some of the immigrant
labour were rep a tria ted  by the colonial adm inistration and
others chose to re tu rn  voluntarily . D uring the 1920's the 
country  went th rough  such a bad time th a t trade  was 
practically  halted and many mines and plantations closed 
down. Many immigrant w orkers became unemployed; some 
re tu rn ed  to th e ir  own coun try , repa tria ted  or voluntarily , 
b u t quite a few chose to stay and squat on State land to 
eke out a living th rough  agricu ltural p u rsu its . When trade 
rev ived  and the economy of the country improved and jobs 
became once again readily available, these 'sq u a tte rs ' 
moved back into the mines, esta tes or w hatever, while at 
the same time re ta in ing  th e ir  squatte r land . And as the 
economy of the country  flourished, more and more 
immigrants came over to Malaya. During the g reat slump of 
1930-32, the num ber of sq u atte rs  rose again and afte r the 
slump th e ir num ber fell b u t only to rise again du ring  the 
Second World War and the recuperative periods following it 
(Sandhu, K .S . 1975 :x x x , xxx i, x x x ii) .

A fter the Second World War, Chinese sq u a tte rs  
occupied large tra c ts  of land , both State and alienated, in 
the countryside. The colonial au thorities, which resum ed 
power in 1945 in Malaya, did not take any action to curb 
the  activities of these squ a tte rs  because they  were 
regarded  as providing a useful serv ice, i .e .  producing 
badly needed foodstuffs (Friel-Simon & Khoo, 1976:8-9). In 
1948, some Chinese sq u a tte rs  were suspected of
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collaboration with the Malayan Communist P arty  which was 
engaged in an insurrection  against the B ritish  Government 
of Malaya. A plan for squ a tte r settlem ents was worked out 
and it was in o rd er to facilitate the implementation of tha t 
plan th a t the f irs t su rvey  of sq u a tte rs  was carried  out in 
the late forties and early  fifties.

Much of the squatting  th a t happened during  the 
earlier p a rt of the colonial period took place on 
agricu ltu ral la n d . D uring the period of communist 
insurgency and the emergency th a t followed (1948-1960) 
many of the ru ra l sq u a tte rs  faced considerable h ard sh ip . 
Those suspected of collaborating with the communist 
te rro r is ts  were rounded up by the au thorities; o th e rs , 
how ever, were suspected  by the te r ro r is ts  of being 
government inform ers and were menaced by them. This 
forced a considerable number of the ru ra l sq u a tte rs  to 
move out into areas close to towns or into the  towns 
them selves.

In the post-independence e ra , the p a tte rn  of 
squatting  among the immigrants and th e ir  descendants 
remained virtually  the same; they continued to squat e ither 
on agricu ltu ral land on the periphery  of u rban  cen tres or 
on land actually within the u rban  cen tre s . However, what 
is of great in te rest to the p resen t s tudy  is tha t du ring  the 
post-independence period, particu larly  since the s ix ties, 
official records began to show that large-scale squatting  in 
u rban  cen tres was no longer confined to the immigrant 
groups only, and in 1966, perhaps for the very  f irs t time 
in the h isto ry  of the  co u n try , official records made 
references to u rb an  squatting  by Malays and th is  was only 
in Kuala Lumpur.

Does th is  mean tha t during  the colonial period there
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were really no Malay sq u a tte rs  and that Malays began to 
squat (in Kuala Lumpur) only in the sixties?

The answer to the f irs t p a rt of the question , i .e .  
w hether there  were any Malay squ a tte rs  during  the colonial 
period , must be sought partially  if not wholly in the way 
the Malay Customary Land Laws were in te rp re ted  and 
implemented by the B ritish  colonial adm inistration, 
especially those perta in ing  to the traditional mode of land 
acquisition. And the answer to the second p a r t of the 
question is more a m atter of nomenclature.

2.2 Malay Traditional Mode of Land Acquisition

The Customary Land Laws of the Malays gave them 
the r ig h t to occupy what was, before the introduction of 
the new land laws by the B ritish colonial au thorities, 
considered no-m an 's-land. For centuries the method of land 
acquisition practised  by the Malays was to gain access to a 
piece of land th a t belonged to no-one, usually jungle land, 
then  to clear, cultivate an d /o r settle on it . Cultivation or 
occupation, according to the Malay Customary Land Laws, 
gave the cultivator the 'r ig h t of ow nership' to th a t piece 
of land . Such a manner of land acquisition is known to the 
Malays by the term meneroka or membuka tanah ( lit . to 
open up land) o r , if done on a large scale membuka negeri 
( lit . to open up a s ta te ) or berbuat negeri ( lit , to create 
a s ta te ) . A person  who is involved in the opening up of 
land in th is manner is known as peneroka ( lit . one who 
opens up land) or penduduk ( lit. s e ttle r) , if he actually 
settled  on the land.

The B ritish colonial adm inistration recognized the 
Malay Customary Land Laws and the Malay trad itional mode
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of land acquisition, and to the best of the w rite r’s 
knowledge, the Malay Customary Land Laws have never 
been formally repealed or abolished. Maxwell, for example, 
quoted by  Wong (1975:13), says that "under the Malay 
custom s, a cu ltivator acquired a 'p roprietory  r ig h t ' in land 
'by the  clearing of the land followed by continuous 
occupation ', and th a t as such his rig h t was 'absolu te ' as 
long as occupation continued or as long as the land bore 
signs of appropria tion ."  A ctually, it was th is  recognition 
of the Malay Customary Land Laws, in particu la r the Malay 
traditional mode of land acquisition, that largely  accounted 
for the apparen t non-existence of native Malay sq u a tte rs  
during  the colonial period. Since occupation of 'S ta te ' land 
(which belonged to no-one in particu lar) by Malays was 
not considered 'illegal' o r 'unlaw ful', the question of 
squatting  among and by the Malays simply did not arise . 
Any Malay could go and open up a piece of land th a t did 
not belong to anyone and occupy it or settle  on it; he 
would be perfectly  within his rig h t to do so and the land 
would be his as long as he occupied it or for as long as it 
showed 'signs of appropriation '. C learly, th e re fo re , 
occupation of 'S tate ' land without p rio r official perm ission, 
which would constitu te squatting  under English law, did 
occur, especially in the countryside where the  Malays were 
mostly to be found; b u t such occupation of land by  the 
Malays was never re fe rred  to or regarded  as 'sq u a ttin g ' by 
the colonial adm inistrators: the terms 'sq u a ttin g ' and
'sq u a tte r ' were not applicable to the Malays.

A lthough, on the one hand , the B ritish  colonial 
au thorities perhaps had no choice bu t to recognise the 
Malay Customary Land Laws and the traditional mode of 
land acquisition, if not for any o ther reason at least out o f / 
deference to the Malay ru le rs , they , on the o ther hand , 
must have wanted very  much to abolish the Customary
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Land Laws and the traditional land acquisition system since 
they were clearly incompatible not only with the English 
Law th a t they were introducing into the coun try , bu t also 
with the development of a capitalist economy which was 
th e ir  prim ary concern. Realizing tha t to abolish the 
Customary Land Laws and the traditional mode of land 
acquisition altogether was impossible, the B ritish  colonial 
adm inistration did the next best th ing : they  tried  to
re s tr ic t the application of the Customary Land Laws as 
much as possible. In 1897, the Federated Malay States 
Enactment was passed which had the effect of confining 
the 'meneroka1 r ig h t of the Malays to the countryside and 
involving land not exceeding 100 acres in size. U nder th is 
Enactment land was to be 'alienated ' simply by  way of 
reg istra tion  in the local re g is te rs , called the Mukim 
(S ub-D istric t) R eg isters . The Federated Malay States Land 
Code 1926 fu rth e r  reduced the size of land th a t could be 
occupied un d er the custom ary r ig h ts . Under th is  Code 
" . . .  small country  holdings -  now reduced to holdings not 
exceeding 10 acres -  were generally to be g ran ted  under 
the Mukim R egister without formal document . . . "  (Wong, D 
1975:78-82). Thus in th is way the B ritish  colonial 
adm inistration effectively confined the Malay custom ary 
r ig h ts  in land acquisition to the countryside only.

2.3 The Malays: From Settlers to S quatters

As sta ted  above, p rio r to the sixties there  were no 
references to 'Malay sq u a tte rs ’ in any official records and 
tha t it was only in 1966 tha t a mention of them began to 
appear in official records and th is  was in re sp ec t of 
squatting  in Kuala Lumpur? How do we account for th is?

As we have seen the B ritish  colonial adm inistration
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never re fe rred  to Malays who occupied 'S tate ' land without 
p rio r official authorization as 'sq u a tte rs ';  they called them 
'colonists' (National Archive File, Malayan Union 8446/46), 
a term which does not ca rry  the legal implication of an 
unlawful act punishable by law. And th is  w as, as 
explained above, because the B ritish  colonial adm inistration 
formally recognised the Malay r ig h ts  under the Malay 
Customary Land Laws, despite their probable desire to do 
away with them. However, in 1965, in the 
post-independence e r a , the new Malayan government 
in troduced the National Land Code. Article 425 of the  Code 
s ta te s :

Any person  who, without lawful au thority  -
(a) occupies, or erec ts  any building on, any State 

land , reserv ed  land or mining land,
(b) c lears, encloses or cultivates any such land or 

p a rt thereof, or
(c) cu ts  any timber or produce on any such land , 
shall be guilty of an offence, and liable on conviction 
to a fine not exceeding . . . ,  or imprisonment for a 
term not exceeding . . . ,  or bo th .

This Article has the effect, among o ther th in g s , of 
abolishing the centuries old special rig h t of the Malays in 
land u n d er th e ir Customary Land Laws -  something which 
the B ritish  colonial au thorities must have wanted to do 
very  much b u t could not do and it is ironic th a t a 
Malay-dominated government did it in stead . With th is  de 
facto abolition of the Malay custom ary rig h t in land , any 
Malay who now occupies 'S ta te , reserved  or mining land ' 
without 'lawful au tho rity ' is no longer reg ard ed  as 
peneroka or penduduk  b u t a 'sq u a tte r ' in stead , and since 
the Malay language never had  the word for 'sq u a tte r ' in 
its  vocabulary , a new term had to be specially coined for
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the purpose , i .e .  setinggan. This new term appeared for 
the very  f irs t time in p r in t, as far as can be ascertained 
by  the w rite r, in the Malay new spaper, Utusan Melayu, on 
27th April 1968, and incorporated la te r in the Malay 
d ictionary , Kamus Dewan, in 1970. In spite of intensive 
e ffo rts , the w riter has not been able to establish , 
en tire ly  sa tisfactorily , the origin of the term setinggan. 
Utusan Melayu, the f irs t new spaper that used the term , 
when approached, was unable to say who coined the word 
or how he did it; n e ither could officials in the terminology 
section of the Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka, the official 
language and lite ra ry  agency responsible for the 
development and expansion of the Malay language. It seems 
th a t the Dewan's decision to include the word setinggan in 
the Kamus Dewan was based simply on the fact tha t the 
word had already been in wide popular use by  the mass 
media and the general public for several y e a rs . Some 
members of the general public, however, th ink th a t the 
word setinggan is a Malay corruption of the English word 
's te n -g u n '. They say , originally kampung setinggan used 
to be called ’kampung s te n -g u n ’ because, it seems, such 
kam pungs rose in the face of such strong  opposition from 
the authorities who sent demolition squads, p ro tected  by 
soldiers carry ing  s ten -g u n s , to destroy sq u a tte r  houses, 
also because ’new villages’ where Chinese sq u a tte rs  from 
various places were rese ttled  were guarded by  soldiers 
carry in g  s ten -g u n s . All th is , apparen tly , led to such 
kam pungs being nicknamed 'kampung s ten -g u n ' and the 
people living in such kampungs 'orang kampung s ten -g u n ’. 
L ater, the word 'kampung' was dropped and the sq u a tte rs  
became 'orang s te n -g u n '; eventually, the word 's ten -g u n ' 
itse lf underw ent a phonological change to su it the Malay 
tongue and ended up as setinggan . Whether th is  is the 
correct explanation for the origin of the word setinggan is 
perhaps not so im portant. What is of g rea te r significance
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is the fact th a t the very  concept of squatting  was 
unknown among the Malays, so much so tha t they  did not 
have a word for it in th e ir language and a special term for 
it came into existence only recen tly , a fter the introduction 
of the English Land Law.

However, to pass a law is one thing bu t to have the 
law accepted and observed by the people is quite ano ther. 
Evidence seems to show th a t the Malays, deep in their 
h e a r ts , have never really accepted the imposition of 
English land law over th e ir  own by the colonial authorities 
and subsequently  the abolition of their special r ig h t to 
land un d er the traditional Customary Land Laws by  their 
own governm ent. When the B ritish colonial authorities 
passed  legislation to introduce compulsory land reg istra tion  
in 1897, for example, it met with such strong  resistance 
from the Malays th a t " . . .  in some places, the angry  
peasan ts had to be suppressed  by force" (Wong, D 
1975:72). But the most telling evidence of Malays' rejection 
of the English land law is perhaps the fact th a t they 
continued with th e ir  practice of acquiring land according 
to the traditional mode of land acquisition. This happened 
th roughout the B ritish  colonial ru le ; the practice continued 
into the six ties, even to the p resen t day, particu larly  in 
the countryside. AU, S .H . (1976:16) notes th a t in the 
s ta tes  of Pahang, Johore and Kedah, where h is research  
was carried  out in the early  seventies, there  were cases of 
peasant opening up land illegally, at least in the areas he 
stud ied , v iz. Bagan (Johore), Kangkong (Kedah) and 
Kerdau (P ah an g ). But these cases were not v ery  dramatic 
because the area of land involved was quite small. A more 
dramatic example of land occupation by the Malays was 
perhaps th a t which took place in the Kelantan d istric t of 
Tanah Merah. Early in 1974, the Federal Land Development 
A uthority  (Felda) engaged some con tracto rs, including the
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w rite r's  husband 's  firm, to clear the jungle in an area 
called Kemahang in the Tanah Merah D istrict for
development into an oil palm plantation. According to the 
con tractors concerned, they  had great difficulty  in
carry ing  out th e ir  work properly  because of the  existence 
of an 'illegal' settlem ent of several hundred  acres in the 
middle of the jungle to be cleared. The actual num ber of 
people involved in creating  the settlement is unknow n, bu t 
judging by  the acreage cleared by them, it must have been 
quite la rg e . And judging by the age of the ir ru b b e r  and 
fru it tre e s  and coconut palms, the settlement must have 
been in existence for at least five years by  th a t tim e. 
Their cashew -nut tre e s  were already bearing  f ru it ,  so 
were th e ir  coconut palms; th e ir ru b b er trees  were already 
about four inches thick around the base, and there  were a 
number of makeshift houses as well as a g rav ey ard . And
all the 'illegal' se ttle rs  were Malays: a very  good example
indeed of Malays opening up land and creating  a settlm ent 
on it in the old, tim e-honoured tradition  of meneroka. It is 
not known what eventually happened to the se ttle rs ; it is 
possible th a t they  were offered alternative land elsewhere 
or absorbed as 'legal' se ttle rs  in the oil palm plantation 
th a t was being developed th e re .

The w rite r 's  investigation reveals tha t similar ’illegal' 
occupation of 'S ta te ' land took place in o ther s ta te s  also; 
sometimes the se ttle rs  came not from within the s ta te  bu t 
from a neighbouring s ta te . This was the case with 
Cemomoi, on the bo rder between Negeri Sembilan (the 
w rite r's  home s ta te) and Pahang. Here were found in the 
late six ties a number of 'illegal' settlem ents which had been 
opened up by Malays from Negeri Sembilan, especially from 
Ulu Jempul, a mukim (su b -d is tr ic t)  in the Kuala Pilah 
D istrict of Negeri Sembilan( X). It seems th a t the State 
Government of Pahang have since recognized the 'illegal'
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settlem ents by giving land titles to the ’illegal' se ttle rs  
who opened up the land, th e reb y , in a sense, reaffirm ing 
the rig h t of the Malays to acquire land according to the 
traditional mode of land acquisition.

The most dramatic and extreme example of illegal land 
occupation by  Malays is the series of land seizure carried  
out by a group of Malays led by one self-sty led  Malay 
leader, Hamid Tuah, in the sixties (Ali, S .H . 1976:16-18). 
In 1960, Hamid Tuah led a group of fifty  men in occupying 
State land in the State of Selangor at a place called Sungai 
S ireh . In 1967, he led another group, th is  time of 400 
people, to do the same in Teluk Gong. And finally, in 
1969, he again led a group of Malays for yet another land 
seizure. This time the number of people involved was 1,500 
and they came not only from the State of Selangor, bu t 
also from the neighbouring State of Perak and tried  to 
occupy State land at a place called Binjai Patah . Hamid 
Tuah 's attem pts at 'organized' illegal occupation of State 
land were resis ted  by the Stae Government.

On his f irs t attem pt, Hamid Tuah was a rre s te d  and 
pu t under 're s tric ted  residence ' (Ali, S .H . 1976:16). 
Hamid T uah 's attem pt at land seizure and his a r re s t were 
given wide publicity by the national p re ss  which drew a 
great deal of sym pathy. The evicted followers of Hamid 
Tuah staged a s it-in  p ro test in front of the Menteri 
B esar's  residence. They dispersed  when the then  Deputy 
Prime Minister of the country  promised to give them land. 
The prom ise, how ever, was not kep t and th is  led to the 
second attem pt by Hamid Tuah. By then  Hamid Tuah had 
become quite a celebrity  and was also openly supported  by 
some politicians, members of the opposition Socialist F ron t, 
by  some un iv ersity  lec tu re rs  and a large number of 
un iversity  s tuden ts  who organized dem onstrations and made
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anti-governm ent speeches in support of the demands of the 
'land -hungary ' p easan ts. In the end the S tate Government 
conceded and gave land to the peasants in Teluk Gong 
(Ali, S .H . 1976:17).

Emboldened no doubt by his previous successes, 
Hamid Tuah launched his th ird  and final attem pt in 1969. 
This time he was not so lucky. His attem pt happened to 
take place at a time when the country was in a state of 
emergency following the May 13th race r io ts . In spite of 
h is much la rger following and in spite of the same open 
support by the same politicians, un iversity  lec tu re rs  and 
s tu d en ts , the Government had no difficulty in aborting  the 
attem pt by using emergency pow ers. About 100 of Hamid 
T uah 's followers were a rre s te d ; Hamid Tuah himself was 
again pu t un d er p reventive detention and was released 
only the following y ea r.

The w rite r's  s tudy  reveals tha t the practice of 
opening up land for agricu ltu ral an d /o r settlement 
purposes in the old traditional meneroka fashion is still 
going on among the Malays in the coun tryside . As late as 
1980, one Felda con tractor(2) found h u ndreds of Malay 
'sq u a tte rs ' in the jungle area contracted out to him for 
jungle clearing and plantation development in the State of 
T rengganu . This seems to confirm the impression tha t the 
Malays have never really fully accepted the superimposition 
of the English land law over the ir Customary Land Latos. 
Even the Government's a ttitude towards 'illegal' sq u a tte rs  
seems to suggest tha t they  do not view land occupation by 
the meneroka method as a very  serious offence. A part 
from the one case of Hamid T uah , as far as can be 
determ ined, no State Government has actually prosecuted 
Malays who opened up State land , for ag ricu ltu ra l or 
settlem ent p u rp o se s , without p rio r lawful au th o rity ,
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although State Governments frequently  issue th re a ts  of 
prosecution through the p re ss (3 ) . In practically all known 
cases, the State au thorities always regu larised  such 
'illegal' land occupation by issuing land titles  to the 
se ttle rs  involved.

The case of Hamid Tuah is d ifferent from all the 
o ther cases of land occupation in many re sp e c ts . His 
attem pts at land seizure were the firs t tha t clearly showed 
signs tha t they  were prem editated, properly  organised and 
coord inated , probably politically  ̂ inspired and motivated 
p a rtly  if not wholly by a desire to challenge and em barrass 
the governm ent. This is totally different from occupation 
of land in the meneroka tradition which is usually 
spontaneous, carried  out quietly without any fu ss  and 
motivated solely and en tire ly  by the desire to find a 
settlem ent or to open land for agricultural p u rp o ses , in 
o ther words, solely out of needs without any desire to 
cause trouble or challenge the authorities. In re tro sp ec t it 
seems also clear th a t the Hamid Tuah 's case was politicised 
and manipulated by certain  politicians for th e ir  own ends. 
It is a case where the reassertion  of the Malay rig h t to 
land un d er the Customary Laws took on a political 
complexion and appearance of a class stru g g le  and mini 
peasant revolution in the Socialist sense.

As we have seen, during  the colonial period , the 
B ritish  colonial adm inistrators passed legislation to re s tr ic t 
the  practice of the traditional mode of land acquisition by 
the Malays to the countryside only. This essentially  would 
have made sq u a tte rs  of Malays if they came and occupied 
unalienated land in or near towns; bu t the B ritish  got 
round  th is by creating  Malay Reservation land not only in 
the countryside b u t also in or close to tow ns, of which 
Kampung Baru in Kuala Lumpur is a good example, and in
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so doing p reven ted , to some ex ten t, the possible 
emergence of Malay sq u a tte rs  in towns. However, in the 
post-independence e ra , when legislation was passed  in the 
1960's to prohibit unauthorised occupation of S tate land 
anywhere in the coun try , in towns as well as in the 
co u n try sid e , no new provisions were made corresponding 
to the colonial system of Malay land reservation  in o r close 
to tow ns. The old Malay Reservation land in or near towns 
legislated for by the B ritish  colonial adm inistrators have, 
by the time of independence, been all taken up and , in 
some cases, become overcrow ded. This means th a t Malays 
could not come to town and occupy State land a fte r  the 
six ties without becoming sq u a tte rs  in the full legal sense 
of the w ord. F urtherm ore , during  the colonial p e rio d , 
th ere  was no or little  likelihood of Malays becoming u rban  
sq u a tte rs  in large num bers because it was the policy of 
the colonial adm inistration not to encourage Malays to move 
into towns and cities bu t to encourage them to remain in 
the countryside instead .

2.4 in tern a l Migration and Urban Squatting by Malays

During the colonial period , the 'divide and ru le ' 
policy of the B ritish  colonial adm inistration kep t the th ree  
main ethnic groups a p a rt. They were segregated  
occupationally and geographically with the Malays confined 
mostly to the  ru ra l a reas. Things began to change afte r 
independence in 1957. The government bureaucracy  sited 
in the u rb an  cen tres was expanded and the Malay language 
was made the official language of the country  to replace 
English. This has had the effect of making more jobs 
available for Malays. In the private secto r, too, more 
employment was crea ted ; industrialisation programme 
implemented in the  u rban  cen tres  such as Kuala Lumpur
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and its  satellite town, Petaling Jaya, led to the creation of 
thousands of jobs. Such employment opportun ities, denied 
in the ru ra l a reas , a ttrac ted  Malays from the countryside 
to migrate to towns. And th is ru ra l-u rb a n  migration that 
began in the late fifties accelerated in the sixties and 
seventies con tribu ting  substantially  to the emergence and 
increase of Malay sq u a tte rs  in the u rban  cen tres .

The w riter has elsewhere explained in detail the 
reasons for th is  ru ra l-u rb a n  d rift (Azizah Kassim 1983:60). 
Imbalance in socio-economic development between the u rban  
cen tres  and ru ra l areas in favour of the former induced 
many p easan ts, especially the younger group , to migrate 
to towns looking for jobs. The urge  to migrate is 
s treng thened  by  a change in a ttitude against peasant 
farming in favour of paid employment or salaried jobs, i .e .  
makan gaji ( lit .  eating on one’s sa la ry ), and the 
government development policies facilitated the migration 
p rocess. The post-independence government reg ard  
segregation of ethnic groups on geographical, economic and 
occupational bases as undesirable and therefo re  must be 
rectified . Since the Malays are and have been the most
backw ard economically, they are the ones who have been
constantly  u rg ed  to come forward and improve their
economic position . One of the ways to do th is , in the
opinion of the governm ent, is to get them involved in 
business ac tiv ities, in trade  and commerce, and th is  means 
encouraging them to come to the towns. This policy aimed 
a t re s tru c tu rin g  society was incorporated in the Second 
Malaysia Plan (1970-1975). This policy, known popularly  as 
the New Economic Policy (N EP), makes certain  provisions 
for the Malays and o ther B um iputras, of which the one 
th a t can be said to have a direct effect on ru ra l-u rb a n  
migration is the allocation of 30% of places in institu tions of 
h igher learn ing , scholarships and g ra n ts , business perm its
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and licences, employment in public and to some extent 
p riva te  sec to rs , to Malays and o ther B um iputras. In 
addition, various schemes worked out to give financial aid 
to help Malay and o ther Bumiputra business e n trep ren eu rs , 
can also be regarded  as con tribu tory  factors.

Migrants from the peasan try  can be categorised 
generally into th ree  g ro u p s : the ed u ca ted , the less
educated and the uneducated . The educated are those who 
have at least completed secondary education o r perhaps 
te r tia ry  education and these people usually  have no or 
little difficulty in finding reasonably well paid jobs in the 
public or p rivate  sector and so do not normally have any 
problem with accommodation. The less educated , i .e .  those 
who have completed only the lower secondary education as 
well as those without any formal schooling, whose number 
is decreasing rap id ly , are the ones who have 
accommodation problem s. Most of them end up in the lowest 
paid jobs, such as factory  hands, tax i, b us or lo rry  
d riv e rs , and w orkers at construction s ite s . In the six ties, 
these low-paid jobs, according to Basham, R. (1978:180) 
would give an average income of $100/- p e r month; and at 
p re se n t, an average income of $300/-, which is barely 
enough to pay for food let alone lodging. To appreciate 
th e ir  plight regard ing  lodging or sh e lte r, one must 
consider the ir income in relation to the cost of ren tin g  an 
accommodation or buying a house from priva te  and public 
sectors in the u rb an  cen tres . In Kuala Lum pur, for 
example, a s in g le -s to rey , two-bedroom, te rrace  house, 
which is regarded  as a low-cost house, costs about $250/- 
a month to r e n t . To buy  such a house from the public 
sector would cost between $40,000/- and $45,000/-; and 
from the private  sec to r, at least $80,000/-. This means of 
course th a t accommodation in the p riva te  sector is 
completely beyond the means of the low-paid w orkers and



-  63 -

and they  have to depend on public housing. But in the 
last ten years public housing programmes have fallen 
behind and have not been able to keep pace with demands. 
In the T hird  Malaysia Plan (1975-1980), for instance, only 
one fourth  of the ta rg e tted  number of houses were bu ilt. 
There is , th e re fo re , an acute shortage of low-cost housing 
in the u rban  areas and low-paid workers are left with 
practically  no choice bu t to sq u a t,

2.5 Squatting in Kuala Lumpur

(a) Early S quatters in Kuala Lumpur

Records on sq u a tte rs  p rio r to the Second World War 
are minimal; it is , th e re fo re , difficult to determine 
precisely  when squatting  began in Kuala Lum pur. It is ,
however, reasonable to assume th a t, as in the  re s t of
Malaya, squatting  in Kuala Lumpur began with the arrival 
of the immigrant g ro u p s , with land reg istra tion  and the 
introduction of p riva te  ownership as well as 
commercialisation of land. In sh o rt, squatting  emerged only 
during  the colonial period. Friel-Simon & Khoo (1978) 
contend th a t consciousness on the p art of the au thorities 
of the existence of sq u a tte rs  became evident only during  
the period of the great depression . Very little is known of 
sq u a tte rs  during  th is early  period; how ever, as the
phenomenon of squatting  became widespread du ring  the 
Second World War and the periods following i t , the 
problems imposed by sq u a tte rs  on developments and
security  in the recuperative years forced the au thorities to 
take measures to deal with the sq u a tte rs . One of the 
measures taken was to make a survey  of the sq u a tte rs  in 
Kuala Lumpur in the late forties and the su rv ey  was 
completed in 1951.
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According to th is  survey  th ere  were at least 5,620 
sq u a tte r households in Kuala Lumpur d is tr ic t, d istribu ted  
over 34 localities. The area occupied by sq u a tte rs  was 
approximately 1,198.2 acres , out of which only 461.5 were 
State land. The list of sq u a tte r localities in Appendix I 
indicates th a t many of the sq u a tte r settlem ents were in 
areas close to the town cen tre  where the Chinese 
predom inated.

The figures on sq u a tte rs  do not give the ethnic 
breakdown of the sq u a tte rs . But a close examination of the 
available official files on sq u a tte rs  in Kuala Lumpur kept at 
the National A rchives in Petaling Jaya indicates th a t a 
very  large proportion of them were Chinese. There were, 
for example, 700 sq u a tte r families consisting of more than
7,000 people in one locality alone, i .e .  near the town 
cen tre  between Cochrane Road and Peel Road. And there  
were many more in the area between Chow Kit Road and 
Jalan Raja Laut and in San Peng Road. There are also 
several documents of the fifties on Chinese sq u a tte rs  
touching on m atters of eviction, petition against eviction, 
complaints made by  o thers against them, e tc . (National 
A rchives, Selangor Secretariat Files 569/53 En.IA , 145/53, 
D .O . KL, File 1/47, 84/50 E n .I & 4, 161/50; 788/50 S JI).

There is also evidence to show th a t Indian sq u a tte rs  
were also p resen t in Kuala Lumpur bu t the ir num ber was 
small compared to the Chinese. Some of the areas occupied 
by them were along Loke Yew Road and Jalan Raja Bot 
(National A rchives, D .O. KL, File 541/52 En.IA & 84/50 
E n .4 ). However, as most of them were brough t into Malaya 
from India to work on road constructions -  ap art from 
ru b b e r plantations -  most of the ir squatm ents were to be 
found close to railway lines or w orkshops, such as in 
Sentul and Brickfields (Sen, M.K. 1979:188).
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A part from the Chinese and Indian sq u a tte rs , there  is 
also evidence which shows that there  were sq u a tte rs  of 
Indonesian orig in , e .g .  the Boyans. In a le tte r  w ritten to 
the D istrict Officer of Kuala Lumpur in 1951 (Appendix 
I I ) , the Ketua Boyan (Boyan Chief) mentioned th a t there 
were 503 sq u a tte rs  resid ing  in an area behind the Lucky 
World - an amusement park  -  close to the cen tre  of the 
town. It is not clear if all the 503 were Boyans because in 
the le tte r  he also mentioned the presence of one rich 
Chinese 'towkay' who had built five big houses for re n t. 
However, the fact th a t he identified himself as a Boyan 
chief indicates th a t there  must have been a Boyan 
community in the area.

In addition there  were five sq u a tte r h u ts  in Jalan 
Raja Laut categorised as Malay (National A rchives, D .O. 
KL File 84/50 E n .4 ). It is not sta ted  w hether they  were of 
local or immigrant origin. It is h ard  to believe tha t they 
were local Malays from Kuala Lumpur or Selangor in view 
of the fact th a t the Government of Selangor had since 1899 
made available Malay Reservation land in an area close to 
the centre of Kuala Lumpur, i .e .  Kampung Baru (Othman, 
M.A. 1977:50) as well as in o ther areas on the periphery  
of the city . And the occupants of these five sq u a tte r  h u ts  
were unlikely to be Malays from other Malay s ta tes in 
Malaya because, f irs tly , emigration of Malays from other 
Malay s ta tes into Kuala Lumpur is believed to have s ta rted  
only in the fifties and th e ir number was minimal; secondly, 
Malays who came from other sta tes generally found
accommodation, as McGee (1979:155) says, n  in the
Malay reserve  area of Kampung Baru and a series of 
p eri-u rb an  kampungs which fringe the city  . . . " ,  and 
some, according to the same source, stayed in government 
q u a rte rs  for Malays who came to Kuala Lumpur then  were 
mostly government employees working in the police or
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armed forces or the Malayan Railway and o ther government 
departm ents which, in most cases, provided accommodation 
for th e ir  employees. One possible explanation is th a t the 
occupants of these five h u ts  were Indian Muslims; it is 
possible th a t they were mistaken for Malays since Indian 
Muslims have names similar to Malays. But the ir number is 
so small anyway that it does not m atter one way or 
a n o th e r.

What seems to be clear from the 1951 su rvey  as well 
as from other documentary evidence is tha t the local Malay 
population in Kuala Lumpur were not involved in squatting  
in the early fifties. The sq u a tte r population at th a t time 
seems to have consisted almost entirely  of the immigrant 
g roups, mostly Chinese and Indians and, to a v ery  small 
ex ten t, Malays of Indonesian origin who, during  the 
colonial e ra , were categorised officially not as Malays but 
ra th e r  in term s of the ir sub-ethnic categories, i .e .  
M inangkabaus, Javanese, Boyans, Rawas, Mendilings, 
Ban ja rs , e tc .

In the early  fifties, the colonial government took some 
m easures to evict sq u a tte rs , especially those occupying 
areas close to the city cen tre , so that the land could be 
used  for u rban  development. A plan was worked out to 
rese ttle  the displaced sq u a tte rs  in the neighbouring area 
of Petaling, in the southw est of Kuala Lumpur, which la ter 
developed into the p resen t modern satellite town of 
Petaling Jaya. Not everyone responded to the  scheme 
favourably because Petaling was then practically  a jungle, 
considered remote from Kuala Lumpur without any basic 
u rban  amenities and offered practically no empolyment 
opportun ities. In Kuala Lumpur, even the poorest could at 
least earn  a living by  hawking. A few of the poorer 
sq u a tte rs  did not accept the offer of resettlem ent probably
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for economic reasons; the price of $4,500/- for a house 
was probably too high for them (National A rchives, 
Selangor S ecretariat File 569/53). Today a similar house 
would almost certainly  cost about $45,000/-.

(b ) Squatting in Kuala Lumpur in 
the Post-Independence Era

The various developments that took place in Kuala 
Lumpur in both the private and public sectors and in the 
satellite town of Petaling Jaya a fte r the Independence in 
1957 led to mass immigration into Kuala Lumpur from new 
villages, e s ta te s , smaller towns and especially from the 
ru ra l a reas. This m igration, which gained momentum in the 
1960's, eventually led to a breakdown in the u rban  
in fra s tru c tu re  creating  several problems, chief of which 
was housing . Many of the new arrivals re so rted  to 
squatting  and the incidence of squatting  must have been 
very  w idespread in the early  sixties and caused serious 
concern to the town and sta te  au thorities, for in 1963 the 
State Government of Selangor passed the Federal Capital 
(Clearance of S quatters) By-Laws, which clearly  was 
intended to exercise some form of control over squatting  in 
Kuala Lumpur. In 1966, for the f irs t time afte r 
independence a survey  was carried  out on sq u a tte rs  within 
the Kuala Lumpur Municipality and the re su lt of the 
survey  shows tha t there  were 20,611 sq u a tte r families in 
the Federal Capital; the total number of sq u a tte rs  was 
139,967 which rep resen ted  about 30% of the to tal population 
of the capital. There were about 15,107 sq u a tte r  dwellings, 
accounting for 25% of the total number of dwelling u n its . 
The area of land covered by  sq u a tte r settlem ent was about
2,935.5 acres or 13% of the total Municipality area (Sen, 
M.K. 1969), two and a half times h igher than the acreage 
in 1951.
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In 1969 a repo rt on sq u atte rs  in Kuala Lumpur was 
p repared  by Sen, M.K. for the M inistry of Local 
Government and Housing and Kuala Lumpur M unicipality, 
in which is s ta ted , inter alia, " . . .  the pace and degree 
of squatting  in Kuala Lumpur has increased enormously in 
recen t years . . . M and the repo rt calls f o r , among other 
th in g s, "a comprehensive survey" of the incidence of 
squatting  in the capital so tha t a specific policy concerning 
squatting  could be form ulated. Indeed, in the following 
y ears several su rveys and studies on sq u a tte rs  were 
carried  out by the authorities and o thers; as a re su lt, we 
now have a c learer p ictu re  of the natu re  of squatting  in 
Kuala Lum pur, especially the increase in the number of 
sq u a tte rs  in the last decade or so (see Table 1).

The Table shows th a t since 1966 the sq u a tte r 
population of Kuala Lumpur has increased at an annual 
ra te  of approximately 10,000 people, and in the last decade 
the sq u a tte rs  have formed an average of 25% of the total 
population of the capital. The area seized b y  sq u a tte rs , 
too, increased , from 2,935.5 acres in 1966 to 3,698 acres 
in 1977. In 1980, the area illegally occupied by squ a tte rs  
was officially assumed to be more or less the same as in 
1977, and according to the official view even if there  were 
new areas taken over by sq u a tte rs , the acreage would 
have been minimal and th is increase would have been offset 
by  land reovered from the sq u a tte rs . Assuming tha t the 
acreage occupied by  the sq u a tte rs  in 1980 was the same as 
in 1977, it means tha t the area of land occupied by 
sq u a tte rs  is about 1/20 of the total land area of Kuala 
Lumpur. It is estim ated by  City Hall in 1978 th a t only 5.4% 
of the illegally occupied land are privately  owned; the re s t 
are either State land or land belonging to semi-government 
au thorities. The number of squatte r locations, too, has 
increased . In 1977 only 106 squ a tte r settlem ents were
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recorded by City Hall; in 1978 the number rose to 146; in 
1979 and 1980, there  were 165 and 190 respectively . In 
1981, City Hall officials said the number of sq u a tte r  
settlem ents was 214. Most of these settlem ents were found 
close to places of employment, such as factories, 
government departm ents, insititu tions of h igher learn ing , 
upper or m iddle-class housing e s ta te s , e tc . ,  and they  
occupied rese rv e  areas along riv e rs  and d ra in s, roads and 
railway tra c k s , on the edge of burial grounds and disused 
mining areas.

(c) The Emergence and Increase of
Malay S q u a tte rs  in Kuala Lumpur

One v ery  significant feature  in the development of 
squatting  a fte r the independence year in 1957 is the 
emergence of and increase in the number of Malay 
sq u a tte rs  in Kuala Lumpur. In the  1951 official su rv ey , 
the number of Malay sq u a tte rs  was negligible and th is  
small number consisted of Malays of Indonesian origin who, 
during  the colonial period , as explained ea rlie r, were not 
categorised as Malays. In the 1966 su rv ey , conducted by 
the Federal Commission of Kuala Lumpur, 28,553 Malay 
sq u a tte rs  were recorded .

It is difficult to tell when exactly , between 1951 and 
1966, Malay sq u a tte rs  began to appear. However, some 
available evidence indicate th a t squatting  by  Malays in 
Kuala Lumpur must have s ta rted  in the late fifties when 
emigration from the peasan try  to the capital began to gain 
momentum. One such evidence is the study by Adnan 
Maarof (1966), one of the f irs t to conduct a s tudy  of 
sq u a tte rs  in Kuala Lumpur, i .e .  in Kampung Kerinci along 
Jalan B angsar (now along the Federal H ighw ay), in which



he sta tes  that some of his informants had been in the area 
since 1957, having come from various o ther s ta tes  in 
Malaya. A nother evidence is to be found in the Malay 
daily, (Jtusan Meloyu, of 21st January , 1958, which carried  
an article in the read ers  page (page 5) by someone with 
the pen-name of M .O ., Kuala Lumpur, who complained 
about the problems of accommodation faced by  many Malays 
who came to Kuala Lumpur and held jobs 'with small p ay '. 
These Malays, according to the w riter of the a rtic le , 
moved into vacant State land and built th e ir  own houses 
and the w riter cited  as an example Kampung K erinci, the 
area studied by  A dnan, where, he added, many Malays 
had built houses despite attem pts by the au thorities to 
stop such activ ities.

These two pieces of evidence seem to show tha t by 
the year 1957 and 1958, Malay sq u a tte rs  were already 
prevalent in Kuala Lumpur and th a t many of them were 
m igrants from the countryside. These people must have 
arrived  in Kuala Lumpur from the p easan try  around the 
year of independence. The number of Malays in Kuala 
Lumpur prio r to 1957 was quite small. In 1947, Malays 
formed only 12.5% (21,989) of the capital's population and it 
is unlikely, as explained earlier in Section 2 .5 .( a ) ,  that 
they  would be sq u a tte rs . Ten years la te r , the  num ber of 
Malays doubled to 47,615 accounting for 15% of the 
population of the capital (see Table 2). Their late arrival 
into the u rb an  scene pu t the Malays in a ■ disadvantaged 
position with respect to the acquisition of land and finding 
houses for accommodation and th e ir  a rriv a l in large 
num bers over a short span of time of course exacerbated 
the housing problem . They resolved th is  problem in the 
way they  were accustomed to in the coun tryside , i .e .  by  
the menoroka method, th a t is occupying State land which 
appeared to be unused  and unopened on which they  built
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th e ir  houses while at the same time tilling the  land , 
growing vegetables and fru it tre e s , and rearing  chickens, 
unaware of the fact th a t such occupation was illegal, for 
the ir r ig h t to open land in the meneroka manner could be 
exercised only on agricu ltu ral land , away from the town 
cen tres , subject to reg istra tion  in the Mukim R eg isters , 
They knew that the ir action was illegal only when the 
State au thority  -  the Kuala Lumpur Municipal Council - 
despatched demolition squads to demolish the houses built 
and take some of them to co u rt. The Malays, how ever, 
defied the au thorities and continued with the ir occupation 
of the land , both out of need and out of conviction th a t as 
Malays they  had a righ t to the land and should therefo re  
be allowed to stay  on the land.

In the subsequent y e a rs , in the six ties and 
seven ties, more Malays arrived  in Kuala Lumpur. By 1980, 
the number of Malays rose to 303,017, forming 28% of the 
c ity ’s population. As the ir num ber increased , the p ressu re  
on housing became more and more acu te , and the number 
of Malay sq u a tte rs  rose in 1978 to 81,614. Malay sq u a tte rs  
formed 32.76% of the total sq u a tte r  population of Kuala 
Lumpur, accounting for more than  one q u a rte r  of the total 
number of Malays in the capital c ity . One half of the 
Malays in Kuala Lumpur reside in Malay R eservation, albeit 
ag ricu ltu ra l, areas such as Kampung B aru , Sungai Pencala 
and Gombak; the re s t in u rban  housing es ta te s .

R ural-u rban  migration is not the only factor 
con tribu ting  to the emergence and expansion of Malay 
sq u a tte rs . A nother fac to r, which is of equal significance, 
re lates to the revocation of Temporary Occupation Licence^ 
(TOL) held by  Malays. TOL, as the name su g g e s ts , is a 
licence perm itting the use and occupation of land by an 
individual on a tem porary basis subject to payment of
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annual fees. The licence is renewable every  year bu t not 
transferab le  and the land tu tho rity  has the r ig h t to revoke 
the licence at its  discretion. During the colonial times, 
TOL were g ran ted  to Malays living on the fringes of the 
Kuala Lumpur town limit (which was initially 18 square 
miles, la te r increased to 34 square miles and , in 1974, 
increased fu rth e r  to the p resen t 94 square miles). Some of 
the TOL holders were given th e ir licences way back in 
1920's, as in the  case of the area around P an ta i-B angsar, 
and were allowed to stay on the land for more than  20 
y ea rs , du ring  which time the TOL holders not only utilized 
the land for agricu ltu ra l purposes b u t also to build the ir 
homes. This long ten u re , according to the w rite r's  
inform ants, induced the TOL holders to believe th a t in the 
end they  would get the land titles  to the lots they  
occupied. Malay kampungs were formed on TOL land. In 
the wake of rap id  u rban  expansion, a fte r the Second World 
War and a fte r Independence, the land on the u rban  fringes 
were needed for physical as well as economic development 
and the land authorities cancelled many of the tem porary 
licences held by  the Malays.

The policy of the p resen t-d ay  authorities is to offer 
compensation or alternative sites to people displaced from 
land requ ired  for u rban  development, b u t some of those 
affected would ra th e r  stay  on the ir land even if it means 
defying eviction o rd e rs . Continued occupation of the land 
is possible because very  often land earm arked for 
development are not utilized immediately; it may take years 
before such land are actually developed. Since continued 
occupation of the land becomes illegal, a fte r the  TOL has 
been w ithdraw n, the s ta tu s  of those concerned changes 
from TOL se ttle rs  to sq u a tte rs . Of those who agree to 
move ou t, some occupy land close to th e ir  previous land so 
th a t the p a tte rn  of th e ir  lives could go on without too
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much d isru p tio n . If they  move out to some o ther place 
a ltogether, the ir ch ild ren ’s schooling may be affected; they 
may have problems getting  to work and most of all they 
may lose contact with the ir friends in the coomunity, So, 
they  would just squat somewhere near their old place.

S ettlers  on TOL land can also become sq u a tte rs  when 
the TOL holders die, because the TOL is not tran sfe rab le . 
Cases of Malays becoming squatte rs  in th is  manner were 
found in Kampung Pasir along Jalan Kelang Lama, In 
several cases, children of the deceased TOL holders do not 
know the implications of th e ir  p a ren ts ' death on the ir 
s ta tu s  v is-a -v is  the land . They insist they  are not 
sq u a tte rs  and th a t they  have the righ t to the land in the 
belief th a t the ir paren ts  ’owned’ the land . In one case in 
1980 in the same kam pung, a woman whose m other, Junai 
b ti Pakim, had held a piece of land on TOL and who had 
died in 1960, continued to pay TOL fees. Since the  60’s , 
she has built 27 dwelling un its  on the land and ren ted  
them all ou t. The City Hall knew of the case only in 1980 
when one of h e r ten an ts , whom she was about to evict, 
came to City Hall looking for accommodation. City Hall 
immediately took action to demolish the houses. A fter four 
houses had been pulled down, the woman in question took 
out a court o rder to stop City Hall from demolishing the 
re s t of the houses. The m atter is still with the co u rt. This 
case helps to illu stra te  the misconceptions th a t some people 
have regard ing  the ir s ta tu s  when the TOL has been 
revoked by the au thorities.

Malays who became sq u a tte rs  in th is way were found 
by  the w riter in the Pantai-B angsar a reas, particu la rly  in 
Kampung Kerinci, Pantai Dalam, Kampung Abdullah Hukum, 
Kampung Selamat and Kampung Limau, besides Kampung 
Pasir mentioned above. Officials of City Hall as well as the
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land office of the Federal T errito ry  agree th a t a 
considerable number of Malays became sq u a tte rs  due to 
cancellation of th e ir  TOL, though , because of the  sensitive 
na tu re  of the issue, they  refuse to elaborate. The exact 
num ber of Malays becoming sq a tte rs  in th is  way is, 
th ere fo re , anybody's guess.

The increase in the number of Malay sq u a tte rs  since 
1970 may also be partia lly  a ttrib u ted  to change in the 
official use of the  term 'Malay'. During the colonial period , 
a distinction was made between the 'native ' Malays and the 
'non-native ' ones, i .e .  Malays from o ther p a r ts  of the 
Malay archipelago, most of which now form p a rt of 
Indonesia, who came to Malaya afte r the B ritish  a rriv ed . 
As alluded to earlie r, these Malays from o ther p a r ts  of the 
Malay archipelago were re fe rred  to by the B ritish  in terms 
of th e ir  sub-ethnic  categories, viz. M inangkabau, 
Javanese, Rawa, Mendiling, Boyan, e t c . (4 ). In the  1947 
census, the sub-ethnic  grouping of these people was 
d isregarded  and all of them were aggregated  un d er the 
ru b ric  'o ther Malaysians' (N agata, J  1974:335). In 1957, 
when Malaya achieved independence, over one million 'o ther 
Malaysians' together with several millions Chinese and 
Indians became citizens of Malaya and, because these 
'o ther Malaysians' are racially Malay, speak the  Malay 
language, profess the Islamic faith and whose customs are 
practically  the same as those of the 'na tive ' Malays, they 
are not easily distinguishable from the local Malays; they 
are Malays according to the Constitution of the country  
and Malays by ethnic orig in . It is hard ly  su rp ris in g , 
th ere fo re , th a t in the 1970 census, the category  'o ther 
Malaysians' was no longer u sed ; since th a t time, 'o ther 
Malaysians' have been grouped under the ethnic category 
'Malay'. T hus, the application of the term 'Malay' in 
Malaysia has been somewhat broadened. As a re su lt , many
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sq u a tte rs  in Kuala Lumpur, who were previously  not 
categorised as 'Malays’ are now so categorised . And th is 
must have increased statistically  the number of Malay 
sq u a tte rs  in the  Federal capital.

Finally, yet another factor which may account for the 
increase in the number of Malay sq u a tte rs  in Kuala Lumpur 
is the extension of the capital's boundary in 1974. Prior to 
th a t, Kuala Lumpur was both the capital of the State of 
Selangor as well as Malaysia, covering a total area of only 
36 square miles. In 1974, Kuala Lumpur with its  
boundaries greatly  extended to cover 94 square miles, was 
taken out of Selangor and declared a separate political and 
adm inistrative en tity , known as the Federal T e rrito ry . 
With-' the inclusion of so many new areas which were 
outside Kuala Lumpur into the new Federal T e rr ito ry , " . . .  
thousands of sq u a tte rs  on the perip h ery  of the 
municipality . . . "  (Sen, M.K. 1979) became categorised as 
Kuala Lumpur sq u a tte rs . Quite a few of the areas on the 
p erip h ery , which are not p a rt of the Federal T e rr ito ry , 
are e ither Malay Reserve land or TOL land or land 
occupied by  Malay sq u a tte rs .

Thus several factors account for the emergence and 
increase in the number of Malay sq u a tte rs  in the  Federal 
T errito ry  since 1957. Their increase in the last two 
decades, as can be seen in Table 1, can be said to be 
quite phenomenal. In 1966, th ere  were only 28,553 Malay 
sq u a tte rs  in Kuala Lumpur, bu t by 1978 th e ir  num ber had 
increased to 81,614 - an increase of almost 300%. In 
co n trast, th e re  were 94,057 Chinese sq u a tte rs  in 1966, and 
in 1978 the  figure rose to 128,286, an increase of about 
50% only. Indian sq u a tte rs  increased by about 200% from 
17,355 in 1966 to 39,184 in 1978. This relatively  high 
increase in the number of Malay s q u a tte rs , has tu rn ed
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what was earlier considered a Chinese issue into a Malay- 
one. As Siaw, L.K.L.  observes, " . . .  in the Federal 
T e rrito ry , the sq u a tte r problem is fast becoming a 
predom inantly ’Malay' problem . . . "  (1976:64).

(d) The P resen t State of Squatting in Kuala Lumpur: 
Size and Ethnic D istribution

The City Hall survey  for 1978 estim ates the number of 
sq u a tte rs  in Kuala Lumpur at 249,585. Since 1978, several 
measures have been taken to control the demographic and 
geographical expansion of squ a tte rs  which include the 
'sites and serv ices ' scheme, sq u a tte r upgrad ing  and 
rehousing programme for those affected by physical 
developments. Between 1978 and 1980, for instance, 13,775 
sq u a tte rs  were moved into flats and tra n s it q u a rte rs  to 
make way for sewerage dams, roads, f la ts , e tc . Despite 
such m easures the number of sq u a tte rs  has not gone down 
or stabilized; it has in fact increased to approximately
300,000 in 1983 according to City Hall sources. The total 
acreage of land taken is believed to have increased too. 
More land is occupied, especially during  the weeks before 
a general election such as those before the 1982 general 
elections when hundreds of new houses are  said to have 
sp rung  up in the peripheral areas of the Federal 
T e rr ito ry .

The figures on squatting , according to City Hall 
officials, are on the conservative s id e ; they  th ink  the 
actual figu res  are much h igher and the w rite r's  own 
studies seem to bear th is out. For example, the estimates 
for certain  squatm ents given in the 1978 census do appear 
to be too low. In Kampung Selamat, the census gives the 
figure for households as 3; whereas the w rite r's  fieldwork
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established that the number of households in 1977 was 100, 
In the neighbouring squatment of Kampung Abdullah 
Hukum, the discrepancy between the official figures and 
the actual number of households was pointed out by the 
Damansara UMNO Division chief. The official figu res  failed 
to include 14 households in the village and the Division 
chief believes th a t such discrepancies occur also in respect 
of o ther sq u a tte r  kam pungs. In 1982, in the afterm ath of 
the general elections, the number of new houses erected  
was su rveyed . In the Sungai Besi parliam entary 
constituency , one sq u a tte r village was recorded  as having 
increased its  household number by th re e . This fig u re , as 
the w riter la te r found out ,  was w rong. There were 
actually about 40 new households in the squatm ent when 
the w riter v isited the village one month a fte r the elections.

The discrepancies between the official fig u res  and the 
actual num ber of sq u a tte rs  on the ground can be 
a ttr ib u ted , among o th e rs , to the following reasons:

1) The tran sien t n a tu re  of a section of the  sq u a tte r 
population. Individuals and families frequen tly  
move in response to changing circum stances, 
such as change of work-place or fo rtune .

2) The indeterm inate n atu re  of sq u a tte r boundaries 
which makes it difficult for field enum erators
to know where one squatment ends and another 
beg ins.

3) The problem of getting  access due to geographical 
or social reasons. Geographically, some squatm ents 
like those on steep slopes in Kampung Syed P u tra  
are difficult to survey  and may therefo re  be 
skipped by  enum erators. Social inaccessibility
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may be due to h indrance by the sq u a tte rs  
them selves. It is generally accepted by 
enum erators and research  workers th a t some 
Chinese squatm ents are almost impossible to 
p e n e tra te .

4) Some sq u a tte rs , especially those who earn  
a living by hawking in the city cen tre  or 
elsew here, are usually not in the squatm ent 
during  the day; some houses are empty 
from morning till evening and enum erators 
can be misled into thinking tha t such houses 
have no occupants.

5) Lack of cooperation from sq u a tte rs . S quatters 
are  on the whole very  suspicious of government 
officials; they  often do not want the au thorities 
to know the tru th ;  so they  often deliberately 
give misleading or totally wrong information.

6) The sq u a tte r  population grows somewhat rap id ly  
th rough  natu ra l increase and in-m igration.
This is evidenced by the village un d er s tu d y .
As of October 1980, it had a population of 457; 
in November 1981, the population had increased 
to 493.

S q u a tte rs , th ere fo re , account for about 30% of the 
c ity 's  population of one million. In term s of ethnic 
rep resen ta tio n , it is believed tha t about 20% of the total 
Chinese population in Kuala Lumpur are sq u a tte rs ; of the 
Indians and Malays, 19% and 28% respectively  are 
sq u a tte rs .

Like the re s t of the u rban  population, the sq u a tte rs
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are generally segregated  geographically and socially on 
ethnic lines. In fact geographical segregation is even more 
marked among them compared to the re s t of the u rban  
population. The Chinese sq u a tte rs  are predom inant in 
th ree  of the five parliam entary consituencies -  Kepong, 
Sungai Besi ’dan Kuala Lumpur Bandar; Malay sq u a tte rs  
are found largely  in Damansara and S etapak , and the 
Indian sq u a tte rs , whose number is relatively  small, are 
spread  practically  all over the five constituencies (see 
Table 3).

There is a clear tendency for the sq u a tte rs  of one 
ethnic category to group together in one locality forming a 
close-knit community. This tendency is more prominent 
among the Malays and Chinese and less so among the 
Indians. While it is common to see an area occupied wholly 
or dominantly by thousands of Chinese or Malay sq u a tte rs , 
as is the case of the Chan Sow Lin area where th e re  are 
over 5,500 Chinese in 1978, and the Kampung Kerinci area 
where there  are  over 6,000 Malays in 1978, it is ra re  to 
find such large concentration of Indian sq u a tte rs  in any 
one place. A few hundred  Indian sq u a tte rs  may group 
together in one locality, such as in the case of the Indian 
sq u a tte rs  along Jalan Pantai Dalam.

Mixed squatm ents are also p revalen t; how ever, in 
such cases, members of one ethnic category tend  to 
confine them selves in a separate q u a rte r  in the squatm ent 
keeping th e ir  social distance from the o ther ethnic 
categories. This inclination towards compartmentalization as 
seen in several squatm ents, such as Kampung Berembang 
in Setapak, Kampung Sentosa and Kampung Manggis in 
Sungai Besi, is caused largely  by cultura l and religious 
a ttitudes and beliefs apart from the primordial need to be 
with one's k ith  and k in . Malays and Chinese, for example,
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tend  not to live close together as neighbours because the 
Chinese often rea r pigs and pigs are abhorren t to the 
Malays on religious g rounds. Malays keep away from 
Indians because of the prevalent stereotype th a t Indians 
are unclean. Chinese and Indians keep away from the 
Malays because the former feel that the Malay way of life 
limits much of the ir economic and socio-cultural activ ities. 
City Hall su rvey  on sq u a tte rs  in 1978, shows th a t out of 
106 squatm ents recorded  that year, 74% or 79 of them were 
occupied by sq u a tte rs ' of single ethnic groups only; the 
re s t  were mixed. The same situation is believed to prevail 
today (see Table 4).

NOTES

( 1 )  Some o f  t h e s e  s e t t l e r s  a r e  known t o  t h e  w r i t e r  
p e r s o n a l l y .

(2 )  I n t e r v i e w  w i t h  E n c ik  Omar b i n  H a j i  H arun , November  
1 9 8 0 .

(3 )  T h ere  a r e  c a s e s  o f  p r o s e c u t i o n  o f  C h in e s e  s q u a t t e r s .  
The l a t e s t  c a s e  w h ic h  t o o k  p l a c e  in  e a r l y  1981 i n  K u a la  
K abong, K u l a i  J o h o r e ,  and w h ic h  was w i d e l y  r e p o r t e d  in  
t h e  n a t i o n a l  p r e s s ,  i n v o l v e d  1 8 ,0 0 0  a c r e s  o f  Malay  
R e s e r v a t i o n  la n d  o c c u p i e d  i l l e g a l l y  by C h in e s e  who w ere  
s a i d  t o  b e  " P e o p le  w i t h  m oney". I t  seem s t h e  C h in e s e  
s t a r t e d  a p a lm  o i l  p l a n t a t i o n  on t h e  la n d  ( Utusan  
M a la y s ia , 23 M arch, 1 9 8 1 ) .

(4 )  The B r i t i s h  c o l o n i a l  a u t h o r i t i e s  w ere  i n c o n s i s t e n t  in  
t h e i r  t r e a t m e n t  o f  M alays  from  t h e  n e i g h b o u r i n g  c o u n t r i e s  
who a r r i v e d  i n  M alaya  d u r in g  t h e  c o l o n i a l  p e r i o d .  I n  some 
c a s e s ,  t h e s e  n o n - n a t i v e  M alays  w ere  t r e a t e d  on t h e  same 
t erm s  a s  t h e  l o c a l  M a la y s .  N o t e ,  f o r  e x a m p le ,  a l e t t e r  
s e n t  by  t h e  G overn or  o f  t h e  M alayan U n ion  t o  t h e  S ia m e se  
Governm ent d a t e d  6 t h  November 1946 ( N a t i o n a l  A r c h i v e  F i l e  
8 4 8 6 / 4 6 ) .  In  t h e  l e t t e r  i n  w h ich  h e  i n v i t e d  M a la y s  from  
Siam t o  come t o  M alaya t o  i r r i g a t e  paddy l a n d ,  t h e  
G overnor  s a y s ,  " . . .  i f  i t  i s  a g r e e a b l e  t o  t h e  S ia m ese  
G overnm ent, M alays  from  t h e  P r o v in c e  o f  P a t a n i  m ig h t  c a r e  
t o  a v a i l  t h e m s e l v e s  o f  t h e  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  t a k e  up la n d  on 
t h e  same term s  a s  t h e  l o c a l  M alay i n h a b i t a n t s  h e r e  . . . "
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O ther n o n - n a t i v e  M alays from  I n d o n e s i a ,  t o o ,  a r e  known t o  
h a v e  b e e n  a c c o r d e d  t h e  same t r e a t m e n t  a s  t h e  l o c a l  M alays  
i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  la n d  a c q u i s i t i o n .  T h is  e q u a l  t r e a t m e n t  
w i t h  t h e  l o c a l  M alays i s  o n l y  w i t h  r e g a r d s  t o  
a g r i c u l t u r a l  la n d  away from  town c e n t r e s .  In  t h e  urb an  
a r e a s ,  a s  i n  t h e  c a s e  o f  t h e  Boyan community i n  K u a la  
Lumpur, t h e y  w ere  t r e a t e d  l i k e  o t h e r  im m igran t g r o u p s  
such  a s  t h e  C h in e s e  and I n d i a n s .
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CHAPTER III

THE FORMATION AND DEVELOPMENT 
OF KAMPUNG SELAMAT AND 

THE POLITICALISATION OF THE SQUATTERS

In Chapter II, the w riter explained in broad terms 
the h isto ry  of squatting  in Malaya, especially by the 
Malays in the capital city of Kuala Lumpur as well as the 
ex ten t and na tu re  of squatting  as it is today . This 
C hapter attem pts to explain in detail the formation and 
development of a Malay squatment in the Pantai area in 
Kuala Lumpur and show how, in the process of 
establishing th e ir  settlem ent, the sq u a tte rs  became 
involved with political leaders and political p a rty  
organization.

3.1 Paving The Way for a Squatment:
The Demise of a Traditional Malay Kampung

The Kampung Selamat squatment was formed in the 
middle of 1967. Prior to th is date , the area which Kampung 
Selamat now occupies together with th ree  o ther 
squatm ents, i .e .  Kampung Reserve K eretapi, Kampung 
Limau, Kampung Pantai Halt, was a trad itional Malay 
village known as Kampung Pantai. This village covered an 
area of about 250 acres of lowland bordering  the w estern 
side of the Klang River in an area generally known as 
Pantai to the southw est of Kuala Lumpur u rban  cen tre . It 
was established at the beginning of the tw entieth  cen tu ry , 
to be destroyed  and replaced by squatm ents about half a 
cen tury  la te r  with the physical expansion of the city  and 
the economic development tha t took place in the period
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afte r independence.

According to one of the early inhabitants of Kampung 
Pantai, Datuk Empat T ata , the kampung was founded by a 
group of Minangkabau Malays from Teluk Kuantan in 
Sumatra in the second decade of th is  cen tu ry , around 
1914/1915, when Minangkabaus and Kerincis began to leave 
Sumatra in batches to escape, among o ther th in g s, the 
hardsh ip  imposed by the Dutch colonial ru le . They came 
by  perahu (small boat) and on arriv ing  in Klang on the 
west coast of Selangor, some of them sailed up the Klang 
River until they  reached a place la te r named Pantai. The 
Minangkabaus occupied the valley bordering  the r iv e r , 
while the Kerincis occupied the hillside a few miles away in 
an area la te r known as Bukit Nenas and subsequently  
changed to Kampung Kerinci on the fourth  mile of the 
Federal Highway from Kuala Lumpur to Klang.

T ata 's maternal uncle was one of these early 
m igrants. He headed a group of about ten  people who 
cleared the area which was then a v irg in  jungle roamed by 
wild animals. They opened up the area in the manner of 
meneroka, i .e .  clearing what was then  a no-m an’s-land , 
cultivating the land and building th e ir h u ts . In the early 
tw enties, the kampung expanded with many more of the 
early  se ttle rs ’ re latives coming to join them from Sumatra. 
In the early  th ir tie s , there  were between tw enty and 
tw enty-five households in Kampung Pantai, d istribu ted  
sparsely  all over the area and these households consisted 
of in te r-re la ted  families. Tata remained th e ir  chief and 
soon he was appointed by the Selangor S tate au thority  as 
Datuk Empat or village chief for the whole of the Pantai 
a rea . This appointment gave official recognition to his 
s ta tu s  as village chief; at the same time he also became a 
p a rt of the State bureaucracy  - albeit at the lowest ru n g .
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He was made responsible for the adm inistration of his 
kampung and answerable to his superio r, the Penghulu 
Mukim (chief of a su b -d is tr ic t)  of Kuala Lumpur who was 
in tu rn  accountable to the D istrict Officer. Tata cannot 
remember if he was paid for holding the post of Datuk 
Empat in those early y ea rs ; he does remember, however, 
in the years a fte r independence receiving an annual 
stipend for his services which increased as time went by 
to $200/- plus a bicycle allowance.

His position as Datuk Empat enabled Tata to help his 
people secure titles  or ’g ra n ts ' to the land they  occupied. 
The people of the kampung were now landowners and no 
longer ’land openers' or peneroka. The issue of land titles 
had im portant economic and symbolic significance to these 
people. It gave them a sense of economic secu rity ; at the 
same time it was a tacit recognition by the B ritish  
adm inistration of th e ir  s ta tu s , not as immigrants like the 
Chinese and Indians, bu t as Malays with special privileges 
similar to those enjoyed by  the local Malays. Indeed , the 
Minangkabaus were by then assimilating them selves with 
the local Malays th rough  in term arriage, and the similarity 
of the ir religion, customs and language, made the process 
of assimilation th a t much easier. They soon became fully 
assimilated and re fe rred  to themselves as orang Melayu 
(M alays).

As time went by  the kampung expanded . The 
villagers concentrated on planting food c ro p s , some of 
which were sold at the town's m arket, plus some cash 
crops, especially ru b b e r. P rosperity  in the  kampung 
a ttrac ted  a few Chinese and Indian families to come to 
Kampung Pantai. The Chinese worked as "coolies” 
(labourers) elsewhere in Kuala Lumpur and were looking 
for a place to s tay . Like the Minangkabau Malays before
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them th ey , too, opened up areas in the jungle outside the 
kam pung, bu t unlike the Minangkabaus they  were 
unssuecessfu l in getting  titles to the ir land . T his, 
however, is not su rp rising  as most of the Chinese (as well 
as Indians and o thers) in Malaya w ere, before the 
formation of the Federation of Malaya in 1948, still 
considered immigrants by the au thorities. The Chinese, it 
seems, bought some land from the Malays. The Indians who 
came were Indian Muslims who were not in te re sted  in 
acquiring land bu t to s ta r t retail tra d e . The number of 
Chinese and Indians was said to be negligible and some of 
them la ter opened retail trade  and th e ir  position was 
peripheral to the dominant Malay community in the 
kam pung.

With population increase in Kampung Pantai, the 
villagers soon found the ir land insufficient for the ir 
livelihood. This induced some of them to clear more land 
outside th e ir  kam pung. Having done so, they  applied for 
land title s , bu t much to th e ir  dismay and disappointment 
their application was tu rn e d  down. In stead , they  were 
given tem porary occupation licences (TOL) to the land in 
1937. The acreage of land allowed p er holder was limited to 
about half an acre and the TOL holder was only allowed to 
use the land for growing vegetables. As the acreage 
allocated per person was considered too small and 
inadequate, the villagers found ways and means to secure 
more than one lo t. One of the methods reso rted  to was to 
make every adult member of the household app ly . Some 
were successful and were able to secure four to five lots 
of TOL land , th u s  increasing th e ir  acreage to two or th ree  
acres. For the TOL land, each holder paid an annual fee 
of $1/- to the Land Office. Datuk Tata in sis ts  th a t "the 
officers at the Land Office" promised him th a t the  TOL was 
a tem porary measure and th a t a fte r some y ears  the TOL
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holders would be given permanent titles  to th e ir  land. He 
conveyed th is  promise to his people who, because of the ir 
ignorance of the prevailing land law and adm inistration 
procedures, accepted the 'promise' without question. 
Thinking tha t the land would eventually become the irs  
anyway, the villagers used the land not only to grow 
vegetables, as stipulated by the Land Office, b u t also to 
plant long-term  crops such as coconut palms and fru it 
trees  and some built houses on the ir land . The TOL land 
eventually became an extension of the ex isting  Kampung 
Pantai.

In the late th ir t ie s , o ther Malays from elsewhere in 
Selangor began to come to Kampung Pantai. One such 
person , who is still there  today, is Awang Zainal. Awang, 
born in P erak , was raised  in Selangor and la te r m arried a 
Selangor girl of Minangkabau descent from Batang Kali. 
Awang, who was working at the time as a compositor at 
the central office of the Malayan Railway about th ree  and a 
half miles away from Kampung Pantai h ea rd , th rough  his 
wife's re la tiv es, tha t someone in Kampung Pantai wanted to 
sell h is land . He was in terested  to buy  land th e re  because 
it was close to h is place of w ork. He went to Kampung 
Pantai, met the person who wanted to sell the land and 
a fte r some negotiation Awang agreed to pay $24/- for the
land , i .e .  Lot N o.5575, Mukim Kuala Lum pur, a TOL land.
In addition Awang also agreed to pay $7/- in relevan t fees 
to the Land Office. He then built a house on the lot and 
moved to live in the house with his family. That was in 
1939. In 1945, when he received his war-time a r re a rs ,  he
’bought' th ree  more TOL lots which included lots No. 5576
and N o.5577 which adjoined the lot he bought ea rlie r. He 
paid $1,500/- for the th ree lots which, in those days, was 
a hefty  sum. He reg iste red  one of the lots in h is wife’s 
name and the o ther two in his own name. T hus, Awang
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ended up ’owning1 about two acres of TOL land , bought 
from TOL land holders.

It is curious how Awang could buy TOL land, 
considering th a t a TOL lot is not transferab le  and 
therefore  not to be sold, and it is even more curious how 
he could ’b u y ’ and hold more than one TOL lots at a time. 
The Deputy D irector of Land in the Federal T e rrito ry , 
when asked on the m atter, regarded  such transactions as 
irreg u la r. According to him, Awang had paid a large sum 
of money to get TOL land which he could have got for 
only $1/- in annual fee. He suspects th a t what took place 
was not a sale transaction , bu t simply an arrangem ent 
whereby a payment was made by Awang to the TOL holder 
for agreeing to su rren d e r to Awang the use of the land 
held by him and then  to recommend to some officer at the 
Land Office th a t Awang take over the TOL from him. But 
as far as Awang was concerned, he 'bough t1 the  land ’with 
all his life sav in g s’ and in the belief th a t he would 
eventually be given perm anent titles to the  land . There 
are quite a few o thers like him who ’b o u g h t’ TOL land 
from TOL land holders in Kampung Pantai.

The in-m igration into Kampung Pantai increased in the 
fifties, especially a fte r Independence in 1957 when Malays 
from the o ther s ta tes  in Malaya began to m igrate to Kuala 
Lumpur. There was then  a great demand for housing in 
Kampung Pantai as th e re  was elsewhere in Kuala Lumpur. 
Many of the villagers built ex tra  houses to le t to the 
new-comers. Among the new arrivals were Sulaiman and 
Ibrahim, now residen ts  of Kampung Selamat. They recall 
how they came to the  kampung looking for accommodation 
a fte r getting  a job in a place nearby . They ren ted  a small 
wooden house for $30/- a month. Sulaiman estim ates that 
there  were about 200 houses in Kampung Pantai then ,
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about 30 houses were sited in the area now occupied by 
Kampung Selamat, More than  2/3 of the resid en ts  in the 
kampung were 'ow ner"occupiers', the re s t were ten an ts .

At about the same time in the fifties, a development 
of a d ifferent kind was taking place. Unknown to the 
v illagers, tin  prospecting had been taking place in the 
Pantai area and it was soon established th a t half of 
Kampung Pantai formed p art of a wider area th a t contained 
rich  deposits of tin  o re . Awang remembers how, in 1959, 
four 's tra n g e rs ' used to come to the kam pung. He learned 
la te r tha t one of them was a politician from Kuala Lumpur, 
one a businessm an from P erak , the th ird  was an officer 
from the Land Office and the fourth  was the rep resen ta tive  
of a mining company. These people came several times to 
the kampung to meet and negotiate with the  village chief 
and o ther e iders; they  were try in g  to persuade the village 
elders to get the people of the kampung to agree to 
evacuate the area to make way for a tin  mine. Then one 
day, Awang recalls, Datuk Empat Tata called a meeting of 
the landowners and TOL holders and told the  residen ts  
tha t the State Government wanted to cancel th e ir  TOL so 
tha t the area could be mined. The news, not su rp ris in g ly , 
was received with considerable anger by the v illagers , who 
had all along expected to be given perm anent titles  to 
the ir land . The negotiation between the in te re sted  p arty  
and the village leaders went o n ; fina lly , the mining 
company agreed  to pay the villagers some compensations if 
they  agreed to move out and the State Government 
promised to give the TOL holders alternative land . This 
offer softened the a ttitude  of some of the v illagers who 
were p repared  to move out; bu t o thers remained adamant. 
As time went on, however, the villagers became more and 
more disunited  in the ir opposition to the plan to mine the 
area , and before long the in terested  p a rty  succeeded in
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persuading  most of the kampung people to move o u t, which 
they did in 1961. Only Awang and his neighbour, Ali, who 
opposed the opening of the mine to the very  end . They 
stayed pu t on th e ir  land - Awang to th is  very  day , and 
his neighbour, Ali, till 1965 when he re tu rn ed  to Malacca, 
leaving his house and land in Kampung Pantai to h is two 
ch ild ren . Awang and Ali became sq u a tte rs  when the  tin  
mine was opened and their TOL cancelled. Awang feels 
b itte r  about the land till th is day, especially as he spent a 
lot of money to 'buy ' the land. "The governm ent," he 
says, "have robbed us Malays of our land to give to the 
bloody Chinese (Cina cilaka) to make tons of money from 
the tin  m ine." He believes some Malay officials at the Land 
Office had been bought over by the Chinese miner, 
otherwise they  would not have betrayed  th e ir  own ethnic 
group . Awang also feels th a t if the Malay TOL holders had 
stuck to th e ir  guns and stayed united in re s is tin g  the 
proposed mine to the end , they  would not have lost the ir 
land.

Those who were affected by the evacuation were 
about 30 households consisting of tenan ts  of the TOL 
holders. Each household was given compensations of about 
$500/- by  the mining company and as they  were eager to 
s ta r t operation as quickly as possible, the mining company 
offered to help dismantling the houses and tran sp o rtin g  
them as well as the belongings of the evacuees to their 
new destination. The evacuees who found them selves 
homeless moved into a nearby  area which was a piece of 
unalienated land and built the ir houses th e re , in what is 
known today as Kampung Limau. Some moved to a railway 
reserve  land , also n earby , in an area known today as 
Kampung Reserve K eretapi. They became sq u a tte rs . The 
TOL holders were given an alternative piece of land in 
exchange for the land they  lost. These TOL h o ld ers, who
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now lost incomes from re n ts  and their tenan ts  who found 
th e ir  lives d isrup ted  were also b itte r , like Awang, about 
the mining operation. But unlike Awang, the o ther ex-TOL 
holders blamed themselves p artly  for what happened . One 
ex-TOL holder, who is now a taxi d riv e r, said , "There 
was nothing we could do to save our land . The Land 
Office had the righ t to cancel the TOL. Our mistake was 
we believed the promise of the land officer about getting 
the land title s . We should have insisted  on the Land Office 
giving us the titles ea r lie r."  He believes tha t if they  had 
acquired the land title s , it would have been difficult for 
the authorities to reclaim the land for mining purposes. 
The tenan ts of the TOL ho lders, too, were annoyed about 
the land reclamation. One of them, who is still in the area 
and who is now a sq u a tte r , describes the au thorities ' 
action in cancelling the Malay TOL, so th a t the area could 
be mined by  a Chinese, as a 'betrayal of the Malays' 
(pengkhianatan kepada orang-orang Melayu). If such an 
incident happend during  the colonial time, he said , he 
would be be able to u n d erstan d  i t ,  bu t th a t it happened 
during  the post-independence period was beyond his 
com prehension. "We would not have felt b e tra y e d ,"  he 
said , "if the miner had been a Malay or if the TOL holders 
had been given a share in the mining."

T hus, by  1961, with the s ta r t of the mining 
operation, p a rt of the traditional Malay kam pung of Pantai 
was destroyed and as a d irect consequence of i t ,  Malay 
sq u a tte rs  began to appear. The remaining half of the 
kam pung, too, met its  end in November 1981 when City 
Hall, a fte r four years of negotiation with the landowners 
and th e ir  rep resen ta tiv es, reclaimed 44.407 acres  of land 
in Kampung Pantai Halt, of which 35 acres had  been 
alienated to fifty  Malays for residential purposes and the 
re s t to Chinese, for industrial purposes.
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The land was reclaimed by City Hall for the purpose 
of constructing  sewerage dams - a project which is p a r t of 
a b igger plan for the physical development of the en tire  
Pantai area .

The landowners were given monetary compensation for 
the loss of th e ir  land and houses plus an a lternative piece 
of land of about 5,000 square feet for each one of them 
and th e ir  tenan ts  as well as o thers (sq u a tte rs)  affected by 
the sewerage project were rehoused in tra n s it q u a rte rs . 
However, a considerable number of them, especially those 
who belonged to large households and therefo re  could not 
all be accommodated in the one-room tra n s it q u a r te rs , 
moved surrep titiously  into squatm ents close to th e ir  old 
place or elsew here.

Now, p art of the traditional village of Kampung Pantai 
is gone fo rever; its  destruction , in p a r t ,  con tribu ted  to 
the expansion of squatting  by Malays in Kuala Lum pur.

3.2 The Making of a Squatment: Kampung Selamat

The tin  mining operation that took place in the area 
th a t was once p a rt of Kampung Pantai was a small one. By 
the middle of 1967, the mine was exhausted and all mining 
activities ceased, leaving behind over fifty  acres  of open 
ground with porous sand and puddles. The mining 
operation then moved to the nearby  area of Kampung Limau 
where, as mentioned earlie r, some people displaced from 
Kampung Pantai had settled  as sq u a tte rs . These people, 
together with o th e rs , had th e ir  lives d isrup ted  once again 
by  the mining operation. Some of them decided to move 
th e ir h u ts  back to the old place, i .e .  the p a rt of Kampung 
Pantai which had  been mined and which by  now had 
become a disused mining area .
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The intial occupation of the ex-mining area in Pantai 
d iffers greatly  from land occupation by sq u a tte rs  elsewhere 
in the developing countries where, in many cases, such 
occupation, like th a t of Mangin’s Barriadas in Lima, Peru 
(1973:234) was carefully  planned and could therefo re  be 
regarded  as an ’invasion '; whereas, in the case of Pantai, 
it was initially simply an occupation, without much visible 
sign of objection by the land au thority . A tan, now a 
sq u a tte r in Pantai, was one of the pioneer sq u a tte rs . He 
recalls that in the beginning there  were only th ree 
'houses’ on the disused mine and these houses belonged to 
Chinese who were ex-employees of the mining company. 
When the Malays living around the mine noticed th a t the 
Chinese houses were not evacuated or demolished as they 
should be when the mining operation was completed, some 
of them became very  angry  and in te rp re ted  it not only as 
an attem pt by the Chinese tb move in more people of their 
own ethnic group into the area , bu t also as an example of 
acquiescence by the au thorities. It was fe lt, according to 
some pioneer sq u a tte rs  who are still around to relate  the 
incident, tha t if the area was to be occupied at all, it 
should be occupied by  the Malays, as they  were previously 
inhabiting the a rea , especially those who had  been 
displaced by  the tin  mine. Also, as Malays, they 
considered them selves to have greater r ig h t to the land 
than the Chinese whom they  re fe rred  to as orang 
mendatang ( lit. people who came, i .e .  fo re ig n e rs) . Some of 
the Malays discussed the idea of occupying the disused tin 
mine as they gathered  together in the even ing , bu t no 
attem pt was made to form a proper group to plan and 
organise the occupation. Some were ra th e r  apprehensive 
about squatting  on the disused mining area as th ere  were 
several inciden ts, around th a t period, of sq u a tte rs  being 
evicted by the au thorities in Kuala Lumpur, which meant 
th a t the sq u a tte rs  lost the money they spent on building
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th e ir  houses.

At f i r s t , practically  nobody was willing to take the 
r isk ; how ever, th ings changed when a group of about four 
or five people began to build houses on the disused mine. 
Ghani, who was living in an area close to the disused mine 
then , recalls how he woke up one day to find a solitary 
house on the disused mine and how the next day another 
house came up and on the th ird  another one. No demolition 
squad came to pull the houses down and apprehensions of 
the authorities began to d isappear. Within a week, about 
tw enty people divided into small groups of th ree  or four 
each moved into the disused mine to 'acqu ire ' or 'claim' 
housing lo ts . This was done by sticking rows of wooden 
stakes into the ground which served as boundary  m arkers.

Although th ere  was no in tegra ted  plan to occupy the 
area , th ere  were certain  guiding principles to which they 
all adhered . F irs t , each occupier could take only one lo t, 
enough to site a house with reasonable space around the 
house. The greedy ones who tried  to take too large an 
area or more than  one lot were told off by  the o th e rs . 
Second, they  were to build houses quickly on the  lots and 
th a t the houses would have to be occupied immediately. 
And th ird , each occupier was allowed, nay encouraged, to 
invite friends and re la tives, albeit d iscreetly , to swell the 
number of sq u a tte rs  in the area so as to be able more 
effectively to re s is t any attempt by  the au thorities to evict 
them.

Within a week between tw enty and tw enty-five people, 
who were e ither re lated  to one an o th e r, work mates or 
friends 'acqu ired ' a lot each, m easuring between 8,000 and 
10,000 square fee t. Soon the area was humming with 
activ ity  as the sq u a tte rs  set about building th e ir  houses.
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Ali, who was staying in Pantai with his e lder b ro th e r who 
was one of the pioneer s q u a tte rs , remembers how the 
houses were bu ilt. The people, according to him, formed 
them selves into self-help g roups, kumpulan gotong-royong, 
of about six or seven people each. They took tu rn  to build 
houses for members of the group and relatives and friends 
from outside the area also came to give a helping hand. 
F i r s t , they  levelled the ground and in th is  they  were 
lucky for the ground was dry and reasonably even 
otherwise they would have to buy soil by the lo rry  loads 
to fill up potholes and pools as happened in the case of 
many o ther sq u a tte rs  occupying disused mining sites in the 
mid six ties. Once the ground was levelled, work on the 
house began . They constructed  the house using  coarse 
p lanks, beams and corrugated  iron sheets which they 
bought from sawmills and shops in Petaling Jaya. The 
wood, according to Ali, was then , in 1967, 'd ir t cheap '. 
They paid 30 cen ts per plank and 50 cen ts p er beam of 
any length and $1/- p e r sheet of co rrugated  iron . Each 
sq u a tte r  spent between $300/- and $350/- on building 
m aterials.

The actual building of the houses was usually  carried  
out at n ight and the most p re fe rred  day to begin work on 
a house was S atu rday , since employees in the p riva te  and 
public sectors work only half day on S atu rdays. They 
would begin work in the late afternoon and continue till 
the early  hours of the morning. Men and adolescent boys 
worked on the house while women helped by  preparing  
food and hot and soft drink for the working team s. Some 
women, however, also helped with the house building, 
doing the ligh ter work such as fetching tools and 
implements for the working men. Each group usually  built 
one house p er n ight and in one night more than  one group 
were at work. They worked non-stop , consequently by
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daybreak each day at least one new house had been added 
to the a rea . As Leman, . one of the pioneer sq u a tte rs , 
explains, "Houses appear suddenly, out of now here, each 
day. Like ligh tn ing . T ha t's  why people call them rumah 
kilat ( lit. lightning h o u ses),"  But the houses built were 
often no more than just small h u ts , m easuring about 15 
feet by 20 fee t. Not all p a r ts  of the house were completed 
by the end of the n igh t; p a r ts  of the wall, for example, 
might be left to be completed by the ’owner1 himself in his 
own time. In general, these so-called houses were on stilts  
like the traditional Malay houses in the coun tryside , with 
the floor raised  a few feet above the g round. In th is 
instance , th is  was a particu larly  desirable precaution as 
the riv e r nearby  was prone to flooding. "They were like 
big  b o x es ,"  explains another pioneer sq u a tte r , "with two 
doors, one in front and one at the back, and two large 
square holes in the side walls for windows." Each house 
was a one-room unit and the sq u a tte rs  called it pondok or 
’wooden h u t’ which was meant to be a tem porary s tru c tu re  
which they  hoped to rep lace, improve or ex tend in time to 
come when more money was available.

They h u rried  th rough  the building of the houses, not 
only because the sq u a tte rs  needed accommodation badly , 
bu t also in o rder to beat the au thorities. They believed in 
the rum our th a t when a sq u a tte r  hu t was already built and 
occupied, the au thorities would hesitate to take action in 
demolishing the house and evicting the sq u a tte rs . And it 
would be even more difficult for the au thorities to evict 
them , it was believed, if the number of sq u a tte rs  involved 
was la rg e . And indeed, within a period of about th ree 
weeks, between 20 and 25 houses were b u ilt, which they  
painted with black varn ish  to make them look old. The 
rap id ity  with which the houses were built p lus the lack of 
p roperly  co-ordinated planning among the occupiers were
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not without serious setbacks. Little thought was given to 
the overall planning and layout of the settlem ent. No 
provisions were made for toilets and drainage and some of 
the houses were not systematically positioned. The outcome 
was a haphazard  settlem ent.

The manner in which the  disused mining area in 
Pantai was occupied is typical of illegal occupation of 
unalienated land in Kuala Lumpur in the six ties . Like in 
Pantai, the ex-mining areas at the 5th mile Jalan Klang 
Lama, 4th mile Jalan Sungai Besi and in Jalan Datuk 
K eram at, were all occupied by small bu t in te rre la ted  
groups of people, each group with its  own p lan . And the 
occupation, as in the case of Pantai, was by people who 
may be described as working class who were motivated by  
the desire to ’own' a house, e ither because they  had 
difficulty in finding accommodation or were about to be 
made homeless or because they  wanted to move out of 
ren ted  accommodation to reduce living expend itu re .

Some land occupation taking place at a la te r time, i .e .  
in the  seventies and early  eighties was, unlike the illegal 
occupation in Pantai, consciously and carefully  planned. 
And such plans were not conceived by the prospective 
sq u a tte rs  themselves bu t by  o thers of middle-class 
background with affiliations with the political p a rty  in 
power, who hoped to gain from such occupation e ither 
financially or politically or bo th . This sort of occupation, 
which is similar to those taking place in the Latin American 
countries notably Peru (Ray, T . 1969:35-36), is term ed by 
City Hall officials as "organised squatting" and examples of 
such occupation are Kampung Bumi Hijau, Kampung 
Wirajaya, Kampung Malaysia Jaya and Sri Jaya.

An elaboration of one case of organised squatting  is
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necessary  at th is  juncture in o rder to draw out the 
con trast between the  Pantai occupation and those which 
were initiated by speculative in te re s ts . One case in point 
is Kampung Bumi Hijau, which was planned with ’military 
precision ' by people with education, s ta tu s  as well as 
money, i .e .  a small group of army officers about to re tire , 
in the m id-seventies. Some time in the early  p a rt of 1978, 
th is  group of people looked around for a piece of land 
suitable for squatting  and found one in the parliam entary 
constituency of Setapak w here, in the s ix ties , the Federal 
Government had acquired about 680 acres of land from the 
Hawthorne es ta te . This piece of land was then  alienated to 
an educational in s titu tio n , a housing co-operative and a 
semi-government agency. Part of the land alienated to the 
housing co-operative was, however, left idle and p a rt of it 
had already been settled  by a few people who worked the 
land for agricu ltu ral purposes and on which two 
squatm ents had emerged in the early seven ties, allegedly, 
with the blessing of the late Prime M inister.

Having chosen the site , the o rgan isers employed 
professionals to survey  the area, plan its  general layout 
and they  then  levelled and subdivided the area into lots of 
60 feet by 90 feet each. Then, they  looked around for 
people in terested  in joining the "housing scheme". This 
was not very  difficult as the o rgan isers were closely 
affiliated with the political p arty  in power and one of them 
even claimed to be a very  close relative of the Prime 
Minister of the time. With such creden tia ls, it is not 
su rp risin g  th a t more than  300 people agreed  to join the 
’scheme’ in a m atter of just a few m onths. Furtherm ore, 
the  prospective sq u a tte rs  were promised th a t th e ir 
occupation of the land would be ’reg u la rised ’. Each of the 
partic ipan ts was given one lot, for which they  paid $350/-. 
The paym ent, it seems, was for service charges: $50/- for
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su rveyors  fee, $250/- for ground works and an ex tra  
$50/- as a contribution towards the building of a 
community hall to be used  as an office for an UMNO 
branch to be set up as soon as the squatm ent was 
estab lished .

Such organised occupation as in th is  Bumi Hijau was 
not motivated by the need for housing as in Pantai, but 
for speculative pu rposes. That the occupation took place 
just a few months before the general elections in 1978 
shows th a t it was p artly  intended also as a ’bait* for 
v o te rs . Financial gains, too, cannot be ru led  out as a 
possible motive for the o rg an isers, though th is  is not easy 
to p rove. And as for those who partic ipa ted  in the 
scheme, quite a large num ber of them were not in p ressing  
need of housing. This is evidenced by the fact th a t many 
of them la te r sold off th e ir  lots at ten  times the fee they  
were charged , i .e .  between $3,000/- and $4,000/- p e r lot 
and th a t about seventy  of the houses in the squatm ent, 
according to City Hall su rvey  in 1978, were unoccupied; 
and only about one fourth  of the population of Bumi Hijau 
in 1982 were the original sq u a tte rs .

If the occupation of the Pantai disused mine was not 
as well planned as th a t of Bumi Hijau or th a t of o ther 
'organised ' squatm ents such as Malaysia Jaya, S ri Malaysia 
and Wirajaya, it was because the pioneer sq u a tte rs  in 
Pantai were people of a d ifferent socio-economic s ta tu s  and 
background from those who conceived and carried  out the 
occupation of Bumi Hijau. The pioneer sq u a tte rs  in Pantai 
were largely ru ra l m igrants who, in 1967, had  recently  
arrived  from various s ta tes  of Malaya. They knew little of 
u rb an  life and had no contacts with people in pow er. They 
came with the minimum level of educational attainm ent, i .e .  
Malay school prim ary education, and without any kind of
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skills suitable for u rban  occupation and who, on arriv ing  
in Kuala Lumpur, were employed in low-paid unskilled 
jobs. In o rder to gain some idea of the ir socio-economic 
s ta tu s  and background, given below are profiles of th ree  
of the pioneer sq u a tte rs :

Case 1. Leman bin Bujati.

Leman arrived  in Kuala Lumpur from Batang 
B erjuntai, a mukim (su b -d is tr ic t)  in the State of 
Selangor in 1960 when he was 22 years  old. His
p a ren ts  were peasant farm ers eking out a living from 
th ree  acres of ru b b e r trees  and two acres of
o rch ard s . There were seven of them in Leman's family 
and he is the scond of five children . Since finishing 
h is prim ary IV Malay education, Leman had helped his 
p a ren ts  to tap ru b b er and work in the o rch a rd s . He 
used  to wake up at five in the morning to go to the 
family's ru b b er plot which is about one mile away and 
tap the ru b b er trees  with a torch attached  to his 
forehead , since it is still very  dark at five o'clock in 
the m orning. For half a day 's tapping  with his
p a re n ts , they  got about $5/- a day. In the afternoon, 
they  worked in the o rchards and planted all types of 
foodcrops for th e ir  own consumption and for sale at 
the  local weekly open m arket. Despite such hard  
work, money was always short and when Leman's 
younger b ro th e rs  and s is te rs  s ta rted  to go to school, 
money became a great problem. Money was needed for 
books, school uniform s, bus fa res , fees, e tc . His
fa th e r did not want to keep them in school, bu t
Leman thought otherw ise. He wanted to see h is
younger siblings get good education, b e tte r  than  his
at least, and the only way he felt he could help them
was by  getting  a paid employment. He decided to go 
to Kuala Lumpur and his paren ts  did not mind. A fter 
all, Kuala Lumpur is only tw enty-five miles from 
Batang B erjuntai and Leman could always come back 
to the village every  weekend.

Leman had been to the capital twice before with 
friends and felt confident he could find his way 
around . He left one Monday by b u s , with only two 
pa irs  of clothes (all he had then) and ten  dollars in 
h is pocket. He had heard  earlier on the grapevine 
th a t the best place to s ta r t looking for a job in Kuala 
Lumpur was the construction sites where th ere  was 
usually  a great demand for unskilled labour. He did 
just that when he arriv ed  in Kuala Lum pur. He went 
to a construction site somewhere in Pantai and was
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fo rtunate  enough to be h ired rig h t away. The 
building construction company engaged him on 
a-d ay -to -d ay  basis at the ra te  of $10/- p e r day, with 
accommodation provided in a makeshift shack at the 
construction site which he shared with o ther w orkers.

His job was to ca rry  sand and building m aterials. It 
was back breaking  bu t to Leman the pay was good for 
he was making twice what his paren ts  were in a day. 
He was p ru d en t with money: he spent only $2/- on 
himself p er day, sent his paren ts  $50/- a month and 
saved whatever he could . He worked six or seven 
days a week to earn  more money.

A fter a few months at the construction site he wanted 
to leave the makeshift shack and live elsew here. He 
found it difficult to re s t at night with the o ther 
w orkers singing , fighting and argu ing  most of the 
time. He looked around for accommodation in the 
nearby  area and with the help of a workmate found 
one in Kampung Pantai. It was a one-room wooden 
house without any amenities and the ren t was $30/- a 
m onth.

Soon a fte r Leman got m arried, to his cousin from his 
native village. He took his wife to come and live in 
Kampung Pantai. When part of the kampung was 
reclaimed for the mine, he was one of those affected . 
He had to leave. He moved to the neighbouring area 
of Kampung Limau where he built a small wooden 
house on State land . T hus, he became a sq u a tte r . 
About six years la te r , when the mine in Kampung 
Pantai was exhausted , the mining operation moved to 
Kampung Limau, where he was squatting . Once again 
he had to leave and did so re luc tan tly . He moved his 
house to the disused mining area, where he had once 
been . And he has remained th ere  ever since.

Case 2. Atan bin Buang.

Atan came from Pontian, Johore, a rriv in g  in Kuala 
Lumpur in 1961 in his late teen s. He came from a 
family of peasant farm ers, whose income was derived 
largely  from pineapple growing and subsistence 
farm ing. His paren ts  were poor compared to o thers  in 
the  v illage; money was never enough even for food 
and clo thes. There were seven of them in the family 
and he was the b rig h t one. While his elder b ro th e rs  
and s is te rs  dropped out of school a fte r one or two 
y e a rs , he continued his education until he was 
qualified to go to an English school. However, he was
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unable to proceed to English school because the family 
was too poor to afford the expenses. Atan was 
disappointed at being forced to leave school afte r 
prim ary VI. He worked on the farm like the re s t of 
the family, bu t as he grew older he found life in the 
village h ard  and boring . He was determ ined to do 
b e tte r  and not to die as he would say "with the 
congkul (hoe)" in his hand. He had heard  from his 
aunt who lived in Kuala Lumpur th a t th e re  were 
evening classes th e re . So, with only a few dollars 
and some belongings stuffed in a b ag , he left home in 
spite of opposition from his p a ren ts . Kuala Lumpur is 
about one hudred  miles from Pontian and Atan was 
still a 'young boy' and had never travelled  far 
before. They were worried that he might get lost in 
the big town.

Atan took a tra in  to Kuala Lumpur and then  a bus to 
h is au n t's  place in Kampung Pantai. When he a rriv ed , 
the mining operation had just s ta rted  and there  were 
vacancies for labourers . Atan had never seen a mine 
before, let alone worked in one; n ev erth e less , he 
decided to get a job th e re . He told them he was 
already tw enty and they  believed him as he was big 
for h is age. He was hired and paid $200/- a month, 
which was much more than he had expected . A fter 
working for about two months, he enrolled in an 
evening class in the town cen tre  about four miles 
away. He bought a bicycle paying by  instalm ents and 
cycled to class every  evening. A fter a year he gave 
up his evening classes. He found it tough having to 
work eight hours during  the day and study  till late 
at n ig h t. He does not, however, th ink  th a t the time 
he spent at evening classes was wasted as he picked 
up some English which gave him "confidence" in 
himself and he also made many friends.

While working at the mine, Atan was a lodger at his 
au n t's  paying $60/- a month, with food provided. 
However, h is sleeping place was simply the  anjung or 
the verandah of the house, which was very  cold at 
n ight because it was only partially  walled. He was 
keen to move out and ren t a place somewhere else bu t 
was afraid to h u r t his au n t's  feelings. However, in 
1967 he found the opportunity  to leave without
offending his au n t, i .e .  by joining the  ru sh  to 
occupy the disused mine. He managed to get a lot and 
with the help of friends and relatives and by 
spending his en tire  savings of $350/-, he built
himself a house. His constant fear is th a t some day
some time the demolition squad may come and pull his
house down, so he p rays day and n ight to Allah not 
to allow it to happen.
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Case 3. Ahmad bin Abu.

Ahmad came from the matrilineal society in the 
Rembau D istrict of Negeri Sembilan. He was in his 
early  tw enties when he arrived  in Kuala Lumpur in 
1960 looking for a job.

His paren ts  were ru b b er tappers and padi p lan ters  or 
as he describes them orang tak ada (the  have n o ts) . 
N evertheless, the family was doing relatively  well 
compared with o thers  in the village. There was 
enough money for them to go to school and he as well 
as his five b ro th e rs  and s is te rs  all went to school up 
to the six th  grade in the Malay medium. When he was 
twelve he left school and his fa ther did not object as 
he was not very  b rig h t and his fa ther thought it 
would be a waste of money if he was persuaded  to 
proceed with his education. Ahmad spent h is days at 
home helping his fa ther tap rubber w henever he felt 
like it and sometimes worked in the pad i-fie lds. He 
hated  the work which he considered h ard  and was not 
happy not getting  enough money for the work he 
con tribu ted . He wanted to leave home and pergi
merantau (to leave one's b irthplace in search of 
fortune somewhere else) following the example of 
o ther young men in his village. Men in his matrilineal 
community do not inherit the ancestral p ro p e rty  which 
is by  customs transm itted  from generation to 
generation th rough  the women and p a rtly  because of 
th is , it is common practice among men to leave, while 
still young, and go out into the world to seek 
knowledge and wealth before settling  down to a 
m arried life. Merantau is considered essential for 
young men for what they  acquire during  the course 
of it usually determ ines their s ta tu s  in the community 
when they  re tu rn . Ahmad was keen to leave and when 
he was eighteen applied to join the arm y. He was
rejected  because he did not have the r ig h t h e ig h t;
h is application to join the police force was, likewise, 
tu rn ed  down.

When he was tw enty he felt he had had enough of 
kampung life. He was about the only young man not 
in school left 'hanging about' in th a t locality. He felt 
ashamed of himself and thought the o ther villagers 
looked down on him because he was not in paid
employment. Finally, he pulled himself together and 
decided to leave for Kuala Lumpur where he heard  
th e re  were many factories which needed w orkers. His 
paren ts  did not object; in fact, he believes they  were 
glad he was leaving because he was 'a pain in the 
neck ' to his p a re n ts . Before leaving, he collected
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from the villagers the addresses of some people he 
knew who were working in Kuala Lumpur so as to
have somewhere or someone to tu rn  to in times of
d ifficu lty .

When he arriv ed  in Kuala Lumpur b y  b u s , he looked 
up a friend  in Kampung B aru . This friend  gave him 
lodging until he found a job and his own place. For 
two weeks he walked the s tree ts  looking for a job. He 
went from one factory  to another until his feet became 
b liste red  and h is money ran  ou t. He was reduced  to 
drinking tap w ater and eating cheap nasi lemak (rice 
cooked using  coconut milk instead of plain w ater and 
eaten with anchovies fried  with chilli pow der, usually 
wrapped in banana le a v e s) , before he found a job as 
a machine operator at a factory  in Petaling Jaya. He 
was paid $150/- a month with opportunities for 
overtim e. Having found a job, he then  scouted around 
for accommodation close to h is workplace so th a t
travelling  expenses could be kept to the minimum. He
found one in Kampung Kerinci, close to Kampung 
Pantai, a wooden house with a ren t of $35/- a month, 
which he shared  with five o th ers . They also shared  
household expenditure and th is  enabled him to s tre tch  
his meagre income and was even able to save some 
money and send $30/- home every  month to his 
p a re n ts .

He had  been living in Kampung Kerinci for more than  
five years when he heard  through some friends tha t 
some people were planning to occupy the disused mine 
in Pantai. He decided to join in the occupation so th a t 
he could build his own house. He hated ren tin g  as it 
seemed demeaning to him. He was lucky for when the 
occupation took place he and his friends were off 
work and were able to go to the mining area to mark 
off a lot each for them selves. They built th e ir 
respective houses together and when the houses were 
ready they  left Kampung Kerinci and moved to the 
squatm ent in Pantai where they  have remained to th is  
day.

These profiles of the socio-economic s ta tu s  of the 
th ree  pioneer sq u a tte rs  can be said to be typical of those 
involved in the occupation of the mining site in 1967. They 
were recen t a rrivals  who knew little of u rb an  life and 
whose life style was ru ra l orientated and such orientation 
was reflected  in the so rt of settlement they  were c rea tin g . 
And as m igrants from various sta tes in Malaya, they  were
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divided on the basis of regionalism and sub-ethn ic  
category . As the former Menteri Besar (Chief M inister) of 
Selangor, in which state  Kuala Lumpur once was, recalls, 
"Malays from different s ta tes  hardly  mixed in the  six ties, 
even those from one state  tended to be separated  based on 
the ir d istric t of orig in . Then, there  were sub-ethn ic  
divisions: Javanese kept away from M inangkabaus who kept 
away from Mendilings . . .  The Malays of the six ties in 
Kuala Lumpur were not un ited , in fact, were sometimes 
jealous of and d is tru sted  each o th e r ."  It is such 
d iv isiveness which accounted for the lack of coordinated 
effort in occupying the disused mining a rea . This 
d iv isiveness among the sq u a tte rs  in Pantai was, as will be 
seen la te r , to change in the few weeks tha t followed.

3.3 Politicalisation of the Squatters

The newly formed sq u a tte r settlement is s ituated  
about one and a half miles away from the Kuala 
Lumpur-Klang main road and that is why its  emergence 
was not easily noticed by the general public. For quite a 
few weeks it escaped the attention of the u rban  au thorities 
who, th en , had little means of detecting newly formed 
squatm ents. However, some n o n -sq u a tte rs , allegedly the 
nearby  landowners who felt uneasy and th rea tened  by the 
presence of the sq u a tte rs , reported  the m atter to the 
Town Hall. A demolition squad was dispatched to pull down 
the sq u a tte r houses. Using axes, the squad knocked down 
two houses on the f irs t day, then  warned the sq u a tte rs  to 
move out peacefully to avoid unnecessary  destruction  to 
p ro p ertie s . The following n ight the sq u a tte rs  rebu ilt the 
damaged houses. The next day, th ree  more houses were 
destroyed and again the squad warned the sq u a tte rs  to 
move ou t. And as on the f irs t n igh t, the houses were
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reb u ilt. On the th ird  day the squad came again and 
destroyed  more houses and the sq u atte rs  promptly rebuilt 
them. What the sq u a tte rs  were doing was employing the 
resistance s tra teg y  commonly used by sq u a tte rs  in all 
p a rts  of Kuala Lumpur at tha t time, i .e .  to keep on 
rebuilding the houses until the demolition squad grew tired  
of them and left them alone. Most of the sq u a tte rs  were 
quite well informed on the squatting  process tak ing  place 
in Kuala Lumpur th en , having heard  about it from friends 
and rleatives and , in some cases, having w itnessed it with 
th e ir own eyes. In Kampung Kerinci, according to Adnan 
Maarof (1967), such a s tra teg y  worked. Adnan explained 
for every one house demolished four sp rang  up nearby  and 
a fte r  a while the demolition squad apparently  grew tired  of 
the whole th ing  and just left the sq u atte rs  alone.

In the Pantai case, however, the demolition squad 
seemed really in ten t on destroying the settlem ent; they 
came every day for four days in succession and gave the 
sq u a tte rs  a really hard  time. Finally, the sq u a tte rs ' 
patience snapped, tem pers flew and they  s ta rted  to hurl 
insu lts  and abuse at the demolition squad , calling them 
orang tak berhati perut ( lit. people without h eart and 
in testin es , i .e .  cruel and without p ity) and accused the 
Malay members of the squad of being pengkhianat bangsa 
( lit. b e tray e rs  of one's ra c e ). Some of the young men in 
the squatm ent were already clenching th e ir  fis ts  and ready 
to en te r  into a physical fight with members of the 
demolition squad . A senior member of the squad restra ined  
them by  telling them th a t if they  wished the squad to stop 
pulling down th e ir  houses, they should go and see their 
su p erio rs. "We are just doing our job ," he is repo rted  to 
have said, and added, "kami cari makan" (we are just 
earning a liv in g ) . The sq u a tte rs  were apparen tly  pacified 
and a te rrib le  physical violence was thus avoided.
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The advice given was apparently  taken seriously  by 
the sq u a tte rs  for in the evening they  held an informal 
meeting in the open space in front of the ir houses. Two or 
th ree  of the sq u a tte rs  had taken  the initiative to call all 
the  household heads together and one of them was chosen 
to chair the meeting which was intended to d iscuss ways 
and means of saving their houses. The chairm an, it seems, 
s tre ssed  to the sq u a tte rs  the need for them. ‘ to unite 
and drove home the importance of unity  by saying th a t it 
was only through unity  and united  action th a t the 
sq u a tte rs  could hope t o . re s is t eviction and save th e ir  
h o u ses .

At the meeting someone asked the question of who 
informed the authorities about the illegal occupation. He 
pointed out tha t as the squatm ent was situated  away from 
the town centre and out of view from the main road it 
would have been practically  impossible for the au thorities 
to know of its  existence unless someone informed them. 
F ingers of suspicion were pointed at the th ree  Chinese 
families who were squatting  in the area . They had  good 
reason , apparen tly , to inform the authorities because they  
wanted th e ir  own people to occupy the a rea . O thers 
accused the ex-TOL holders who, according to the 
accusers , wanted to get the land back a fte r the mining 
operation was over.

The most positive and fru itfu l discussion tak in g  place 
at the meeting was concerning methods and s tra teg ies  to 
be adopted in saving th e ir  houses. The younger ones in 
the  group were in favour of resis tin g  eviction b y  open and 
d irect confrontation with the demolition squad , i .e .  by  
reso rtin g  to physical violence, so as "to teach them a 
lesson so tha t they  will in fu tu re  tre a t poor Malays with 
re sp ec t" . Some of them argued th a t the figh t was



necessary  because they had learned from friends elsewhere 
in Kuala Lumpur tha t only Malay squatm ents were being 
destroyed by the demolition squads b u t not non-Malay 
ones. They felt tha t as the anak jati ( tru e  sons of the 
soil) they  had more rig h t to occupy unused  land than the 
orang asing (fo reigners) ~ the Chinese and Ind ians. "Why 
don't they destroy  Chinese squ a tte r houses? A fter all, 
they 've  squatted  in Kuala Lumpur for donkey's y e a rs !" , 
shouted some of them, pointing to the th ree  Chinese 
sq u a tte r  h u ts  in the area which had been left untouched 
by  the demolition squad to prove th e ir point.

The older men, however, were not in favour of such 
a d rastic  action. Among those p resen t was an elderly  man 
of about sixty from the State of Johore, who was visiting  
his son who was one of the sq u a tte rs . He advised the 
sq u a tte rs  not to oppose the au th o ritie s . He said he had 
served  in the army and had seen what the  authorities 
would do to those who opposed them. "Look at the 
communist te r ro r is ts ,"  he is reported  to have said , "they 
opposed the government and see what happened to them? 
They were hun ted  down and killed. If you oppose and 
fight the demolition squad and if you h u rt one of them, 
you will land in jail. How will that serve your cause?", he 
asked . He then  suggested  th a t the sq u a tte rs  approach the 
Town Hall officials and negotiate with them and advised 
tha t they  should conduct themselves dengan merendah diri 
(with g reat humility) in dealing with those in pow er. A fter 
some discussion, the old man's advice and suggestion were 
accepted unanimously.

The meeting then  proceeded to elect four 
rep resen ta tives from among those p re sen t. The next day 
these rep resen ta tives went to the Federal Commission in 
Kuala Lumpur town "to see the officers and discuss the
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sq u a tte rs ' p ligh t" . But nobody was free or willing to see 
them . They were asked to make an appointment and were 
given a date two weeks ahead which was no good for th e ir  
p u rpose . Somewhat chastened by the experience th ey  left 
without making any appointm ent. On th e ir  re tu rn  to the 
squatm ent they  told the  sq u a tte rs  who were waiting 
eagerly to hear the resu lt of th e ir mission th a t th e ir  v isit 
was all in vain . "We d idn 't see any of the o ffice rs ,"  they  
said , "we d idn 't even get to see the door of th e ir  office!"

The four rep resen ta tives and a few o thers  met again 
th a t n igh t to d iscuss what to do n ex t. A fter a long 
deliberation it was decided th a t they  needed to seek the 
help of people with influence, i .e .  orang berpengaruh  in 
th e ir  vernacu lar. As they  were new to Kuala Lum pur, they  
could not think of anyone to approach except th e ir  Member 
of Parliament for B angsar and th e ir  State Councillor for 
the State constituency of Petaling. The former was an 
Indian from the PAP (Peoples Action P arty ) and the la tte r , 
also an Indian, was from the Labour P arty  who had  stood 
in the  1964 general elections as a candidate for the 
Labour-Socialist Rakyat electoral p ac t. Both the PAP and 
the Labour-Socialist were opposition p a rtie s .

None of the sq u a tte rs  knew the Member of Parliament 
or the State Councillor personally . They were re lu c tan t to 
see them because they  were non-Malays and did not belong 
to the p a rty  in pow er. They were not su re  th a t being 
non-Malays the MP and State Councillor would be willing to 
take up the case and fight for th e ir  cause, especially in 
view of the fact th a t they  were not quite on the r ig h t side 
of the law. Non-Malay politicians, the sq u a tte rs  believed, 
would fight only for th e ir  own ra c e . Since the  MP and 
State Councillor were Indians, they  were expected  to be 
ready  to help only Indians. That they  belonged' to



-  112 -

opposition p artie s  made them even more un a ttrac tiv e  to the 
sq u a tte rs , some of whom were from the East Coast sta tes 
of Kelantan and T rengganu , where the Malay opposition 
p a r ty , PMIP (Pan-Malayan Islamic P a r ty ) , was in power 
and had seen how badly the two sta tes  had fared  in 
socio-economic developments due to bad relations between 
the opposition political leaders and the cen tral governm ent. 
The sq u a tte rs  felt th a t being with the opposition would not 
help th e ir  cause. As one of the sq u a tte rs  pu t i t ,  "What 
can a member of the opposition do? Only critic ise . The
oppositions have no pow er." In fact the sq u a tte rs  were 
convinced tha t to be seen to be on the side of the 
oppositions was bad enough; to be actually seeking the ir 
help would be counter productive . So it was agreed  tha t 
the b es t and the only course of action for the  sq u a tte rs  
was to approach politicians from the Malay political p a rty  
in pow er, i .e .  UMNO (United Malays National 
O rganisation). A fter all, had not UMNO repeated ly  said 
th a t they  were the champion of Malay causes and what 
b e tte r  cause for the p a rty  to champion than  those of
Malays being driven out from land to which they  believed 
they  had a righ t!

Quite a large number of the sq u a tte rs  were UMNO 
members anyway before coming to Kuala Lum pur, bu t had 
not since taken the trouble to join any of the local
b ranches in the capital. They were at f irs t at a loss as to 
who to approach for help , then  they  decided to see the 
local politicians of the nearest UMNO b ran ch , i .e .  UMNO 
Pantai. One of the political activ ists in the b ran ch , Ujang, 
took an in te re st in th e ir  case. He told the sq u a tte rs ’
rep resen ta tiv es  tha t he was willing to be th e ir  leader and 
to fight the ir cause on one condition, i .e .  th a t should 
anyth ing  happen to him, if he was jailed for instance , the 
sq u a tte rs  must support h is family - wife and children -
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financially until he was released from prison . The 
sq u a tte rs  accepted his condition.

Ujang took the sq u a tte rs ’ rep resen ta tives to see 
UMNO political leaders in Kuala Lumpur, including a State 
Councillor and a Senator, to seek their opinion on the 
sq u a tte rs ’ p lig h t. The meeting with the various UMNO 
leaders convinced the sq u a tte rs  tha t they had taken the  
rig h t decision in seeking the help of UMNO politicians and 
th a t only b y  working closely with the p a rty  and p a rty  
leaders th a t they  could hope to win the ir battle  against the 
u rb an  au tho rities . The UMNO political leaders advised 
Ujang and the sq u a tte rs  to p resen t their case in person  to 
the  political and adm inistrative head of the S ta te , the 
Menteri B esar, who was also the State UMNO chief.

One evening, all the sq u a tte rs  -  men, women and 
children - were assembled and told to go to the Menteri 
B esar’s residence in Jalan Raja Muda. Some went on 
scooters and m otor-cycles, b u t most went by  b u s . They 
arriv ed  at the Menteri B esarTs residence at about 9.00 
p .m . and were mistaken for dem onstrators by  the  security  
g u ard s. The FRU (Federal Reserve Units) were called to 
d isperse the ’dem onstrators’. Fortunately  for the 
sq u a tte rs , ju st th en , amidst the commotion, the Menteri 
Besar re tu rn e d  and asked to talk to the leaders of the 
g roup . The sq u a tte rs ’ rep resen ta tives briefed  him of th e ir 
mission and were told to come the next day to his office.

The meeting with the Menteri Besar the next day was 
perhaps the most im portant tu rn in g  point in the h isto ry  of 
squ attin g  by  Malays in Kuala Lumpur. It was significant in 
many ways. Among o ther th in g s, to the b est of the 
w rite r’s knowledge, th is  was the f irs t time th a t Malay 
sq u a tte rs  made a rep resen tation  to the Menteri B esar of a
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s ta te  and achieved a measure of success. Perhaps what is 
even more significant is th a t the meeting gave the 
sq u a tte rs ' rep resen ta tiv es a glimpse of the power th a t the 
Menteri B esar could wield. They related  with awe 
afterw ards how the Menteri Besar "just picked up the 
telephone and spoke to some officials at the Land Office 
and Town Hall" and how, as a resu lt of th a t telephone 
conversation, the  eviction o rders  were s tayed . Whether by 
accident or design, the Menteri B esar's  effective 
in tervention  succeeded in leaving a deep im pression on the 
minds of the sq u a tte rs ’ rep resen ta tives, which had  a direct 
bearing  on the  political direction th a t the sq u a tte rs  
subsequently  took, as will be seen shortly . When they  left 
to re tu rn  to the  squatment to inform the sq u a tte rs  of the 
good new s, the rep resen ta tiv es ' hearts  must have been 
brimming not only with happiness bu t also g ra titu d e . And 
if they  had any reservations about seeking the help and 
protection of UMNO, th is meeting dispelled them once and 
for all.

The Menteri Besar concerned admitted in a personal 
interview  with the  w riter that many groups of sq u a tte rs , 
particu larly  Malay sq u a tte rs , did indeed come to seek his 
help at d ifferent times in the sixties and he reckoned one 
of them must have been the group from Pantai, though he 
could not remember if they  were in fact the  f irs t to come 
and seek his help . The Menteri Besar did not see any th ing  
wrong or irreg u la r in his intervention or in his overru ling  
the  Town Hall’s decision to issue eviction o rders  and to 
demolish the sq u a tte r  houses. A fter all, he said , Malays 
had  to come to Kuala Lumpur to look for jobs and if the 
Government was unable to provide adequate accommodation 
for them , then  the Malays should be allowed to occupy 
vacant land . Those in power, he in sis ted , had an 
obligation to help house these people and by  getting  the
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eviction o rd e rs  stayed , he was doing something to help 
them. He, however, emphasized that each time he gave 
permission for the sq u a tte rs  to stay  on a piece of 
unalienated land , he always reminded them th a t they  would 
have to move out when the land was requ ired  for 
development. At no poin t, he said, did he tell the 
sq u a tte rs  th a t they  could stay  on perm anently. It must be 
s tre ssed , how ever, that th is statem ent was made in an 
interview  long a fte r the even t; while there is no reason to 
question the veracity  of the statem ent made b y  the 
ex-M enteri B esar, at the time the sq u a tte rs  must* have 
understood d ifferently .

The sq u a tte rs  in Pantai were of course jubilant when 
they  heard  the good news tha t they  could stay  on the 
disused mine. They were g ratefu l and indebted (terhutang 
budi) to the Menteri Besar and in re tu rn  many decided to 
become members of the local UMNO, i .e .  the Pantai 
b ran ch . The pioneer sq u a tte rs  have remained loyal to the 
p a rty  and to the Menteri Besar even to th is  day , even 
though the Menteri Besar concerned is no longer in office 
and was sent to jail for fraud  and corruption for five 
y e a rs , from 1976 to 1981 when he was g ran ted  a royal 
pardon . One of the pioneer sq u a tte rs  explained his 
unw avering support for and loyalty to the ex-M enteri 
Besar by  quoting a Malay pan tun (q u a tra in ) :

Pisang emas dibawa belayar,
Masak sebiji di atas peti,
Hu tang emas bo!eh dibayar,
Hu tang budi dibawa mati.

The gist of the pantun is : a debt of gold can be 
repaid , bu t a debt of g ratitude for a good deed remains 
unpayable till death . Indeed, in the Malay society



-  116 -

indebtedness for good deeds, terhutang budi, is something 
which imposes an unending obligation upon the recip ient of 
the good deed to be forever good and loyal to the 
d ispenser of the good deed and the society does not look 
kindly upon people who ignore such an obligation.

In g ra titu d e , too, the sq u a tte rs ' rep re sen ta tiv es , who 
by  then  had been acknowledged by the sq u a tte rs  as th e ir  
lead ers, named the squatment Kampung Selamat. Selamat in 
Malay means safe or saved or peace or good. It is so 
named because, it seems, on the sq u a tte rs ’ f irs t encounter 
with the Menteri Besar at his residence, he g reeted  them 
most cordially with Selamat Petang (Good ev e n in g ). The 
sq u a tte rs  became orang Kampung Selamat (th e  people of 
Kampung Selamat) as opposed to o thers in the Pantai a rea .

Thus Kampung Selamat was formed which involved the 
following p rocesses: illegal occupation of what appeared  to 
be no-m an1 s-lan d , followed by a confrontation with the  
u rb an  authorities and then intervention by  political leaders 
of the  p a rty  in power which saved the squatm ent. Such 
processes of squatment formation are not unique to 
Kampung Selamat, bu t were found repeated  elsewhere 
th roughout the sixties and seventies in Kuala Lum pur. 
Whether Kampung Selamat actually set a p reced en t is 
ra th e r  a moot point, bu t several squatm ents in Kampung 
Pandan, near Kampung B aru, in Kampung Datuk Keramat 
and in Sungai Besi were all formed in a similar m anner. 
Even in the eighties, the experience of Kampung Selamat 
was often repeated  despite the determination and effo rts  of 
City Hall to evict all squatte rs  and demolish all sq u a tte r  
houses built a fte r 1978. A case strik ing ly  similar to the 
experience of Kampung Selamat took place recen tly  in 
Ampang, in November 1981, when a group of about one 
hundred  Malays tried  to establish a sq u a tte r settlem ent.
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A fter a series of confrontations with the City Hall's 
Housing Enforcement Unit, involving th ree  demolition 
operations in the area over a period of about a month and 
the in tervention  of politicians from the ru ling  p a r ty , the 
sq u a tte rs  were finally left alone. Kampung Polo, so called 
because the  squatm ent b o rd ers  the Royal Polo C lub, is still 
there  today . Like Kampung Selamat, Kampung Polo was 
saved by political leaders from the p a rty  in power to whom 
the sq u a tte rs  are now indebted .

It must be s tre ssed  th a t it is only Malay squatm ents 
which have been formed in the  same manner as Kampung 
Selamat. Chinese squatm ents, and to some ex ten t Indian 
squatm ents, have gone th rough  somewhat d ifferen t 
processes in th e ir formation. Most non-Malay squatm ents, 
as alluded to in C hapter I I , were formed in the 
pre-independence era  when squatting  was condoned and 
when th e re  were no laws against i t . T hus, in the formation 
and early  development of the squatm ents, the sq u a tte rs  
did not come into d irect confrontation with the law , like 
Kampung Selamat, and as such offered little opportun ity  
for political leaders and political p a rtie s , especially those 
in pow er, to in tervene and place the sq u a tte rs  in th e ir 
deb t. This probably  explains why, as will be seen la te r , 
support for the government political leaders and political 
parties is less strong  in non-Malay squatm ents than  in the 
Malay ones.

3.4 Early Development of Kampung Selamat.

T h u s, by  mid-1967 a new 'residen tial' area emerged in 
Kuala Lum pur, spontaneously and without the su rv ey o rs , 
b an k ers , developers or building contractors playing a p a r t 
in its  formation. This residential area , Kampung Selamat,
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was a collection of about tw enty-five wooden houses on an 
open sandy field. On the w est, the squatment was 
bordered  by the railway track  linking Kuala Lumpur with 
Port Swettenham (now called Port Klang) which separated  
the squatm ent from Kampung Reserve K eretapi, and on the 
east by  the Klang R iver. On the no rth  and south sides of 
the squatm ent were the traditional Malay villages of 
Kampung Limau and Kampung Pantai Halt respectively . The 
sq u a tte r houses, of which twenty-two belonged to Malays 
and the o ther th ree  to C hinese, occupied only about 
one-th ird  of the disused mine; the re s t of the land was too 
porous and therefore  unsuitable for habitation . A part from 
the h o u ses , there  was hardly  anything else in the 
ex-m ining area; not even a tree  which could provide a 
shade. T hus, living conditions were, in the initial stage, 
extrem ely h a rd  and h a rsh . During the day, especially at 
middpy and in the early  afternoon , the co rrugated  iron 
roof, under the blazing tropical sun , tu rn ed  each sq u a tte r 
house into a steaming h o t-b o x , so much so th a t the 
sq u a tte rs  had to spend most of th e ir  time during  the day 
underneath  instead of inside the stilt house. At n ight the 
whole area was pitch dark ; consequently p a sse rs-b y  often 
were not aware tha t th e re  was a squatm ent th e re . And 
when it ra ined , water from the nearby  riv e r often 
overflowed its  b anks, b ring ing  flash floods to the area . In 
spite of all th is , the sq u a tte rs  stayed on, making the best 
of the difficult situation. Attempts were made to improve 
conditions in the settlem ent: wells were dug , p it-to ile ts  
were constructed  in any convenient location, and suitable 
crops were grown, both for shade and for subsistence 
p u rposes. And as time went b y , the houses themselves 
were improved and after a few years Kampung Selamat 
slowly tu rn e d  into a reasonably decent settlem ent with 
ecological characteristics similar to those of the traditional 
Malay villages in the vicinity .
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Towards the end of the sixties more economic and 
physical developments took place not only in the  Pantai 
area bu t also in the neighbouring Petaling Jay a , a new 
industrial-cum -residential satellite town about two miles 
away from Kampung Selamat. The job opportunities th ereb y  
crea ted , a ttrac ted  more people to come into the  area  and 
most of the new arrivals were Malays from the ru ra l a reas. 
Kampung Selamat and its  neighbouring areas in Pantai 
became a popular place of residence for the in -m igran ts.

By th en , the loose, porous sandy land in the  disused 
mining area next to Kampung Selamat had become firm and 
p roperly  settled  and many of the new m igrants from the 
ru ra l areas occupied it and built houses on it as the 
pioneer squatte rs  did. O ther unused  land in the 
neighbouring area, v iz. the railway re se rv e  and 
unalienated land bordering  the traditional villages of 
Kampung Limau and Kampung Pantai, was also snapped up 
b y  the sq u a tte rs . By th en , the Malays had become less 
afraid  of the u rban  au th o ritie s , mainly as a re su lt of 
Kampung Selamat's sq u a tte rs ' v ictory  in th e ir  'f igh t' 
against the u rban  au thorities.

As more and more people a rriv ed , some of the  
ex isting  squ a tte rs  seized the opportunity  to make quick 
money. Those with some cash to spare built e x tra  houses 
for ren ting  as well as for selling to the newcomers. The 
landowners in the neighbouring traditional v illag es , to o , 
took advantage of the situation and , like the opportun ist 
sq u a tte rs , built houses on unalienated land close to th e ir  
own, also for ren ting  or selling. T hus, new categories of 
sq u a tte rs  em erged. There are now sq u a tte r  ten an ts  and 
sq u a tte r  landlords in addition to th e  sq u a tte r  
'ow ner-occupiers '.
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In most cases the la te r arrivals found th e ir  way to 
Kampung Selamat by  v irtue  of th e ir  personal contact with 
or knowledge of someone who was already in the 
squatm ent. Any opportunity  to buy or ren t a sq u a tte r 
house, to buy or use a sq u a tte r plot, is made known to 
o thers  only verbally  by  the sq u a tte rs  and such information 
is transm itted  th rough  th e ir social netw orks of, f irs tly  
th e ir  re la tiv e s , secondly the ir fr ien d s . In s h o r t , la ter 
sq u a tte rs  were 'recruited* by the pioneers.

A v ery  good example of how others moved into the
squatm ent is provided by  the case of Leman from house
N o.69. Leman is one of the pioneer sq u a tte rs  re fe rred  to
ea rlie r. In 1968, he sent for his eldest b ro th e r who was in
his native village of Batang B erjuntai, found him a job as
a security  guard  in a private company and la ter helped
him build  a house on 'h is ' plot of land and thereby
enabling the b ro th e r to p repare  a home for his wife and
children  whom he sent for subsequently . In 1969, Leman
sent for another b ro th e r and th is b ro th e r, too, built a
house and b rough t his family over to the squatm ent. In
1970, h is cousin a rriv ed  from the countryside and helped
th e  cousin to get a job at his workplace. The cousin then
m arried Leman's sister-in-law  and after a while the cousin,
too, built a house in the squatm ent. In the meantime, the
neighbour next door to Leman had to leave and wanted to
sell h is house and Leman passed the information to
colleagues at work. One of them bought the house and th is
workmate then  b rough t his family to live in the kampung
and la te r  helped his own friend and step  son in getting
houses in the  squatm ent. As a resu lt of th is informal
netw ork system of passing  on information, one finds tha t
most of the  sq u a tte rs  are either related to one another by
ties of k ins and affinity or are bound by ties of

/•

frien d sh ip .
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By 1969, th ere  were at least one hundred  squatte r 
houses in Kampung Selamat, about five of which were 
owned by Chinese and th ree  by Indian Muslims. The Malay 
sq u a tte rs  found themselves a leader, ketua kampung (lit, 
village le a d e r) , a man who was an employee of the Malayan 
Railway. The non-Malays, despite the ir close geographical 
proximity to the Malays, kept their social d istan ce , 
in teracting  with the Malays only in economic transac tions.

On May 13 that y ea r, a fte r the general elections, a 
bloody racial rio t broke out in Kuala Lumpur involving 
Malays and non-Malays, prim arily the Chinese. The riot 
began as a procession organised by the Chinese-dominated 
opposition p a r ty , DAP (Democratic Action P a r ty ) , to 
celebrate th e ir  election victory  went out of control. Some 
partic ipan ts  in the procession were said to have thrown 
in su lts  and abuses at the Malay on-lookers, telling them to 
balik kampung (go back to the countryside) as the capital 
was now in ’Chinese h an d s’. The Malays re ta lia ted  and a 
bloody rio t ensued . Violence involving Malays and Chinese 
broke out in several p a rts  of Kuala Lum pur, which sent 
shock-w aves into squatm ents like Kampung Selamat where 
most of the Malay m igrants from the countryside lived. 
Like many o ther Malays in Kuala Lumpur th en , the 
sq u a tte rs , too, were profoundly affected and incensed. 
Some of the Malay sq u a tte rs , being poor and being recent 
m igrants who had had great difficulty in getting  a foothold 
in the capital, had all long been jealous and resen tfu l of 
the Chinese who dominated the town and whom they  blamed 
for th e ir  socio-economic predicam ent. And as noted earlier, 
they  were also suspicious and d is tru sted  the Chinese. 
T hus, they  had more reason to be angry  with the  Chinese 
than  o ther groups of Malays who were more fortunate 
economically than  they w ere. In Kampung Selamat and the 
o ther sq u a tte r  kampungs in Pantai, th e ir anger was
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tu rn e d  in all its  fu ry  on the p roperties belonging to 
non-Malays th e re . In the  whole of the Pantai a re a , four 
Chinese houses, five Chinese and one Indian shops dealing 
in tex tiles , grocery and provisions were set on fire  and 
razed to the ground. One of the houses bu rned  down was 
in Kampung Selamat. The non-Malays left in fear and 
re tu rn ed  only a month la te r when law and o rder had  been 
re s to red . Those who lost th e ir p roperties did not bo ther to 
rebuild  them, they  simply left and those whose houses 
were spared  sold them off to Malays and also left the area 
for good. Such was th e ir  h u rry  to leave th a t th ey  sold 
th e ir houses at give-away p rices. One of the  Malay 
sq u a tte rs  who purchased  one of the Chinese sq u a tte r  
houses, paid only $1,000/- for a three-bedroom  house 
which he reb u ilt, partia lly  with b ricks and louvre 
windows, which ordinarily  would have cost between 
$4,000/- and $6,000/-. It became the best house in the 
squatm ent th en . An Indian pe tty  tra d e r  sold his house cum 
sundry  shop for only $300/-, lock, stock and b a rre l. The 
squatm ent then  became a wholly Malay settlem ent. The 
neighbouring kam pungs, to o , were rid  of most of th e ir  
non-Malay population; only a small Chinese tok kong 
(sh rine) and a Chinese household living nex t to it in 
Kampung Limau were le ft. In 1975, the sh rin e , too, was 
b u rn t down due to the negligence of its keeper and the 
Chinese household was la ter assimilated into the dominant 
Malay society in Pantai.

The curfew imposed afte r the rio t confined people to 
th e ir  homes and the sq u a tte rs  in Kampung Selamat u tilised  
th is time to clear whatever available space th e re  was left 
in the vicinity of th e ir  squatm ent, i .e .  land along the 
railway track  and the r iv e r , to cultivate foodcrops. Some 
of these areas w ere, in subsequent y ea rs , u sed  to 
accommodate more sq u a tte r houses.
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For the sq u a tte rs , the riot and the curfew period 
which followed, was the time of very  great hardsh ip . 
Foodstuffs, the sale and d istribution of which in Kuala 
Lumpur as elsewhere in the country  are almost en tire ly  in 
the hands of the Chinese, were scarce and difficult to 
obtain. The sq u a tte rs  were too te rrified  to ven tu re  out 
into Chinese-dominated markets and shops to buy food, 
and rum ours of Chinese vendors’ reluctance to sell food to 
Malays made m atters worse. They felt angry  and yet 
helpless as th ere  was nothing they  could do to change the 
situation; they  could not fight because they  had no 
weapons nor the money to purchase any.

All these experiences led to important developments in 
the political a ttitudes of the sq u a tte rs , which will be 
explained in g rea te r detail in C hapters V and VI. Suffice 
it to say at th is  juncture th a t the sq u a tte rs  began to 
appreciate fully the relevance and importance of unity  
among the Malays, not only at the squatm ent level bu t also 
at supra-local levels. More sq u atte rs  then  joined the Malay 
political p a r ty , UMNO.

About one and a half years a fte r the race r io t, the 
sq u a tte rs  had to endure another extreme h ard sh ip , though 
of a d ifferen t k ind . The year 1971 was heralded in Kuala 
Lumpur by  continuous rain  tha t went on for weeks and in 
early  Jan u ary , an unprecedentedly big flood swept th rough  
the capital. Riverine settlem ents, a large number of which 
were squatm ents, were swept away by  the flood. Kampung 
Selamat was one of those very  badly affected .

S quatters  who lived through the flood recall how it 
rained practically  non-stop for about th ree  weeks. The 
water from the nearby riv e r overflowed its  banks and the 
flood w ater rose subm erging the lower p a rts  of th e ir
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houses. As th e ir  houses were on s tilts  and flash floods 
occurred  so often , they  were not v ery  concerned at f ir s t.  
Then one day the water began to rise  so rap id ly  th a t in a 
few hours it reached the roof and the cu rren t was so 
s tro n g  th a t the roofs of some of the houses were ripped 
off and swept away together with fu rn itu re  and o ther 
household goods. There was hardly  any time to save 
any th ing ; the  sq u a tte rs  were lucky to get away with the ir 
lives onto the h igher ground above the railway tra c k . And 
they  were lucky , too, because help from outside came 
sw iftly. They were taken , together with o thers affected by 
the flood, to  the  large assembly hall, the Dewan Tunku 
Canselor, a t the U niversity of Malaya, where they  were 
housed and fed for almost a week by  the social welfare 
departm ent and o ther voluntary  organisations such as the 
Red C rescen t. Donations, mainly in the form of clothing, 
were collected on the ir behalf.

The flood swept away about th ir ty  houses in Kampung 
Selamat and damaged practically all the  re s t .  Those made 
homeless were offered accommodation in fla ts in Jalan 
Cheras about 10 miles away from the squatm ent by  the 
u rb an  au th o rities . Not everyone was en thusiastic  about the 
o ffer. The idea of having to pay a monthly ren t bothered  
many of them . They were mostly low income ea rn e rs , 
earn ing  betw een $150/- and $300/- p er month, and for 
many th e ir  employment was either tem porary or insecure. 
Moving into flats would not only increase the ir 
expend itu re , bu t would also create problems in times of 
unemployment. Then there  was the question of distance 
from th e ir  workplace for those in employment; ex tra  
expenditu re  would be in cu rred , too, in travelling  costs 
apart from the cost in terms of time and energy  in getting  
to work everyday . In addition, th e ir  lives would be 
d isru p ted ; they  would lose th e ir  friends and neighbours.
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Perhaps the g reatest de te rren t of all was the fact tha t 
they  were offered accommodation in a h igh-rise  block of 
fla ts . They loathed the very  idea, having heard  stories 
about lift breakdow ns, water problems, the lack of space 
for children to play and the lack of opportunity  to 
augment th e ir  income by home gardening and rea rin g  
p ou ltry . As a re su lt, most of them tu rned  down the offer, 
p re fe rrin g  instead to rebuild th e ir houses in the squatm ent 
from w hatever building materials they  could sa lvage. In 
rebuild ing th e ir  houses, the d istribution  of the houses was 
more carefully  planned, so also was the general layout, 
such th a t space was allowed between the houses for 
footpaths and m ud-tracks for motorised tra n s p o r t , space 
for garages, home gardening and for clothes lines.

Most sq u a tte rs  affected by the flood who are still in 
the squatm ent today believe it was their political leaders in 
UMNO who arranged  for all the help tha t they  received 
during  the flood and for the compensation of between 
$150/- and $200/- per household tha t they received from 
the social welfare departm ent in the following month. Some 
of them were heard  to rem ark, "Who else would help us 
Malays?". The flood incident gave a big boost to UMNO’s 
image.

Flood mitigation programmes in the subsequent years 
helped to lessen the danger of serious floods reo ccu rrin g , 
although flash floods were still quite freq u en t. In May 
1980, the  squatm ent was subjected to another flood 
though , fo rtunate ly , of lesser in tensity  than the previous 
one in 1971. And again, as before, UMNO p a rty  leaders 
came to th e ir rescue and help , a point which will be taken 
up again in a la te r chap ter.

Despite the hazards posed by frequent flooding,
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Kampung Selamat as well as o ther squatm ents in the 
v icinity  continued to expand demo graph ically . The 
population of Kampung Selamat grew ; the num ber of 
households increased to 88 in 1981 and the six ty  or so 
people in 1967 to 493. The figure would have been h igher 
if the  City Hall had not pulled down tw enty-tw o houses in 
1979 to reclaim p a rt of the  village for the  construction  of 
tra n s it q u a r te rs . This reclamation reduced the area of the  
village to less than  fifteen acres, with approximately only 
ten  acres fit for habitation , the re s t taken up by  drains 
and swamps. With the addition of more dwellings and the 
extensions of ex isting  ones over a much reduced a rea , the 
squatm ent now looks crow ded, though, as will be seen 
la te r , not as congested as the older squatm ents closer to 
the city  cen tre ; certa in ly  not congested enough to be 
term ed a slum. Kampung Selamat has undergone 
considerable changes demographically and geographically 
over the last fourteen  y ea rs .

3.5 Kampung Selamat Today

(a) Its  Physical C haracteristics

As has been suggested  earlie r, Kampung Selamat used  
to command a stra teg ic  position in term s of employment 
opportun ities; today its  locational significance is even more 
enhanced. This is due prim arily to the intensive physical 
developments th a t have taken place within a rad ius of 
th ree  miles of the  squatm ent in the last decade. In the 
industria l zone of Petaling Jaya, two miles away, hundreds 
of factories have been bu ilt; about a q u a rte r  of a mile 
from the kam pung, on a hill facing the  Kuala 
Lumpur-Klang Federal Highway, stands the Radio and 
Television Malaysia building complex, called A ngkasapuri,
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FIGURE 3
LOCATION OF KAMPUNG SELAMAT WITHIN THE 

FEDERAL TERRITORY PARLIAMENTARY CONSITUENCIES

(N ot drawn t o  s c a l e )
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1ST

FIGURE 4
KAMPUNG SELAMAT: PHYSICAL LAYOUT

(N ot drawn t o  s c a l e )
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FIGURE 5

KAMPUNG SELAMAT: LOCATION IN RELATION TO
EMPLOYMENT CENTRES WITHIN 3 MILES RADIUS

(N ot drawn to  s c a l e )
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FIGURE 6
STAGES IN IMPROVEMENT OF SQUATTER HOUSES
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and a little  fu rth e r  down the road along Federal Highway 
is the Employees Provident Fund build ing. Across the 
valley, opposite A ngkasapuri, is another road , Jalan Pantai 
B aru , along which are s ited , on one side, a prim ary 
school, a fire  departm ent, an immigration departm ent 
office, two p riva te  educational institu tions (the Taylor's 
College and Yayasan A nda), the Girl Guide build ing, a 
police station  and a hostel. On the o ther side of the road 
are the  National E lectricity Board build ing , the Waterworks 
A uthority  build ing , close to which are the Pantai Medical 
C entre -  an elite priva te  hospital - ,  the Malaysian 
Teachers T raining College, the Language In stitu te  and 
colleges of the National U niversity . Next to the Language 
In stitu te  is the s ix -h u n d red -acre  campus of the University 
of Malaya. T hus, within a radius of about two to three 
miles from Kampung Selamat one finds all k inds of offices, 
institu tions and build ing complexes, all of which may be 
regarded  as sources of employment for the sq u a tte rs , in 
addition to all the shops, re s tau ran ts  and o ther business 
concerns found along Jalan Pantai Baru and Jalan Bangsar 
as well as the several upper and middle-class residential 
areas -  all within sight of the squatm ent.

As a re su lt of the  intensive physical developments, 
the sq u a tte r  settlem ents in Pantai are practically  hemmed 
in by  modern housing esta tes  and concrete s tru c tu re s , and 
yet they  remain ru ra l in character and appearance. Each 
squatm ent looks more like a miniature Malay village in the 
countryside than  an u rb an  residential area . This is tru e  
also of Kampung Selamat: its  ru ra l characteristics are
typified by  the design of the houses, the presence of 
vegetable p lo ts , the  rearin g  of livestocks and of course by  
its inhab itan ts , who are all Malays. The only difference is 
the s ize . The squatm ent is relatively small in a re a ; the 
houses are  therefo re  huddled tog e th er, sometimes only
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th ree  or four feet away from each o ther. The agricu ltu ra l 
p lo ts , too, are small -  some are only about six ty  square 
feet. Whereas, in the traditional Malay kam pung, 
every th ing  is many times b igger.

There are n ine ty -th ree  buildings in Kampung Selamat: 
one community hall, one p ray er house (surau)  while the 
re s t are houses. Only e igh ty-e igh t of the houses were 
occupied in November 1981, the re s t were vacan t, two 
were dilapidated, another used as a store and the o ther 
two were to be ren ted  o u t. The houses, which were 
originally built in the traditional fashion, have in most 
cases been modified and improved gradually as and when 
the owners could afford i t . The most common alterations 
involve the front-door steps and the k itchen p a rt of the 
house. Some of the fron t-door s tep s , which originally were 
made of wood, have been improved by replacing them with 
concrete s tep s , sometimes with decorative tiles; and the 
kitchen section, which in the traditional house is raised  
from the ground to a height slightly lower than  the main 
p a rt of the house, is often rebuilt and reduced  to ground 
level with a washroom or bathroom attached . Those with 
more money have improved the ir houses fu rth e r  by  fitting  
louvre windows and celing under the roof. Those with 
even more money, as in the case of the six households in 
the squatm ent, have had th e ir  entire houses demolished 
and new ones built in th e ir places. The new houses are of 
a d ifferen t design , no longer according to the  traditional 
design , b u t are single-storey  houses with concrete floor at 
ground level, with the lower half of the walls in b ricks 
with or without cement p la s te r , with the upper half of the 
wall in planed wooden planks and windows with glass panes 
and roof, invariably, of corrugated  iron . N inety-nine 
percen t of the houses in Kampung Selamat now can be 
described as permanent s tru c tu re s .
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Most of the houses in the squatment are detached 
houses; a few, however, maybe described  as 
sem i-detached, te rraced  or even linked houses (see F ig .4). 
The sem i-detached and terraced  houses were originally 
single un it houses, b u t have been extended or added to in 
o rder to increase living space. In all cases, the extension 
was initially to accommodate newly married o ffsprings of 
the family or to accommodate an in-m igrating family 
member.

The size of the houses vary  between the sm allest, 15 
f t .  by  10 f t.  and the la rg est, 20 f t.  by  60 f t . ,  with the 
majority of them to be found more towards the b igger end 
of the  scale. T hus, in size, these houses compare 
favourably , not only with houses in o ther Malay 
squatm ents formed in the sixties elsewhere in the capital, 
such as Kampung Pandan and Kampung Abdullah Hukum 
where, as P irie, P . (1976:50) notes the average size of the 
sq u a tte r  house is 700 square f t . ,  but also with houses in 
the m iddle-class u rb an  housing es ta te s , where a 
sing le-sto rey  te rrace  house usually measures an average 20 
f t .  by  65 f t .  And compared to houses in squatm ents 
established before the independence period, such as 
Kampung Toddy in Sentul, Kampung Maxwell along the 
road by  the same name, Kampung Katijah in Brickfields 
and Kampung Limau along Jalan Tuanku Abdul Rahman, 
the houses in Kampung Selamat are certainly b ig g er. In 
the old squatm ents which are close to the city c en tre , the 
w riter observed th a t for a household/family u n it, 'home' 
was, in most cases, one of the many rows of ranshackle 
h u ts  m easuring any th ing  between the smallest 8 f t .  by  13 
f t.  and the b iggest 10 f t .  by  15 f t.

In Kampung Selamat, as in the case of most
i-

squatm ents in Kuala Lumpur, most of the houses are
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haphazard ly  positioned. A house may have its  bathroom 
next to an o th er's  sitting-room  such that the drain  carry in g  
d irty  w ater from the bathroom winds its  way past the 
neighbour's  sitting-room , filling it with s tench . O r, 
someone's chicken coop may be next to a neighbour's  
k itchen . N evertheless, tak ing  the kampung as a whole, it 
can be said th a t the positioning of the houses is not
without any system altogether. There is space for
footpaths and m udtracks for motorised tra n sp o r t, large 
enough even for lorries to pass th ro u g h . These m udtracks 
also serve as ch ildren 's p layground and occasionally, when 
one of the sq u a tte r households holds some kind of
celebration, as space to erect ten ts  to accommodate g uests . 
Space is also allowed for small plots for the purposes of 
home garden ing , for building shacks to serve as garages, 
for chicken coops and for lines to hang the daily washing.

With the  land-build ing ratio  of nine houses to an acre 
and population density  of fo rty -n ine to an acre
approxim ately, the squatment is by no means crowded. 
This p a rtly  explains why o u t-b reak s of fire are practically  
unknown in th is  kam pung, although in some p a r ts  of Kuala 
Lumpur squatm ent fires are freq u en t, at an average ra te  
of once every  two months in the last one year or so. In 
th is  re sp ec t, Kampung Selamat is not typical of u rban  
squatm ents frequently  found elsewhere in the developing 
countries such as in Delhi, India, where the  population 
density  is over 1,000 people to an acre (Payne, G.K. 
1977:94), or in Manila, in the Philippines, where according 
to Juppenla tz , M., " . . .  the density  of the sq u a tte r  shacks 
. . .  averaged some 200-400 per h ec tare" , and where the 
dwelling un its  are so congested that " . . .  in the  worst 
sq u a tte r  colonies, hundreds were spaced within a few 
inches of each o ther . . . "  (1976:106). Nor is Kampung 
Selamat typical of all squatm ents in Kuala Lumpur; it
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typifies only the peripheral squatm ents, i .e .  the 
squatm ents on the ou tsk irts  of the capital, especially those 
formed in the late sixties or those formed earlier, for 
agricu ltu ral purposes. Kampung Selamat d iffers greatly  
from the 'pre-independence' squatments close to the city  
cen tre  such as the four mentioned e a rlie r , where the 
population is dense. In Kampung Katijah, B rickfields; 
Kampung Toddy, Sentul; and Kampung Paya near Kampung 
B aru , all of which are almost th irty -fiv e  years old and 
located close to the city cen tre , the w riter notes tha t the 
population is extremely dense, with 50-60 dwelling un its  on 
one acre of land and the population between 250 and 300
people to an acre , like those of Manila.

(b) Available Amenities

As for basic urban  amenities, the only one available 
in the squatment is electricity  which was firs t in troduced 
in 1979. Kampung Selamat is among the 6% of sq u a tte rs
supplied with electricity in the Federal T e rrito ry . Only 
eighty  out of the eighty-eight households enjoy e lectric ity  
supply; the re s t have to do without, largely because they  
cannot afford the initial costs of wiring and the monthly 
bills. Electricity is used sparingly , only for ligh ting , 
television, ironing and occasionally for fans. The. television 
is switched on only when there is a good or favourite
programme; if there  is need for light late at n ig h t, 
kerosene lamps are used . Electricity is never used  for 
cooking, unless absolutely necessary as during  feasts  when 
there  is need to use an electric mixer to grind chillies in 
large quan tities; for daily cooking, the sq u a tte rs  use 
either gas, which comes in cylinders, or kerosene cookers. 
For ex tra  cooking, such as to prepare food for sale and 
for feasts , wood, coal or coconut shells are used .
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Water, which is usually stored in large drum s, is 
obtained from wells and communal standpipes supplied by 
the local au thorities. The th ree  standpipes not only supply 
the Kampung Selamat sq u a tte rs  but also the neighbouring 
squatm ent of Kampung Reserve K eretapi. The ratio  of 
standpipes to sq u a tte rs  is one to two hundred  people, 
which is the ratio  aimed for by  the City Hall. The p ipes, 
which are fitted  with multiple faucets, are linked to the 
sq u a tte r  houses by ru b b er hoses. Each hose which ranges 
in length  from tw enty to two hundred  feet is fixed to the 
faucet when water is needed and removed when it is not; 
and a large p a rt of the  hose is buried  one foot 
underground  to avoid being trampled or damaged in any 
o ther way. The two wells are used only in cases of 
em ergency, for example when there  is acute shortage of 

- water and when the supply through the communal taps is 
in te rru p te d . Water from the wells is considered by  many as 
unsuitab le for the ir daily use because the wells are  located 
in a place at a lower level than the pit lav a to rie s , and the 
water is grey ish  in colour so that when it is used it leaves 
stains on the washing and on the sk in , o r in the 
sq u a tte rs ' own vernacular berkarat, macam orang kampung 
( lit. covered in ru s ts  or s ta in s , like country  people).

There is no waste or refuse disposal serv ice; some of 
the sq u a tte rs  just dump th e ir daily refuse  on any 
wasteland th a t happens to be convenient and la te r b u rn  i t ,  
collecting the ashes and using  them to fertilize th e ir  flower 
and vegetable p lan ts; while o thers throw th e ir refuse  into 
the  nearby  stream and swamp. To ease them selves, little 
children use the narrow drains or open spaces by  th e ir  
house -  th e ir  excreta immediately devoured b y  hun g ry  
chickens and ducks or scooped with a hoe by  attend ing  
adults to be buried  or dumped on th e ir  vegetable p lots. 
The re s t of the people use the stream s or pour-ou t o r p it-
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la trin es , some of which are constructed  along the railway 
tra c k s , some only two feet away, which shake each time a 
tra in  passes by . During heavy rains and flash floods, 
which occur quite o ften , some of the refuse and human 
excreta in the kampung as well as from the neighbouring 
squatm ent, Kampung Reserve K eretapi, which is located on 
a slope, float about all over the place tu rn in g  the whole 
area into a filthy and unhealthy place.

Such methods of waste and refuse disposal are typical 
of most squatm ents in the ou tsk irts  of the capital, at least 
in those that the w riter visited . In crowded squatm ents 
close to the city cen tre , such as Kmpung Toddy already 
re fe r re d , the disposal of waste and refuse is even more 
problematical. Unlike Kampung Selamat, th ere  is no space 
to b u ry  faeces or refuse and to b u rn  rubb ish  is impossible 
without risk ing  outbreaks of fire because some of the 
houses are very  old, with roofs of d ry , inflammable nipah 
(palm) leaves, covered with old polythene or linoleum 
sheets . On a couple of v isits to Kampung T oddy, the 
w riter noted the black stagnant drains clogged with litte rs  
and these drains which lined the narrow  footw ays, about 
th ree  feet wide, are located at the back of the rows of 
dwelling u n its . Dotted along the drains are toilet sheds 
and human excreta overflowed from what looked like 
collecting pails. Flies were everyw here and the stench  was 
nauseating , yet the residen ts did not appear to be in the 
least bothered by it. Such scenes are repeated  elsewhere 
in congested squatments in Kuala Lum pur, b u t not in 
Kampung Selamat or other squatments in the p e rip h ery  of 
the city .

Such being the conditions of sewage and refuse 
disposal in the squatm ents in the capital, it is no wonder, 
as Khairuddin Yusof (1980:37) observes, th a t the
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sq u a tte rs  are highly exposed to the risk  of contracting 
communicable d iseases, such as tuberculosis, have a large 
number of cases of polio and th a t among th e ir children 
worm infection is common. No medical research  has been 
done on the residen ts of Kampung Selamat, bu t the w riter 
believes K hairuddin Yusof's observations are applicable 
th e re , too. The signs are certainly  th e re ; quite  a large 
number of children and adu lts , too, su ffer from all kinds 
of skin d iseases, particu larly  in the lower p a r ts  of the ir 
limbs and th ey , in particu lar the ch ildren , are prone to 
coughs and colds.

(c) Social Services

With the change in a ttitude of the governm ent, both 
at the national and local levels towards the sq u a tte rs  from 
1978, as re fe rre d  to in Chapter I, a num ber of social 
services are  now available to sq u a tte rs . The City Hall, in 
conjunction with twelve o ther government departm ents in 
the Federal T e rrito ry , is implementing an in teg ra ted  
programme of human development, code-named Program 
Nadi (the Pulse Programme), whose main pro jects include 
k in d erg arten  classes, income generating activ ities for 
women and mother and child health -care  serv ices, re fe rred  
to generally as Projek Sang Kancil (The Mousedeer 
P ro jec ts ) . The Religious Department of the Federal 
T errito ry  is sponsoring and financing religious education 
and the M inistry of National and Rural Development, under 
its  KEMAS, Kelas Kemajuan Masyarakat (Community 
Development Classes) programme, is providing 
k in d erg arten  as well as home science and religious classes 
for women. Kampung Selamat is one of the few kam pungs 
which are beneficiaries of some of these special serv ices. 
It has had  a KEMAS k indergarten  since September 1980,
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domestic science and religious classes for women, also 
under KEMAS, since 1978 and a religious school for 
ch ildren, Sekolah Ugama Rakyat, set u p . b y  the  Religious 
Departm ent, also since 1978.

All these services are shared with the  resid en ts  of 
the nearby squatm ents, Kampung Pantai H alt, Kampung 
Limau, Kampung Reserve K eretapi, Kampung Bukit C2 and 
with the residen ts of the nearby tra n s it q u a r te rs  as well. 
A part from these serv ices, Kampung Selamat has also been 
provided with a postal delivery service since 1975. The 
postman delivers mails to the area once a day , b u t he does 
not go to individual houses, he merely leaves them in the 
care of the keepers of the two sundry  shops in the 
squatment who then inform the addressees of th e ir  le tte rs  
by  word of mouth.

(d) The Squatters

There are in Kampung Selamat (based  on 1980 
figures) 88 households, with a total population of 457, of 
whom 226 are adults and the res t ch ildren , and in term s of 
sex 237 are males, 220 females. The sq u a tte r  population 
consists mainly of young people: 85% are below 35 years  of 
age and of these 47% are children below the age of twelve.

The majority of the population are newcomers, having 
stayed in the squatm ent, on average, 7 y e a rs . Of the 
original pioneer sq u a tte rs , only ten households rem ain, the 
re s t having left e ither voluntarily or forced to move out. 
Those who left of the ir own accord, sold or ren ted  out 
the ir houses to o th ers . Families moved out for various 
reasons. For some, like the Kamaruddin family who owned 
house No. 16, it was because the head of the household was
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tra n sfe rred  elsewhere by his employer; o th e rs , like the 
Hood family who sold th e ir  house N o.36 four years ago, it 
was to re tu rn , a fte r the retirem ent of the household head, 
to th e ir  native village in Perak where they  own land and 
have built a house. Yet o th e rs , like the Jam aluddin's 
family, who once owned house N o.54, it was to move into a 
housing e s ta te , as the children in the family had done 
reasonably well in their education to be able to secure 
high-income jobs, th u s  enabling them to move upw ards 
socially. Those who were compelled to move out were the 
tw enty-tw o households on the south side of the  village, 
who were served  notices of eviction by  the City Hall as 
the land on which they  squatted  was needed by the 
au thorities for the construction of tra n s it q u a rte rs  to 
house sq u a tte rs  displaced by physical u rb an  development 
from elsewhere in the capital. The sq u a tte rs  who made way 
for the tra n s it q u a rte rs  were rehoused by the  City Hall in 
low-cost housing in Kampung Congo, C heras, and in the 
"sq u atte r upgrad ing" and "sites and services" schemes in 
Sungai Besi.

Most of the sq u a tte rs , especially the  household heads, 
have been born  outside Kuala Lum pur. Only two of the 
household heads interviewed were born  in the squatm ent 
and they  belong to the two families mentioned earlier as 
being the original inhabitants of the area who had resis ted  
eviction o rd ers  in 1961. The res t of the household heads 
were all born  in th e ir  respective s ta tes  of origin -  
Selangor, Melaka, Negeri Sembilan, P erak , Pahang, 
Johore, Kelantan and one was born in sou thern  Thailand. 
Fifty-one household head came to the squatm ent d irect 
from th e ir  native kam pungs, while th irty -fiv e  came only 
a fte r having stayed elsewhere in Kuala Lum pur, e ither in 
ren ted  accommodation in private and public housing or in 
o ther squatm ents.
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For seven ty-six  of the household heads, th e ir  arrival 
in Kuala Lumpur and the squatment was, unlike th a t of the 
ten  pioneer sq u a tte rs , kin-m ediated, and for most of them, 
like for the pioneer sq u a tte rs , the ir main motive in coming 
was to look for jobs. Only th ree  household heads, all 
female, came to Kuala Lumpur to follow th e ir  respective 
spouses who have all since left them. And for another four 
household heads, th e ir  arrival in the capital was not to 
look for jobs. Three of them were already w orking, p rio r 
to m igrating to Kuala Lumpur, in their respective s ta tes  of 
Perak and Negeri Sembilan, and came to Kuala Lumpur 
with th e ir family on tra n s fe r . As they  were working in the 
public secto r, i .e .  with the National E lectricity B oard, the 
Malay Regiment and the Malayan Railway, they  were 
entitled  to and given government q u a rte rs  where they 
lived until re tirem en t; and it was only a fte r  retirem ent 
tha t they  moved to live in Kampung Selamat. The o ther 
household head , how ever, never planned to live in the 
squatm ent at all. He and his wife came to v isit the ir 
daugh ter in the kampung and had to ex tend  th e ir  stay  
much longer than  they  ever expected because the ir 
daugh ter fell ill. L a ter,, his son-in-law found him a job as 
a watchman at a factory in Petaling Jaya and he decided to 
stay  on, ren tin g  a house next-door to h is d a u g h te r’s .

The residen ts  of Kampung Selamat did not all become 
sq u a tte rs  because they  had to . Only 80% of them squat 
because they  have no o ther choice, b u t th e  re s t  can be 
described as voluntary  sq u a tte rs . This con trad icts  the 
assum ption made by  several w riters on u rban  sq u a tte rs  in 
Kuala Lumpur, th a t sq u a tte rs  are all homogeneous, i .e .  
they  are all poor and as such are forced to squat (Chan 
Kok Eng e t. a l . ,  1977; Ishak Shaari, 1977; P irie , P. 1976; 
J u d d ,1976). The category of voluntary  sq u a tte rs  includes:



-  142 -

(1) Households where the combined household income 
exceeds $1,000/- a month and thus can afford to ren t 
accommodation in the private sector housing if they  so 
desire . There is no shortage of priva te  accommodation 
with a minimum monthly ren t of $300/-, if the 
advertisem ents in the new spapers, especially the 
Malay Mail, are anything to go b y . In fact some 
people in th is  category were in fact living in ren ted  
p riva te  accommodation before coming to Kampung 
Selamat.

(2) Four cases of elderly couples who, on retirem ent 
from government serv ice, decided to stay  in the 
kampung instead  of re tu rn in g  to th e ir  village of 
origin where they  have land and a house of the ir 
own. One of them ren ted  out the house he has in his 
native village for $70/- a month. They chose to stay  
in Kampung Selamat primarily in o rd er to be near 
th e ir  children who now live in Kuala Lumpur.

(3) The case of an elderly man and his wife 
mentioned earlier who came and had to a ttend  to their 
sick daugh ter and extended the ir s tay  and la ter was 
persuaded  to take a job and decided to stay  on. Like 
(2) he and his wife were induced to stay  by the 
desire to be with the ir ch ildren, four of whom are 
now in Kuala Lumpur, th ree  of whom are sq u a tte rs  in 
the Pantai area .

(4) Two households who have houses in housing 
e s ta te s , one in Kuala Lumpur, the o ther in Petaling 
Jaya. The former is one of the beneficiaries of the 
'sq u a tte r  u p g rad in g 1 programme, who was given the 
opportun ity  to buy a low-cost house which he did; 
b u t instead of stay ing  in it , he chose to live in the
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squatment and ren t out the  house for $250/- a month. 
The la tte r  bought a sing le-sto rey  te rrace  house in 
Petaling Jaya several years ago and , like the form er, 
re n ts  it ou t.

(5) Three cases of households who were offered 
public housing b u t rejected the offer.

V oluntary squatting  as found in Kampung Selamat is 
not confined to th is  squatm ent only, it is p revalen t 
elsewhere in Kuala Lumpur. The au thorities know of it; 
how ever, no attem pts have been made so fa r to determine 
the numbers of the vo lun tary  sq u a tte rs . The w rite r, 
however, found many such sq u a tte rs , especially in 
squatm ents on the o u tsk irts  of the c ity . Among those the 
w riter met are s ta ff of government departm ents and. 
m inistries, who include a high rank ing  civil servan t with 
super-scale pay above $3,000/- a month, businessm en as 
well as people holding low income jobs, such as factory 
w orkers, p e tty  tra d e rs , cooks and domestic h e lp s, bu t 
owning houses in some u rb an  housing e s ta te s . One 
sq u a tte r , in p articu la r, a cook working for a B ritish  
expatria te , owns th ree  s ing le-sto rey  te rrace  houses, and 
one sq u a tte r in Kampung Selamat, who left in 1979, owns 
five! The number of people in low -status jobs owning 
houses in the  u rban  housing esta tes is v ery  small, in the 
case of Kampung Selamat, only 2.2% of the  households or
0.4% of the village population. These people are usually 
very  discreet about such p roperties which they  have 
acquired at great expense and sacrifice and would not 
disclose them to su rveyors  or re search ers  unknown to 
them, especially, as usually  is the case, if they  come 
b riefly , spending only a few minutes at each door asking 
questions regard ing  th e ir  socio-economic background.
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The reasons for squatting  when they  can afford not 
to as in the case of 20% of the sq u atte rs  in Kampung 
Selamat are various. Perhaps the most important now is the 
opportunity  to be given preference in the allocation of 
accommodation -  fla ts , low-cost terrace  houses in the 'site 
and serv ices ' or 'sq u a tte r  u pgrad ing1 schemes, as the 
government has made it a policy to give p reference to 
sq u a tte rs , especially those affected by physical urban  
development. In addition, some developers, eager to begin 
construction w orks, sometimes pay sq u a tte rs  to move out. 
It is therefo re  considered a 'privilege' to be a sq u a tte r , 
bu t many people misuse th is  'p riv ilege '. For example, the 
sq u a tte r  in Kampung Selamat, the one who has been given 
a low-cost housing in Kampung Congo when the squatment 
where he lived was involved in u rban  development and who 
now re n ts  out his house in Kampung Congo, is of course 
hoping to and may get another public housing if Kampung 
Selamat is affected by  some physical u rban  development in 
fu tu re . And if he does, he will probably ren t out the fla t, 
or w hatever, and move again to yet another squatm ent and 
try  to do the same th ing  again. This so rt of abuse of the 
privilege given to the sq u atte rs  is found also elsewhere in 
Kuala Lum pur. The w riter met quite a few of such people 
who take advantage ot the system and some of them even 
boasted of th e ir  success in 'outsm arting ' the  City Hall. 
They saw nothing wrong in what they  were doing. One 
such perso n , in his late tw enties, whom the w riter met at 
the evacuation exercise in Kampung Katijah in Brickfields 
in January  1982 said, "Don't tell me what I'm doing is 
wrong. The politicians keep telling us to berdikari (s tand  
on one's own feet, i .e .  not to depend on the governm ent) 
and to improve our economic conditions. I'm doing just 
th a t, in the way I know how ." And pointing to a high 
rank ing  politician from the ru ling  p a r ty , who came to 
"supervise" the evacuation exercise, the young man said,
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"See tha t man? What was he before? Now he is stinking  
rich and everybody knows th a t . How do you th ink he 
acquired h is wealth? I am learning from people like him 
how to berdikari. If the  authorities are s tup id  enough to 
allow themselves to be outsm arted by  people like me, then  
they deserve to be cheated!"

The voluntary  sq u a tte rs , as well as the re s t of the 
sq u a tte r population in Kampung Selamat also recognise the 
various advantages th a t can be gained from squatting  and 
these advantages can be classified as economic and 
socio-cultural.

One im portant economic advantage of squatting  in 
Kampung Selamat is its  close proximity to places of 
employment. The sq u a tte rs  work in places within a radius 
of about two to seven miles from the squatm ent and in only 
two cases do they  work in places about ten  miles away. 
This means th a t tra n sp o rt costs are not very  heavy and 
o ther savings can be made by  coming home for lunch .

N ext, sq u a tte r  housing is cheap, especially if the 
squatte r owns the house he lives in . The most difficult 
problem is how to raise  the initial capital outlay to buy a 
squatte r house o r , if none is available, to build one. But 
once he has got h is h o u se , the sq u a tte r  can live very  
cheaply indeed . Before 1979, a sq u a tte r house could be 
bought for between $650/- and $1,500/-; now, if one is 
available at all, a sq u a tte r  house may cost between 
$1,500/- and $3,500/-. This is , neverthe less , considerably 
cheaper compared to n o n -sq u a tte r houses in the p riva te  or 
public sec to r. The cheapest house in the public sector 
costs at least $45,000/- and in the p riva te  sec to r, as 
shown in C hapter II , a t least $80,000/-, i .e .  tw enty times 
more expensive than  the  sq u a tte r house; tile la t te r ,  of
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course , a t th a t p rice , is a far superior house in every  
way compared to the  sq u a tte r  house. But the point is most 
sq u a tte rs  cannot afford tha t kind of money. If, on the 
o th er h an d , a sq u a tte r  wants to build h is own house, th is  
will work out even cheaper in the long ru n  and he can 
begin  with the v ery  minimal s tru c tu re  th a t he can afford . 
In fac t, as explained earlier in. th is  ch ap ter, th is is what 
most of them have done: initially they  build just a small 
h u t consisting  mainly of living q u arte rs  and k itchen , and 
then  as time goes on and as their financial position 
im proves, they  improve it by building additional rooms, 
e tc .

Once a sq u a tte r  has a house of his own in the 
squatm ent he is assu red  of the cheapest means of living in 
the capital c ity . He can live in it practically free , for as 
long as he likes u n less , of course, he gets evicted; he 
does not have to w orry about ra tes  or quit ren ts  like the 
re s t of the  u rb an  house ow ners. T hus, by  living in a 
squatm ent a sq u a tte r  can make substantial savings in 
expend itu re  and maybe make some ex tra  money as 
illu s tra ted  by  the  case of household N o.24.

The head of th is  household, who is a bachelor, was 
stay ing  in a ren ted  accommodation in Jalan Pantai B aru , 
paying $300/- a month before taking up residence in 
Kampung Selamat in 1979. He bought over a house in the 
village from his cousin who was leaving the squatm ent 
because he had bought a house in a public housing esta te  
in C heras. He paid h is cousin $1,500/- for the house, 
using  all h is life sav in g s . Since then  he has not paid 
any th ing  on accommodation. And he has been saving on 
w ater bills as w ater is supplied free by the au thorities to 
the  sq u a tte rs  in the squatm ent. In addition to all these  
sav ings, he has been making ex tra  money by taking in two
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lodgers who pay him a total of $100/- a month.

Not all ow ner-occupiers in Kampung Selamat are able 
to take in lodgers and profit from squatting . All the same, 
like the owner of house No. 24, all the sq u a tte r  
ow ner-oecupiers do save a lot on accommodation and water 
b ills. Some are also able to augment th e ir wage income by 
using w hatever available ground space in the squatm ent
for home gardening and fowl rea rin g . Almost 60% of the 
households keep a small plot planted with various types of 
vegetables and fru it tre e s , such as kacang pan fang, 
kacang belimbing, chillies, lemon g ra ss , maize,
sugar-can e , bananas, s ta r  f ru it ,  rambutan, papaya, e tc . 
In eighty  of the households studied fowls are kep t and in 
one of them even goats, ten goats.

T h u s , for the ow ner-occupier in the squatm ent, 
squatting  is not only a cheap way to live in the capital
city  and to save expenditure b u t also a way of making
some ex tra  money. In addition, owning a house is a s ta tu s  
symbol ap art from the sense of security  th a t it p rov ides. 
He has h is free accommodation, something th a t is denied 
o ther paying tenan ts  and house owners.

S quatter ten an ts , too, enjoy certain  economic 
advantages by  staying  in the squatm ent. House ren ts  in 
Kampung Selamat are definitely much cheaper than  
elsewhere in Kuala Lumpur. Rents in the squatm ent range 
from $30/- to $75/- a month, depending on the size and 
general condition of the house, facilities provided and its  
location in relation to the road and communal ta p s . Houses 
which are let for $30/- a month usually  consist of only a 
room and a k itchen  and those let at $75/- a month have 
th ree  spacious rooms and a bathroom and have electricity  
supply . Such low ren ts  are not available anyw here in
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n o n -sq u a tte r a reas. A room in the p riva te  housing sector 
can cost as high as $100/- to ren t p e r month and the 
cheapest dwelling u n it, i .e .  the sing le-sto rey  te rrace  
house, as alluded to in C hapter II, would cost between 
$200/- and $250/- a month in re n t.  T hus, by  electing to 
stay  in the squatm ent, sq u a tte rs  do save substantially  on 
re n ts . At least th ree  of the tenan ts in Kampung Selamat 
choose to stay  in the squatm ent not because they  cannot 
find accommodation elsewhere b u t simply in o rder to avoid 
high re n ts  outside. They were living in ren ted  p riva te  
accommodations before coming to the squatm ent.

Like the ow ner-occupiers, sq u a tte r  ten an ts , too, are 
involved in home gardening and in keeping fowls to 
supplement th e ir  income. To these ten an ts , these are some 
of the fringe benefits to be derived from ren tin g  
accommodation in the squatm ent. In o ther w ords, th ey  are 
free  from ru les and regu la tions, unlike the 'legal1 
residentia l areas.

A nother important aspect of squatting  v ery  frequently  
emphasized by  the residen ts  of Kampung Selamat is its  
socio-cultural advantages. Most of them say th a t they  want 
to be able to ca rry  on th e ir  religious and custom ary 
practices and to them the squatm ent provides the 
necessary  conditions and environm ents for them to do so. 
Like in the traditional Malay kam pung, the population of 
Kampung Selamat is en tire ly  Malay. They are all Muslims 
and share certain  common customs or adat and th e ir  life 
revolves round the surau (p ray er house) and to some 
ex ten t the dewan (community h a ll) , and the sq u a tte r  
environm ents resemble almost in all re sp e c ts , except size, 
those of the traditional Malay kam pung. In such a se ttin g , 
the sq u a tte rs  say they  can ca rry  out th e ir  religious and 
custom ary practices as they  have been doing in the ru ra l
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a re a s , some of which emphasize communal partic ipa tion . 
T hus, in the squatm ent, religious classes for children are 
conducted at the squatment surau or occasionally at the 
house of the squatm ent ustaz o r guru ugama (religious^ 
teacher) and usually in a g ro u p . There are o ther religious 
r ite s  which are perform ed communally, such as the Friday 
congregational p ray e rs  and the Hari Raya (Muslim 
festival) p ra y e rs ; even the five daily p ra y e rs , Muslims are 
encouraged to perform  in groups whenever possible. Such 
religious p ractices and some o th e rs , the sq u a tte r  point 
o u t, can be carried  out much more easily and effectively in 
the  squatm ent where the en tire  community is Muslim, 
unlike in most u rb an  housing esta tes where the residen ts 
a re  racially and culturally  mixed. The sq u a tte rs  also point 
out th a t th ere  & number of Malay kenduri ( fe a s ts ) , to 
celebrate religious occasions and perform rites de passage 
and these kenduris requ ire  ample ground space since they  
involve communal cooking and eating and these have to be 
done outside the house under makeshift s tru c tu re s  or 
te n ts . Although in some cases the houses in the squatment 
are  quite close to g e th er, there  are always open spaces 
available in between most houses which, the sq u a tte rs  say , 
can be u sed  for the ten ts  or tem porary sheds; w hereas, in 
the  normal u rban  housing e s ta te s , such open spaces are 
d ifficult, if not impossible, to find.

The squatm ent, too, provides space for children to 
p lay ; some houses may be only a few feet ap a rt, b u t there  
is always space for children to play . And th is , it seems, 
is something th a t mothers appreciate since they  can keep 
an eye on the children while doing th e ir  housew ork. In a 
sense it is an ideal situation: children are  not confined 
indoors all the time as they  would be in a f la t, and yet 
when they  want to play outside they  are  not forced to 
wander too fa r away from the house . Even the haphazard 
way the houses are arranged  seems to be an advantage for
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i t ,  according to some housewives, perm its close in tercourse 
between neighbours. Residents of one household are  able- 
to converse with those in the next house without even 
leaving th e ir house and some houses are built at such an 
angle to each o ther th a t one neighbour can sit or s tand  by  
h e r  window talking to another sitting  on h e r  fron t s teps or 
k itchen  door.

It is clear therefore tha t squatting  has a number of 
advantages and to the sq u a tte r these advan tages, it 
seems, fa r outweigh the shortcomings th a t are  found in the 
squatm ent, such as lack of basic u rban  amenities as 
already explained. Many of the sq u a tte rs , especially 
women, are  not particu larly  concerned about the lack of 
modern am enities. They say they  are already used  to even 
worse conditions in the ir kam pungs of o rig ins. 80% of those 
interview ed consider th e ir living conditions in the 
squatm ent sa tisfacto ry , b e tte r  than  in th e ir  respective 
kam pungs of orig in . 90% of them sta te  th a t they  would 
ra th e r  go on living in Kampung Selamat than  be moved into 
public housing which, in most cases, means living in 
h ig h -rise  blocks of f la ts , although such public housing is 
usually  provided with all the basic u rban  am enities. This 
p reference for the  squatment to fla ts or o ther types of 
public housing is exemplified by the case of th ree  
households who were offered such accommodations bu t 
tu rn e d  them down.

Case 1. This involves a household headed by a 
deserted  w ife. Her house was one of those to be 
demolished in 1979 when p a r t of the area in the  
squatm ent was recovered by City Hall to make way 
for physical developments. Like the re s t  of those 
affected  by  the Government land recovery  programme, 
she was offered a house u n d er the ’Sites and 
Services' housing scheme, which she had  to buy from 
the authorities with mortgage provided at an in te re s t 
ra te  of only 5% p er annum. She rejected the offer and
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insisted  on staying pu t in the squatm ent. Her 
decision to stay  on is governed by a num ber of 
considerations: f irs tly , she does not want to d isrup t 
the p a tte rn  of h e r life and that of h e r ch ildren . 
Moving out of the squatment would mean th a t her 
work routine would be seriously affected as the 'Sites 
and Services' housing scheme is. located about ten 
miles away from where she works and public tran sp o rt 
in the area is not easily available. She may even have 
to leave h er job if she accepts the offer of the new 
house. Secondly, the thought of buying the house on 
mortgage worried h er a lot, for the fixed monthly 
repaym ent would not only take quite a large slice Qf 
of h e r wage packet bu t also would pu t h er into 
serious difficulties if she should become unemployed 
and lose h er regu lar income. Her job is a fte r  all on a 
contract basis and once the contract is over she is 
not su re  if it would be renewed or if she would be 
able to get another job.

Case 2. This involves a squatte r who also had the 
opportun ity  to buy a house in the  Government 
housing scheme. In his case, he bought the house on 
m ortgage, bu t a fte r living in it for a couple of 
m onths, he decided to leave and go back to the 
squatm ent, ren ting  his house out for $250/- a month. 
In th is  way he is able to make some money from the 
new house as he pays only $150/, in mortgage 
repaym ent every  month, while at the same time stay  
in a free accommodation in Kampung Selamat, for the 
house in the squatm ent belongs to h is fa th e r who 
resides in the  neighbouring squatm ent of Pantai Dalam 
who does not want to charge his son any re n ts .

Case 3. This involves a household who was offered a 
flat by  City Hall bu t rejected it in favour of the 
squatm ent. He th inks the two-bedroom flat offered 
was too small for h is family of eight and very  
inconvenient since it was on the top floor of the 
block. He has , it seems, heard  about the  problems of 
water shortage and frequent lift breakdow ns in some 
h ig h -rise  blocks of fla ts in Kuala Lum pur. And above 
all, he seems pu t off by stories th a t go round Kuala 
Lumpur about some people who have died in h igh -rise  
block of fla ts who could not be brought down because 
either the lifts  were not working or the staircase was 
too narrow , so much so that the corpses had to be 
held u p rig h t, as a resu lt of which a new term , it 
seems, was coined "mati tegak" (lit. dying u p r ig h t) , 
while b ring ing  them down. For all these reasons, he 
decided to tu rn  down the flat and chose the 
squatm ent instead .



Squatting therefore has several economic and 
socio-cultural advantages. For a few, the  economic reason 
is the most im portant. Such people buy or build  sq u a tte r 
houses not only to live in bu t to ren t out as well. As a 
re su lt in Kampung Selamat today , as in o ther squatm ents 
in Kuala Lumpur, as alluded to in C hapter II, th e re  are  
several categories of sq u a tte rs , depending on th e ir  relation 
to the house they  occupy. F irs t, th e re  are  the sq u a tte rs  
who own the house in which they  live, i .e .  they  are
ow ner-occupiers. Some of the ow ner-occupiers may have 
ex tra  houses which they  ren t o u t, giving rise  to the 
second category of sq u a tte rs , i .e .  the 
ow ner-occupier-cum -landlords. Their ten an ts  form the 
th ird  category , i .e .  te n a n t-sq u a tte rs . In addition, th e re  
are also a small number of absentee-landlords who are  not
de facto sq u a tte rs  bu t may be reg ard ed  as sq u a tte rs
because they  derive income from owning p ro p erties  in the 
squatm ent.

Of the total number of households in the squatm ent, 
75 of them are ow ner-occupiers; the re s t  are 
te n a n t-sq u a tte rs . Only 30 of the 75 ow ner-occupiers have 
built th e ir own houses them selves; the re s t have bought 
th e ir  houses from the previous sq u a tte rs . It is of course 
cheaper to build your own house -  now and then  -  than  to 
buy ready-m ade house from someone else and of course the 
costs of building or buying a house have gone up
considerably over the y ea rs . In 1967, it cost the ten  
pioneer sq u a tte rs  only about $300/- each to build th e ir  
own house, though as time went by  more and more money 
was spent on its  improvement. In the seven ties, it cost a 
sq u a tte r $1,500/- in materials alone. Towards the end of 
the seven ties, it cost a squ a tte r approximately $5,000/- to 
have his house reb u ilt. It is not possible to obtain the

t ■

exact figure of the cost of building or rebuild ing  since the
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sq u a tte rs  never keep records of money spent on th e ir  
houses and they  never take into account labour c o s ts . 
Those who build th e ir  own houses do not pu t monetory 
value on those employed in the  construction and erection of 
the  houses. A house is usually  built on a do-it-yourself 
basis or on a gotong-royong o r communal-help basis; in 
e ither case, the labour expended is considered free .

Buying a house is a much more expensive affair and 
the actual price paid depends on a num ber of fa c to rs , 
such as the condition of the house, the materials u sed , 
e tc . Some of the sq u a tte rs  who bought th e ir houses before 
1975 claim th a t they  paid between $600/- and $1,500/- for 
th e ir  h o u se . The increase in house price is not due to 
inflation alone, it is also p a rtly  due to restric tions imposed 
by  City Hall on sq u a tte r  expansion which means, in theory  
at leas t, th a t the num ber of sq u a tte r houses available in 
the Federal T errito ry  remains constan t. While curb ing  the 
expansion of squatm ent s which creates an artificial 
shortage of sq u a tte r houses, the government at the same 
time, as alluded to ea rlie r, have announced a policy of 
giving p rio rity  to sq u a tte rs  when allocating 
governm ent-built houses or flats or alternative s ites , which 
encourages people to th ink  th a t the su res t way of getting  
a government house or flat or a housing site is by  
becoming a sq u a tte r . This has inevitably led to a g rea te r 
demand for sq u a tte r  houses which in tu rn  fuels the 
upw ard spiral of sq u a tte r  house price.

The sq u a tte r land lords, residen t in Kampung Selamat 
or no t, are mostly the  pioneer sq u a tte rs  of the  squatm ent. 
In the absence of s tr ic t laws against squatting  in the 
sixties and early  sev en tie s , many sq u a tte rs  built ex tra  
houses to ren t out for ex tra  income. Many of those with 
ex tra  houses have sold th e ir  houses to the ir tenan ts in the
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last two y ea rs , partly  out fear of the consequences of the 
tougher measures and actions taken by  City Hall in 
controlling squatting  since 1978, and partly  in o rd er to 
avoid possible losses in the event tha t the  land is 
reclaimed by the au thorities, for in such cases 
compensations are paid to the occupants of the  sq u a tte r 
houses and not the ow ners. Some sq u a tte r landlords have 
sold th e ir  ex tra  house or houses simply in o rder to raise 
money to improve the houses in which they  live. Some 
residen t landlords, however, continue to defy the 
au thorities and keep th e ir  h o u ses , including those they 
ren t ou t.

The number of landlords is now reduced to only six 
residen t and four absentee landlords. One of the residen t 
landlords own five houses, four of which are ren ted  out; 
the re s t  own only two each, occupying one and le tting  the 
o th e r. Of the absentee landlords, two were previously 
resid en ts  of Kampung Selamat; when they  moved out they 
decided to ren t th e ir  houses out instead of selling them. 
As for the o ther two, it is believed tha t they  have never 
been sq u a tte rs  in the squatm ent; they  bought houses in 
the squatm ent, it seems, in order to earn  some ex tra  
income.

The sq u a tte r  tenan ts are the transien t population of 
the squatm ent; they  move in and out of the squatm ent with 
some rap id ity ; they  reg ard  the ir stay  in Kampung Selamat 
as tem porary , biding time for an opportunity  to buy a 
house in the squatment e ither from th e ir landlord or 
someone else . The w rite r's  investigation reveals tha t on 
the whole ten an ts  have lived in Kampung Selamat between 
six months and two y ea rs .
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CHAPTER IV

THE SQUATTER COMMUNITY:
ITS ECONOMY AND SOCIAL NETWORK

C hapter II explained in broad terms the h isto ry  of 
sq u a ttin g  in Malaya with special reference to the 
development of sq u a tte r  settlem ents in the capital city  of 
Kuala Lum pur. C hapter III examined closely the formation 
and development of one such settlem ent, i .e .  a Malay 
sq u a tte r  settlem ent of Kampung Selamat and traced  the 
sq u a tte rs ' early  in troduction to political organization and 
politicians in the u rb an  context in th e ir attempt to re s is t 
eviction. This chap ter focuses on the life of the sq u a tte rs  
as it was at the time of fieldw ork, i .e .  between 1980 and 
1983, and analyses th e ir  socio-economic organization -  the 
sq u a tte r  community, its  economy and social network -  and 
estab lishes and explains the sq u a tte rs ' need to associate 
them selves closely with a political p a rty  in power.

4.1 The S quatter Community

In Kampung Selamat as well as in any o ther Malay 
squatm ent th a t the  w riter v isited , there  is a considerable 
amount of in tegration  among the sq u a tte r population. 
Individualism is practically  unknown and the in terest of 
the  community almost always takes precedence over tha t of 
the individuals. There is an overwhelming need to conform 
or in th e ir  local vernacu lar to be macam orang lain ( lit. to 
be like o ther people), and not to relate to the re s t of the 
community and get involved is considered bad and frowned 
upon. Such people are described as macam kera sumbang 
( lit. misfit monkey) which, in th is little kam pung, is
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clearly an undesirable s ta te . To the sq u a tte rs  what is of 
paramount importance is tha t they should hidup 
bermasyarakat ( lit. live as a community) and such ’living' 
is underlined by  tolong menolong ( lit. helping one another) 
and bersatu  ( lit. to u n ite , to have u n ity ).

The sq u a tte rs  live in a closely kn it and cohesive 
community. The informal method of rec ru itin g  new 
res id en ts , i .e .  the kin and friend-m ediated p rocedures, 
en su res  th a t only people who are to lerant of and  care for 
each o ther reside in the kampung. The population is 
re lated  by ties of k insh ip , affinity and friendsh ip  and that 
the relationship between them is very  close is manifested 
in the term s of personal address and reference used  among 
them . Kinship terminology is used to re fe r  to or address 
o ther people in the kam pung. The elderly are always 
add ressed  by the young as tok , short for datok (in the 
case of males), rtenek or wan, short for uwan (in the case 
of fem ales), which are terms used for 'g ran d fa th e r ' and 
'g randm other'. Those who are p aren ts  and relatively 
younger than  the 'toks ' and 'w ans', are called pak, short 
for bapak (fa th er) and mak, short for emak (m other). 
Children address  o thers older than them selves as abang 
(e lder b ro th e r) or kakak (elder s is te r ) , sometimes adding 
the names of the persons addressed  a fte r the teknonym. 
The younger ones are addressed  as adik (younger b ro ther 
or s is te r)  or simply called by the ir respective names. Such 
forms of personal ad d ress , which are in fact terms used 
within a family u n it, are extended to the whole community. 
This p ractice , apart from reflecting the  general polite 
tendencies noticeable among ru ra l Malays, also show that 
the sq u a tte rs  tend  to reg a rd  themselves as members of one 
big family, despite the fact that not all of them are related 
to one another by  ties of k inship . That such p a tte rn s  of 
personal reference and address are not used  to o th ers,
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such as residen ts  of the next sq u a tte r kam pung, v isito rs 
or new residen ts  who have just a rriv ed , seem to prove the 
point fu r th e r . O utsiders are addressed  as cik, sho rt for 
encik (M r., Miss or Mrs) followed by  th e ir  names and in 
the case of people known to them as of a high s ta tu s  or 
holding a high office, the term tuan (S ir , M r.) is u sed  in 
the case of males and cik puan (Madam, Mrs) in the case 
of females.

There is a sense of belonging to a single g roup . V ery 
often the people re fe r  to themselves as kita, orang 
kampung ini (we, the people of th is  village) as opposed to 
orang lain (o ther people). They do not see them selves as 
just any sq u a tte rs , bu t sq u a tte rs  of Kampung Selamat. 
They relate to the outside world, especially with the u rb an  
au tho rities , as a group. This group has a leader chosen 
from among themselves and it has a power s tru c tu re  
which, as will be seen in a la te r ch ap te r, is based on the 
local political p a rty  branch  and which is responsible for 
organizing community functions, regu lating  in terna l o rd er 
and ex ternal relations with the various governm ent 
agencies in the capital. In fact th is community can be 
described as relatively well-organized, comparable to such 
sq u a tte rs  in o ther T hird  World countries as those studied  
by  Mangin (P e ru ) , Safa, H .I . (Puerto  Rico), Perlm an, J . 
(Rio de -Jeneiro), Laquian and Feldman (th e  Philippines) 
Ross (K enya), Lomnitz (Venezuela), Lloyd, P . (P e ru ) , to 
mention only a few.

At the sub-community level one finds the sq u a tte rs  
dividing themselves into informal g roups. Such divisions, 
which can pose a th rea t to community solidarity , are  based  
on such factors as sub-ethnic identity  and common sta te  or 
d istric t of orig in . The sq u a tte rs  arrived  in Kuala Lumpur 
from various sta tes in Malaya;1 in each of these s ta tes  the
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Malays have th e ir own dialects and local customs which are 
exp ressed  in th e ir  style of d ressing , cooking rec ipes, e tc . 
People from each d istric t or sta te  show preference for each 
o th e r 's  company and try  as fa r as possible to have th e ir 
houses close to one ano ther. In the same way, Malays of 
different sub-ethn ic  categories, too, tend  to congregate 
among them selves. Malays who consider them selves Melayu 
betul (real Malays) d ifferentiate them selves from those of 
o ther descent such as the Javanese, Banjar or 
Minangkabau Malays. Each group has its  own laguage; 
while the Malay language used by the Melayu betul is not 
only mutually intelligible among those who come from 
d ifferent s ta te s , bu t it is also understood by  the 
Minangkabau Malays; bu t the Javanese language or the 
Banjarese is almost totally unintelligible to the o ther 
Malays. And the Javanese and Banjarese tend  to use the ir 
mother tongues when in each o th e r 's  company.

People from different s ta tes and sub-ethn ic  categories 
hold certain  stereo typed  views of each o th e r. For example, 
o thers  see the Javanese as industrious and hard-w ork ing , 
especially in manual work, and as prone to p ractising  
black magic (ilmu); the Banjarese are typecast as somewhat 
prim itive; the male people from Negeri Sembilan are
regarded  as female-dominated and those from Kelantan are 
considered good at business with the ir women inclined to 
's tea l' o ther women's husbands th rough  sexual seduction. 
Such stereo types are used and discarded entire ly  at their 
own convenience. When the sq u a tte rs  feel the  need for 
u n ity  for one reason or ano ther, they  dismiss them as
m yths, cakap orang (lit. what people sa y ), bu t in
circum stances where there  is conflict between persons from 
different s ta tes  or of sub-ethnic categories, some are
quick to use these s tereo types, i .e .  the negative ones, as 
a means of d iscrediting  th e ir  opponents.
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Their adherence to a common relig ion , Islam , from 
which they  derive many of the ir common cu ltu ra l practices 
as well as the  wide use of the Malay language clearly help 
to counteract these d iv isive  tendencies arising  out of 
differences in sub-ethnic categories or place of orig in . 
Within the family and among the ir kin and frien d s , they  
may see themselves as Javanese or Malays from P erak , 
e tc . ,  b u t outside such social boundaries, they  are  orang 
Melayu (Malays) and Muslims. They are Malays who have 
become sq u a tte rs  and who face continual ex ternal th re a t 
and as such consider it vitally important to d iscard  the ir 
in ternal d ifferences. They have to bersatu  (be united) as 
the sq u a tte rs  would say , for without un ity  they  see no 
way of meeting the external th rea t and keeping th e ir  land; 
they  would, as they  say , be doomed (jahanamlah kita).

(a) The S quatter Family and Household

Community solidarity , as explained above, can be 
seen as an extension of th a t which occurs at the level of 
the family and household. The family is the basic social 
u n it; family members usually live in the same house and as 
such a family and household unit are in most eases 
synonymous. Between the family and household members, 
there  is a g reat deal of cooperation.

The average size of the sq u a tte r household is 5.5 
p ersons, which is slightly lower than the average size of 
an u rb an  household in Malaysia, which is estim ated to be 
5.8 p erso n s. Less than  half of the total number of 
households, i .e .  45% of them, are of the nuclear ty p e , 
consisting of the husband , his wife and the ir ch ild ren . In 
six of the nuclear households, some young children of the 
family live elsew here. In one case, one son is a ttend ing  a



residential school in K elantan, in his f irs t year (1980) at 
one of the co un try 's  elite secondary schools. In the other 
five cases, the young children are staying with their 
g ran d p a ren ts , usually  the m others' p a re n ts , in the 
c o u n try sid e ,

29% of the total number of households are the 
extended family type in which the nuclear family is joined 
by  rela tives e ither of the husband or of the wife. These 
relatives are usually adults or youths who have come to 
seek jobs in Kuala Lumpur. In some cases, the  relatives 
are elderly  ladies, usually the wives' m others, who have 
been invited  to come and stay  in order to help mind the 
children and do light household chores, especially if the 
wives are  in full-time employment. The relatives could also 
be b ro th e rs , s is te rs  or cousins who are working th e ir  way 
th ro u g h  th e ir  up p er secondary education, college or 
u n iv ersity  and cannot afford to live elsew here.

About 8 or 10% of the total number of households 
consist of young unm arried people of the same sex who are 
often re la ted  to one ano ther. One of the joint-households 
comprises six female un iversity  s tu d en ts ; four of male 
factory  w orkers and the o ther th ree  of g irls  working in a 
factory  and an hotel.

The remaining 16% of the households consist of 
husband  and wife, one of single persons and two of a 
single p aren t family headed by the mother.

One very  noticeable feature of the  sq u a tte r 
households is the absence of people living outside 
m arriage. Consensual unions or ex tra-m arita l relations 
which seem to be widespread among the u rb an  poor of 
South America and Africa (Safa, 1974; Lewis, 1966; Lloyd,
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1980 & Ross, 1973) are unknown and unheard  of in 
Kampung Selamat o r , for tha t m atter, elsewhere in Malay 
squatm ents in the capital c ity . Such relationships are 
frowned upon as they  are sinful, against the teachings of 
th e ir  religion and any possibility of such a relationship 
developing is quickly preven ted  by ensu ring  th a t the 
people involved get married p roperly . Marriage is seen as 
the only p roper basis for a family life and m arriage, as far 
as can be ascertained , is stab le. Of all those who are 
m arried in the Kampung, only two (3%) have been 
d ivorced, which is a very  low ra te  of divorce compared to 
th a t for the re s t of the u rban  population which, in some 
cases, e .g .  Petaling Jaya, is estimated at 25% p e r annum 
(Aziah Kassim, 1982). The low divorce ra te  does not mean 
th a t th e ir  marriage is without acrimony; husbands and 
wives are known to have quarre lled , some freq u en tly , but 
friends and relatives always come to their rescue by 
helping them sort out their differences.

In most cases, wives are taken  from th e ir places of 
origin in the countryside, usually arranged  for by the 
family, or in case of individual’s choice, approved by  the 
family. This probably partia lly  explains why divorce is not 
so common fo r , as some elderly people in the squatm ent 
explain, the match-making in an arranged  marriage is not 
done lightly  bu t very  carefully tak ing  into consideration 
such factors as compatibility, suitability  and 
complimentarity as well as family genealogy and 
backgrounds. Once a marriage has taken place, the wife 
comes to live in the squatment and the husband 
immediately assumes the role of the household head with 
reponsibility  to support and provide for the family. The 
wife's economic contributions to the family are seen as 
secondary; she is expected to put h er household duties 
before h e r jo b , if she has one. Her place is in the  home
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and she is re fe rred  to by  h e r husband as orang rumah 
say a (the  person or woman of my house); to h e r , the 
husband  is h e r suami (h u sb a n d ), with au thority  over h e r 
and whom she cannot even call by name.

The average household consists of young people. The 
average age of household heads (in 1980) is 35 y ea rs . 
Only in seven households are the husbands and wives
e lderly , above 50 years  old. In most households there  are 
children of school age as well as younger ones. All 
children of school age are sent to the local State school 
where education is free though not compulsory. This 
largely  secular education is supplemented with religious 
education at the  Sekolah Ugama Rakyat (Peoples' Religious 
School) in the squatment outside normal school hours. 
'S tudy ing ' is seen as ch ild ren 's  main duty  and th is 
obsession with ch ild ren 's  education reflects the sq u a tte rs ' 
h igh  hopes and expectations and stem from th e ir belief 
th a t only th rough  education can upw ard mobility be
achieved. This belief is not unsubstan tia ted . Quite a 
num ber of 'sq u a tte r ' children have gone to college, found 
good jobs and moved out of the squatm ent, in two cases 
tak ing  th e ir  paren ts  with them.

When children grow up and s ta r t w ork, they  are 
expected , if th e ir  workplace is within distance, to continue 
to stay  with th e ir  p aren ts  until they get married and to 
con tribu te  to the household expenditure; they, are expected 
to continue th e ir  contributions even afte r they  have left 
home. The w riter found only one case in which th is 
expectation was not met, th a t of a working girl who left
home to stay  with friends in a ren ted  house in a
n o n -sq u a tte r  a rea . This made the mother extremely an g ry , 
so much so th a t each time they  meet, they  quarre l with 
the mother accusing h e r daughter of disloyalty and



-  163 -

and bring ing  shame on the  family and the daugh ter 
accusing h e r mother of selfishness. Such incidents a re , 
how ever, very  ra re  indeed. The members of a nuclear 
family in the squatment usually  try  th e ir  level best to 
abide by  the family code of conduct and ca rry  out their 
duties and obligations to the best of th e ir  ab ility . Keeping 
on good term s with one another -  between husband  and 
wife, p aren t and child and among siblings -  is viewed as 
extrem ely im portant fo r , to the sq u a tte rs , family members 
are th e ir  main source of help in times of need and c rises . 
And such times come quite often in the life of the 
sq u a tte rs , given th e ir  low income and job instab ility  and 
in secu rity , as will be seen in Section 4.2. With no State 
aid for the unemployed and minimal welfare assistance for 
the poor, the family is the only supportive mechanism th a t 
is available to the individuals. Family ties therefo re  are an 
insurance against fu tu re  m isfortunes and h ard sh ip s .

(b) Extra Household Ties

Many sq u a tte r households, as alluded to earlie r, are 
bound by  ties of kin and affinity as well as those of 
friendsh ip . F riends of a family occasionally become fictive 
k in , i .e .  saudara angkat (fo s te r siblings) or anak angkat 
(fo ster children) th rough  an informal process of 
incorporation. The process is simple and without much 
ceremony. What usually happens is , the friend  who wishes 
to be incorporated  into a particu la r family simply expresses 
his desire to the head of the family concerned or to his 
wife. In most cases they  would be only too glad and ready  
to accept, not only because of th e ir  close relationship b u t 
also because of the economic value and the p restige  to be 
gained b y  having saudara angkat or anak angkat. A family 
has to have certain  qualities for someone to wish or choose



-  164 -

to be incorporated into it.

Several households with real and fictive ties of kin 
and affinity and of friendship  in teract v ery  closely with 
each o ther and estab lish  mutual cooperation. Their 
relationships are multiplex: they  could be workmates on 
the factory floor, members of the local political p a r ty , the 
men may join the same religious groups for weekly rituals  
and the women could be classmates in the village domestic 
science or religious classes. Such re lationsh ips, for the 
average sq u a tte r , are the core of h is social netw orks in 
the capital c ity . Outside the boundary of Kampung 
Selamat, some sq u a tte rs  do have relatives b u t contact with 
them is often limited b y  geographical and social d istance . 
The constrain ts of time and money confine social 
interactions with relatives living elsewhere in the city to 
the  im peratives. A v isit is made when an u rb an  relative is 
ill, has an accident, is dead or when he holds a kenduri 
(feast) to celebrate a rite-de-passage  such as a wedding, 
b u t not o therw ise. A few who have b e tte r-o ff  re latives 
living in n on -squatte r a reas , such as the m iddle-class 
residential areas, sometimes choose not to v isit them for 
fear of b ringing  shame on them , unless of course it is 
absolutely necessary .

In addition to kin ties in the squatm ent, all sq u a tte rs  
have relatives in th e ir respective villages of o rig in , (see 
F igures 7, 8 & 9 for examples of sq u a tte rs ’ kin
netw orks) .The relationship with such kin is limited, too, 
by  geographical d istance. But in social term s, the 
sq u a tte rs  are by no means d istan t from them . L e tters  
through  the post keep them informed of each o th e r 's  sta te  
of affairs and some sq u a tte rs  send money regu larly  to 
th e ir  country  relatives and seek the la tte r  s ' help in tak ing

i*

care of the ir children by  sending the children to stay  in
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the  kampung in the co u n try . Visits are exchanged; the 
sq u a tte rs  re tu rn  to the countryside on such occasions as 
the religious festivals of Hari Raya which come twice a 
y ea r, during  school holidays and during  the fru it and 
h a rv est seasons; and the country  relatives reciprocate by 
staying  with the sq u a tte r relatives while looking for jobs 
or when they  come to see some im portant events or 
national celebrations which may take place in the capital.

While the sq u a tte rs  reg a rd  their link with the ir 
coun try  relatives as extrem ely im portant, they  are also 
aware tha t such ties assume little relevance to th e ir  day to 
day living in the squatm ent. Their relationships with kin 
in the  countryside serve long-term  objectives, while those 
with th e ir  neighbours, friends and kin in the  squatment 
serve both long and immediate-term needs. In the ir 
everyday life , it is th e ir social networks in the squatment 
th a t m atter; such netw orks are crucial to th e ir very  
su rv iv a l.

Mutual cooperation o r, in the ir local parlance, tolong 
menolong, is the essence of the relationship between 
c lose ly-in terrelated  households. There is a continuous and 
in tensive process of exchange among them which involves 
goods and serv ices, which has important socio-economic 
significance. Socially, it gives them a sense of security  
and makes life easier; economically, as will be explained in 
g rea te r detail in Section 4 .2 , it cushions some against 
destitu tion and helps o thers maintain a s tan d a rd  of living 
h ig h er than  th a t which their economic means would 
normally perm it.

Cooperation between a c lu ster of friends and kin 
takes various forms. Life's c rises , such as death , 
acciden ts, illness and b ir th , are some of the important
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occasions when the help of close friends and relatives is 
en listed . The case of household No. 88 provides an 
excellent illustration  of how such help is given. The wife, 
Minah, su ffered  from cancer of the b reast and had to be 
adm itted to the local hospital for a mastectomy on both 
b re a s ts  in 1981. This inevitably caused extreme hardsh ip  
to h e r  family, especially as there  was no one to mind the 
children when h e r husband went out to work and the 
husband  could not take time off work because they  could 
not afford the loss of income. What made m atters worse 
was th a t although the mastectomy was pronounced 
successfu l, it left Minah psychologically m aladjusted, almost 
deranged . Fortunately  for h e r ,  close friends rallied ro und , 
looked a fte r h e r ch ild ren , brought cooked ffood’' fo r* 7 the 
family and took tu rn s  to visit h e r during h e r one month's 
stay  in the hospital. The value of the assistance given was 
fully acknowledged and appreciated by Minah, who said on 
h e r re tu rn  from the hospital, "Without my friends in th is  
kam pung, I don 't know what would have happened. My 
children  could have starved  to death . I could have gone 
completely mad. I was so upset when my b reasts  were 
removed th a t I felt suicidal. But my friends came, almost 
daily; they  comforted and consoled me. Oh, they are such 
good people."

Minah's experience is not unique; such form of mutual 
help among close friends and relatives is common in the 
squatm ent. There is always the readiness to help in 
w hatever way they  can; monetary help is given if they  can 
afford i t , otherwise the help is in kind or se rv ice s . 
Sometimes, such cooperation and mutual help is not 
confined to times of c risis  only. In day to day living 
m anifestations of mutual help and cooperation abound. A 
man who ru n s  out of badly needed cash may get a 
tem porary loan from a neighbour. A woman who has to go
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out on some u rg en t e rran d s leaves h er children in the care 
of a friend  or re la tive , secure in the knowledge th a t the 
children will not only be taken good care of b u t also fed 
and sometimes washed. The mother will reciprocate at some 
fu tu re  date , not perhaps exactly in the same way, bu t in 
some form or o th e r, to a g rea te r or lesser degree . They 
a re , as a re su lt of the mutual help , indebted to each o ther 
or as they  describe it terhutang budi (debt of deeds) and 
such d eb ts , as explained in Chapter II, can never be fully 
repaid  which more or less compels the parties concerned to 
keep the mutual help and cooperation going almost 
indefin ite ly .

One area in which ties of kin and friends play a very  
significant role is in the distribution of w ater which is 
very  scarce in the squatm ent. Water, as already explained 
in C hapter III, is supplied to the kampung th rough  th ree  
communal stand-p ipes which the sq u atte rs  share with their 
neighbours, the sq u a tte rs  of Kampung Reserve K eretapi. 
With the ratio  of stand-p ipes to population being one to 
two h u n d red , it is indeed a constant s trugg le  to obtain 
water for daily u se . And the sq u a tte rs  use quite a lot of 
w ater; they  bathe at least twice a day, wash clothes 
practically  every  day and those who pray  need water for 
ablution five times a day. All th is  is in addition to their 
requirem ents for cooking. There is always a ru sh  and a 
queue for water at the stand-p ipes and housewives who 
are e n tru s te d  with the responsibility  for obtaining and 
sto ring  water utilize the ir social netw orks to get w ater.

The s tan d -p ip es, each with th ree  tap s , are connected 
to people's houses using  long stre tches of ru b b e r hoses; 
the hoses are  connected to the taps when water is needed 
and disconnected afte r u se . There is no fixed tim e-table or 
ro ta  for people who wish to draw- w ater from the
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from the  s tan d -p ip es; it is en tire ly  on the basis of f irs t 
come f irs t se rv ed . A man may wake up v ery  early  one 
morning and find a tap  free ; he fixes his hose to i t ,  fills 
the  storage tank  at his house asking his wife to see th a t it 
is p roperly  filled and at the same time asking his friend  or 
relative if she wants w ater n ex t. If she does, she then  
takes over the use of the  tap and afte r she has finished 
with i t ,  she passes on the  use of the tap to another friend  
or neighbour and so it goes on until everyone in the small 
circle of friends and relatives gets his or h e r tu rn .  As 
one house may take over two hours to have its  tank  or 
tanks filled, it is hard ly  su rp risin g  tha t it sometimes takes 
one whole day before everyone in the group gets his tu rn  
and only a fte r  th a t can someone outside the group get a 
chance to use the tap .

A woman who does not belong to any such group, for 
example a newcomer, is likely to encounter great difficulty 
in getting  into the  water queue. Sooner or la te r she will 
be compelled to align h erse lf and h er family with some 
group o r o ther in the social networks th a t operate in the 
kam pung and until th a t is done, she will find it almost 
impossible to get w ater u sing  the ru b b er hose. Under the 
p resen t unw ritten  code of practice regu lating  the use of 
the public s tan d -p ip es , only one option is open to h e r ,
i .e .  to fetch water using  buckets . She cannot remove a 
ru b b e r  hose tha t is connected to a tap and replace it with 
h e r own without the  perm ission of the owner and such 
perm ission, if sought, is most unlikely to be g ran ted . What 
she can do is to disconnect the hose brie fly  to fill h er 
buckets and then  replace i t .  Taking w ater in buckets is a 
te d io u s , cumbersome and time-consuming task  and it can 
be a te rrib le  bu rden  to a woman with a large family whose 
house is situated  some distance from the s tan d -p ip es . 
There is therefo re  a g reat need for h e r to establish
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in ter-household cooperation with her neighbours for th is  
reason , if not anything else.

O ther instances of cooperation between k in , affines 
and friends designed to help them cope with the  rigours of 
th e ir  life are too numerous to mention one by one. Such 
cooperation has important economic significance as the 
following section will illu stra te .

4.2 The S q u a tte rs ' Economy

In the  cu rren t lite ra tu re  on sq u a tte rs  in the 
developing coun tries, the sq u a tte r population is always 
identified as the worst of the u rban  poor. In some works, 
like th a t of Juppenla tz , M. (1970), attem pts are made to 
measure the ex ten t of such poverty  by looking, in his 
case, into the sq u a tte rs ' basic requirem ents for food and 
comparing the costs of buying such requirem ents with 
th e ir  income. O thers simply pu t forw ard as proof of 
poverty  the living conditions of the sq u a tte rs , the ir 
ramshackle h u ts  with th e ir meagre belongings and the 
un san ita ry  conditions within and around the h u ts , the 
congested living and many o ther observable negative 
a ttrib u te s  of the squatm ent. The general assumption is 
th a t sq u a tte rs  are poor. But are all of them poor all over 
the  world?

Poverty is not always easy to define as its  meaning 
varies in time and space. In the case of Malaysia, poverty  
is usually determ ined by comparison to the official poverty  
line which, in 1977, is an income of $275/- (Malaysian) per 
month for an u rban  household of five. And research ers  on 
u rb an  sq u a tte rs , such as Ishak Shaari (1979), have 
arrived  at the  conclusion that the Kuala Lumpur sq u atte rs
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are  indeed poor by using  th is  method.

Ishak Shaari's work, like the few o ther stud ies on 
u rb an  sq u a tte rs  in the capital, is based on random 
samplings in selected communities; there  is therefo re  some 
room for doubting the applicability of h is findings to 
o ther sq u a tte rs  not included in his su rv ey . The w rite r's  
p resen t work, as will be explained, shows th a t although 
th ere  is some germ of t ru th  in Ishak Shaari's  conclusion, 
it is not en tire ly  correct to assume th a t everyone who 
resides in a squatment in Kuala Lumpur is poor. In 
C hapter Ilf. it is stated  tha t there  is p lenty  of evidence to 
show th a t some of the sq u a tte rs  are really quite well-off if 
not exactly rich . There are variations in income between 
sq u a tte rs  of d ifferent localities, between sq u a tte rs  of 
d ifferen t ethnic squatm ents, just as there  are variations in 
the incomes of sq u a tte rs  within a single community. This 
last and the extent of the variations can be clearly  seen in 
the  case of Kampung Selamat.

For the people of th is  kam pung, the sources of th e ir  
income lie outside the boundary of the squatm ent. They 
are dependent on the u rban  occupational s tru c tu re  for 
th e ir  living and the ir main income is derived largely  from 
paid employment. Their economy is a cash economy and 
they  requ ire  cash to live even if they  were to live on the 
b a re s t minimum. And a minimum standard  of living is not 
exactly what they  have come to the capital fo r; they  
expect something considerably b e tte r  and to achieve such 
an objective the sq u a tte rs  generally show a rem arkable 
keenness and willingness to work.

Almost every  man and every  teenage boy no longer at 
school is in some form of paid employment; so are  the  
women, at least those who are not tied down by  household
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chores. Only one out of the 88 household heads is 
unemployed; and among the 115 adult female population in 
the  kam pung, 57% have some kind of employment and 
reg u la r income. High level of employment may be a ttrib u ted  
to a num ber of fac to rs , the  most significant of which are 
th e ir  s trong  desire to work, "induced by  lack of financial 
assistance from the State for the unemployed and
inadequate aid for the poor, th e ir work eth ics and the 
availability of paid jobs in the capital. An ad u lt, especially 
a male a d u lt , is expected to work and b rin g  home an 
income for the family and an adult who is without work is
deemed to lack se lf-respect and therefo re  looked down
upon and pitied and an adult who has se lf-respect bu t 
cannot find a job often feels ashamed of himself and 
su ffers  a sense of inadequacy. This notion th a t work and 
money is so vitally im portant is all too often reflected  in 
th e ir  social in teractions -  in conversations among 
grow n-ups, in the socialization of the ch ild ren , for
example. Adults gossiping with each o ther are frequently  
h eard  saying , "Hai, hidup di bandar 1ni, bergerak saja 
nak pakai duit. Tak ada kerja nak jadi apa?11 ("A h, th is  
u rb an  life, one has to pay for every  move th a t one makes. 
What would happen if one had no job?"). T hus, children 
are constantly  reminded of the  need to work h a rd  and get 
good grades in school so th a t they  can get well-paid jobs 
or make a lot of money when they  leave school. Such 
expressions as "who will want you if you have no job and 
no money?", "it doesn 't m atter if he is not so 
good-looking, as long as he has a good job and money", 
are so frequen tly  used by  adu lts th a t children repeat and 
use them in th e ir  p lay-acting  among th e ir peer g roups.

(a) Income and Occupation
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Jobs and income are therefore of paramount 
importance to the sq u a tte rs  and the jobs which are most 
sought a fter are those with regu lar pay because it means a 
reg u lar income. To earn  a living th rough  wages or salary , 
i .e .  makan gaji or bergaji is something p restig ious and of 
all jobs the best is white-collar job; self-employment is not 
v ery  highly favoured, it is demeaning and someone who is 
self-employed is often described as tak kerja (unemployed 
or without a job). In view of th is a ttitude towards 
self-employment it is hard ly  su rp rising  th a t it is seen as a 
job of last re so rt; only 8.9% of the working population of 
the  squatm ent are self-employed, the re s t are  in regu lar 
paid-employment in the  p rivate  sector (57.3%) and in the 
public sector (33.8%).

Over 90% of those employed are engaged in jobs 
officially categorised as the ’industrial and manual g roup1, 
which are at the lowest end of the u rb an  occupational
h ierarchy  (see Table 5, 6 & 7). They work largely  as 
lab o u rers , d riv e rs , security  gu ard s, machine operators in 
fac to rie s , cooks, g a rd e n e rs , washerwomen and such like 
and only a very  small minority are engaged in 
adm inistrative jobs, most of which are in the clerical
serv ice. Their concentration in low-level jobs and 
occupations are due prim arily to the ir lack of skills and 
low level of education. The squatte rs  are a fte r all recent 
immigrants from the ru ra l areas and for most of them their 
f irs t introduction to non-agricu ltu ral work takes place only 
when th ey  arrive  in the capital city .

Initially , most of the squ a tte rs  did not possess any 
kind of skill appropriate  for u rban  jobs which in Kuala
Lumpur means working in the m anufacturing, construction
and service in d u strie s , in trade  and commerce as well as 
in the  public sector. Only two of the household heads had
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TABLE 5
MAIN OCCUPATIONS OF ALL WORKING ADULTS BY EMPLOYER

E m ployer
T o t a lUULU^aLlUll .............

G overn m en t/ 
S e m i- g o v t .

P r iv a t e
S e c to r

S e l f -
E m ployed

T r a f f i c  w arden 2 2
D r a u g h tsm a n /T r a c e r 2 - - 2
C le r k 12 7 - 19
P r o d u c t io n  o p e r a to r - 35 - 35
T e le p h o n e  o p e r a t o r 1 1 - 2
D r iv e r 2 14 - 16
P e n s io n e r 2 - - 2
L a b o u r e r /S w e e p e r 12 17 - 29
P e t t y  T ra d er - - 10 10
H o s p i t a l  a t t e n d a n t 1 - - 1
Cook 5 - 5
D o m e s t ic  h e lp /w a sh erw o m a n  
R e lig io u s /H o m e  S c ie n c e

6 — 6

t e a c h e r 4 - - 4
S e c u r i t y  g u a r d s - 13 - 13
W a ite r - 2 - 2
P r i n t e r 1 - - 1
L ib r a r y  a s s i s t a n t 1 - - 1
L a b o r a to r y  a s s i s t a n t 1 - - 1
Forem an 2 -  - 2
G ard en er 1 - - 1
M ach in e o p e r a t o r 1 - - 1
S a lesm a n - 1 - 1
B a rb er - - 1 1
M otor m e c h a n ic s - - 1 '1
Car p a rk  a t t e n d a n t - - 1 1
L a n d la d y - - 1 1
Chambermaid
A s s t ,  p u b l i c  r e l a t i o n s

3 3

o f f i c e r 1 - - 1 .
F o r e s t  s u p e r v i s o r 2 - - 2
Bus c o n d u c to r - 1 1 2
O f f i c e  b o y  
C o l l e g e / u n i v e r s i t y

1 1

s t u d e n t 9
"

9

T o t a l 60 103 15 178



TABLE 6
MAIN OCCUPATIONS OF ALL WORKING ADULTS BY SEX

O c c u p a tio n N o. o f  
M ales

N o . o f  
F em a les ■ T dtal

T r a f f i c  w arden 2 2
D raughtsm an 2 - 2
C le r k 10 9 19
P r o d u c t io n  o p e r a t o r 18 17 35
T e le p h o n e  o p e r a t o r 1 1 1
D r iv e r 16 - 16
P e n s io n e r 2 - 2
L a b o u r e r /S w e e p e r 26 3 29
P e t t y  t r a d e r 3 7 10
H o s p i t a l  a t t e n d a n t 1 - 1
Cook - 4 4
D o m e stic  h e lp /w a sh erw o m a n - 6 6
R e lig io u s /H o m e  s c i e n c e  

t e a c h e r 4 4
S e c u r i t y  g u a r d s 13 - 13
P r in t e r 1 - 1
L ib r a r y  a s s i s t a n t 1 - 1
L a b o r a to r y  a s s i s t a n t 1 - 1
Forem an 2 - 2
G ard en er 1 - 1
M achine o p e r a t o r - 1 1
S a lesm a n 1 - 1
B arb er 1 - 1
M otor m e c h a n ic s 1 - 1
L a n d la d y - 2 2
Chambermaid - 3 3
A s s t ,  p u b l i c  r e l a t i o n s  

o f f i c e r 1 _ 1
F o r e s t  s u p e r v i s o r 2 - 2
Bus c o n d u c to r 1 - 1
O f f i c e  b o y 1 - 1
U n i v e r s i t y / c o l l e g e  s t u d e n t 3 6 9
W a ite r 2 - 2
Car a t t e n d a n t 1 1

T o t a l 115 6 3 178
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TABLE 7
MAIN OCCUPATIONS OF HOUSEHOLD HEADS

O c c u p a tio n
E m ployer

T o ta l
G overnm ent/  
S e m i- g o v t .

P r iv a t e
S e c to r

S e l f -
E m ployed

C le r k 2 5 _ 7
L ib r a r y  a s s i s t a n t 1 - - 1
T r a c e r 1 - - 1
P r in t e r 1 - - 1
A s s t ,  p u b l i c  r e l a t i o n s  

o f f i c e r 1 1
T r a f f i c  w arden 2 - - 2
T e le p h o n e  o p e r a t o r 1 - - 1
F o r e s t  s u p e r v i s o r 2 - - 2
P e n s io n e r 2 - - 2
L a b o r a to r y  a s s i s t a n t 1 - - 1
L a b o u r e r /S w e e p e r - 20 - 20
D r iv e r 2 11 - 13
S e c u r i t y  g u a rd  * - 10 - 10
Forem an - 2 - 2
H o s p i t a l  a t t e n d a n t 1 - - 1
Chambermaid - 1 - 1
Bus c o n d u c to r - 1 - 1
G ard en er 1 - - 1
Cook 1 - - 1
M achine o p e r a t o r - 1 - 1
P r o d u c t io n  o p e r a to r - 6 - 6
P e t t y  t r a d e r - - 5 5
M otor m e c h a n ic s - - 1 1
B arb er - - 1 1
Car a t t e n d a n t - - 1 1
L a n d la d y - - 1 1
U n i v e r s i t y  s tu d e n t 1 - 1
U nem ployed

"

““ 1

T o t a l 20 58 10 88
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some kind of skill when they  firs t arrived  in the c i ty ; 
they  were tra ined  as motor mechanics at a youth tra in ing  
cen tre  to which they  were sent a fte r failing th e ir  
th ird -y e a r  secondary school examinations. The re s t had 
only elem entary and secondary school qualifications. Table 
10 shows tha t out of the total adult population in Kampung 
Selamat, 57.9% have never received secondary education, 
with 3.6% never having been to school at all. Of those who 
went to secondary schools, only 25.4% passed the Fifth 
Form secondary school examinations, the minimum 
qualification requ ired  to gain e n try  into the clerical 
service; 6.4% proceeded to the Sixth Form secondary 
education and out of th is num ber, one went for a one-year 
course at a Belgian u n iv ersity , the re s t went to the local 
un iversity  and , at the time of the fieldwork, were still 
study ing  in the medical faculty . It m ust, how ever, be 
pointed out th a t these six medical s tuden ts  were not 
sq u a tte rs  in the tru e  sense of the word; they  were only 
tenan ts  living in the kampung only for the duration of the 
course or until they  found b e tte r  and more suitable 
accommodation.

Some sq u a tte rs  have since acquired some skill or 
o th e r, such as typ ing  and sho rthand , d riv ing , e tc . These 
skills which help enhance th e ir  job p rospects  were 
acquired  by  learning part-tim e. The sq u a tte r usually 
grabbed w hatever job th a t came his way when he firs t 
a rriv ed  in the city and while on the job worked to b e tte r  
himself by  tak ing  part-tim e courses.

(i) Paid Employment. The sq u a tte rs  find little 
difficulty in getting  paid employment. What they  find 
difficult, how ever, is to find a paid employment th a t pays 
well. Unskilled jobs are abundant in Kuala Lumpur; there



-  180 -

is a g reat demand for labour, especially in the
construction and service in d u strie s , including domestic 
serv ice, so much so th a t some employers have to re so rt to 
illegal im portation of labour force from neig h b o u rin g , 
Indonesia. Some of these jobs are advertised  in the local 
p ress  which most sq u a tte rs  read , while o thers  are  made 
known to them by words of mouth. Small business 
concerns, such as those in the re s tau ran t trad e  and those 
with con tracts  to clean premises such as government office 
bu ild ings, v e ry  frequen tly  send out rec ru itin g  agents into 
the squatm ent to look for labour. Failing th a t they  
circulate news of job vacancies th rough  various informal 
means, the  most im portant channel being the p e tty  tra d e rs  
who ply th e ir  wares in the squatm ent everyday or those 
who are residen t in Kampung Selamat, Once any piece of 
news reg a rd in g  job vacancies is released to the  sq u a tte rs , 
it does not take v ery  long before the  whole community 
knows about i t .  Jobs are a constant topic of conversation; 
anyth ing  perta in ing  to them travels  fast th rough  the 
network of re la tives, friends and neighbours. So effective 
is th is  channel of information for job seekers th a t none of 
the sq u a tte rs  ever makes use of the labour exchange 
facilities provided by  the  S tate , although some of them are 
aware of th e  existence of the facilities.

Jobs, especially in the private secto r, are  therefore  
easily availab le , b u t invariably these paid employments 
offer v ery  low pay . An excellent example of the  grossly 
inadequate rem uneration given by the p riva te  sector is the 
case of th e  head of house No. 69. She works as a 
cleaner/sw eeper for five hours per day , five days a week 
and she gets paid only $110/- a month for h e r troub le , 
which comes to approximately $1.00 (about 32 pence) per 
hour. Yet she rare ly  complains because she knows of cases

i *

of people doing similar work bu t get much le s s . Private
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sector employees in the  squatment earn on average between 
$110/- and $350/- p e r month, only a very  small minority of 
them earn  more than  th a t. This very  low income level is 
due to a number of fac to rs, the most im portant of which is 
perhaps the absence of any laws governing minimum wage 
in the p rivate  sec to r. Employers are at liberty  to offer 
w hatever pay they  lik e ; they offer the v ery  minimum 
possible bu t just enough to stop the w orkers runn ing  
away. And th e re  is very  little the workers can do to 
bargain  for b e tte r  pay and working conditions because 
only a few of them have access to unions and among those 
who are members of a trade  union most, if not all, th ink  
th a t th e ir unions are  ineffective and cannot do anyth ing  
for them anyway. So the exploitation of cheap labour 
continues.

The pay and fringe benefits, if any, received by the 
sq u a tte rs  working in the  private sector depend to a large 
ex ten t on the  relative size and standing of the firms which 
employ them. G enerally, those who are already 'confirmed' 
in th e ir  jobs in large firm s, which are usually 
multi-national business concerns, get h igher basic pay , 
supplem ented with an annual bonus equivalent to one to 
th ree  months' pay . Some who work in factories enjoy free 
tra n sp o rt in factory  buses to and from work provided by 
th e ir em ployers. They are also given free medical 
treatm ent bu t th is  benefit is confined only to the  workers 
and does not extend to immediate family. And those who 
are employed in factories m anufacturing domestic products 
such as soap, milk, soft d rin k s , cooking oil, and such 
like, are given opportun ity  to buy limited quantities of the 
goods tha t they  help to produce at 's taff p r ic e ', which is 
usually between 10% and 15% lower than  the re tail price in 
the sh o p . In addition there  may be one or two o ther 
benefits  attached to some private sector jobs whiclh can be
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enjoyed by  the squatte r employees only occasionally. For 
example, a sq u a tte r working in a factory  m anufacturing 
powdered milk for babies is en titled  to one year free 
supply of baby milk each time his wife gives b ir th  to a 
child; and an employee of a c igarette  factory  can apply for 
financial aid to help finance his ch ild ren 's  education if 
they  happen to be b righ t enough to go to the u n iv e rsity .

All these benefits do not really add much to the 
sq u a tte rs ' income; bu t then  they  are not meant to . As the 
sq u a tte rs  themselves say , these so-called benefits are 
really in o rd er to mengabui mata kami ( lit. to throw dust 
in our e y e s), i .e .  to give them the illusion and make the 
workers believe th a t these private sector employers really  
care for them when in fact all th a t they  are  in terested  in 
is to exploit th e ir  labour. These sq u a tte rs , like Ibrahim , 
are critical of some of these so-called ’fringe b en efits '. 
About the medical facilities provided by  his employer, he 
says, "Most of us do not get ill all th a t o ften . Once or 
twice maybe a y ea r. So, how much in term s of money do 
we actually get from the medical benefit? We poor people 
can get free medicine and medical treatm ent from the 
governm ent hospitals and clinics. If we do get ill o ften , 
the  so-called medical benefit is still no good to u s , for 
we'll ju st get the sack. Workers who fall ill often are no 
good to the factory . They'll of course not say th a t they  
sack you because you are often ill; they  (the employers) 
concoct o ther reaso n s ."  On the o ther h and , some o ther 
fringe benefits are appreciated by Ibrahim and o thers  like 
him which, they  th ink , help quite a lo t. The yearly  bonus 
is an exam ple. Some sq u a tte rs  depend on the bonus to 
purchase goods which are ordinarily  beyond th e ir means, 
Ibrahim , for example, bought his scooter with h is bonus 
money accummulated over a number of y e a rs , using  the 
lump sum th u s  accummulated as a down-payment for the



-  183 -

scooter with the balance paid by monthly instalm ents. 
O ther sq u a tte rs  use the ir yearly bonus to meet 
ex trao rd inary  e x p en d itu re , especially to buy school 
uniforms and books for th e ir  children at the beginning of 
each school year.

However, not everyone who works in the private 
sector enjoys yearly  bonus; only about 55% of the private 
sector w orkers in Kampung Selamat do and the  sum 
involved is relatively small, between $150/- and $500/- a 
y ea r, which is usually given at the end of the calendar 
y ea r. Some factory  w orkers who are entitled to buy  goods 
at reduced price at the factory where they  w ork , buy 
such goods regu larly  and sell e ither some or all of them 
outside. Rokiah, who is employed in a factory  making 
h igh -g rade cooking oil, usually buys all the oil th a t she is 
entitled  to buy every month, about 15 katis (approxim ately 
15 litre s)  and sells the lot for about $35/-. She chooses to 
sell the oil pa rtly  because she p refers  low -grade oil which 
she has been using  all her life and which ta s te s  b e tte r  to 
h e r ,  b u t partly  also because she needs the  money. 
Naemah, who works in a soap factory , sells some of the 
soap-bars she is entitled  to buy from h e r  fac to ry ; 
Rahmah, who works in a soft-d rink  factory , does the  same 
with h e r  entitlem ent. The same with Hamid who works in a 
c igare tte  factory ; he sells some and keeps some of the 
c igare ttes  he is entitled to buy at s ta ff price from his 
facto ry . This practice is actually against factory 
regulations; the goods are sold to staff and employees at 
reduced  price en tire ly  for the ir own consumption. The 
sq u a tte rs  are aware of th is  and of the consequence upon 
th e ir  jobs if they are caught, but as Rokiah says, 
"Everybody is b reak ing  the ru le . So, what is th e re  to be 
afraid  about?"
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These so-called fringe benefits are denied to workers 
who are classified as 'tem porary ', i .e .  those who are new 
and on six-m onths' probation. S quatters  who work in local 
(as opposed to foreign) business concerns which are 
frequently  small en te rp rises  with ten  to tw enty employees, 
do not enjoy such fringe benefits  e ither and thus have to 
depend entire ly  on th e ir p ay . It is th is  very  fact which 
accounts for the reluctance of the sq u a tte rs  to work in 
local p rivate  business o rgan isa tions. Only new arrivals  
from the countryside accept jobs in such organisations, 
usually as a tem porary measure until they get b e tte r  ones 
and as a means of gaining some working experience which 
is essential for en try  into the large established firm s.

Paid employment in the private sector is marked by 
job insecurity  and instab ility . At least five sq u a tte rs  are 
known to have been dismissed for such offences as 
smoking in a prohibited a rea , falling asleep while on a 
night d u ty , absenteeism and arguing  with a superio r or 
melawan ketua , in th e ir vernacu lar. Although in practically 
all cases, the sacked w orkers claim th a t they  have been 
sacked w rongfully, none of them has made any attem pt to 
challenge th e ir  employer's decision or ask for reinstatem ent 
or claim damages against the  employers concerned; they  
have ne ither the means nor. the will to do so . They are not 
members of any trad es union and have th erefo re  no 
organised body to fight for them; if they  felt really 
agrieved they  would have to fight th e ir  case them selves; 
they  would have to engage a lawyer and take legal action 
against the employer. But th is  would inevitably cost time 
and money which none of them could afford . Even if they  
had the means to fight the employer, none of them would 
actually proceed with i t . Such an action is considered a 
futile exercise , like mentimun dengan durian ( lit. cucumber 
and d u rian , a large fru it with tough, sh a rp , spiky r in d ) ;
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the stru g g le  would be so one-sided th a t the  worker 
(mentimun) would su ffer more grievously in the end. In 
any case, once they  are , fired  from th e ir jobs, none of 
them would want to have anything more to do with the 
employer, let alone hope to be re in sta ted . As one of them 
said, "After what they  did to me, how can I work in tha t 
place anymore? I can 't stand  the very  sight of them , 
perhaps n e ith er can they  me. There was too much ill 
feeling a ro u n d ."  T hus, when a worker is dism issed, the 
m atter is just allowed to drop quietly and the sq u a tte r  just 
looks elsewhere for another job. Fortunately for them there  
happen to be plenty  of jobs around; if they  are not too 
choosy an d , as the experience of the five sq u a tte rs  show, 
it would not take them very  long to find another 
employment.

Ju st as employers in the private sector a re  quick to 
dismiss w orkers for the slightest reason the sq u a tte rs , 
too, are quick to quit th e ir  job when and if a b e tte r  one 
comes along o r , in the  case of female w orkers, when 
household chores or family m atters come in the  way of 
th e ir jobs. The sq u a tte rs  working in the p riva te  sector 
change th e ir  jobs o ften ; practically everyone of the 
working population of the squatment has held at the very  
least two jobs. A job is only a means of earning money for 
a living and th a t is all th a t m atters; there  is no sense of 
loyalty to an employer or a company. As Hamid, the 
factory  w orker, say s, "They throw us out when they  don 't 
want our lab o u r. And we leave them when the job they  
give u s is no longer good for u s ."

S quatte rs  who are employed in the public sector, 
how ever, are less inclined to quit or change jobs. Jobs 
with the government and semi-government bodies are 
highly p riz ed , not only because there  is p restige  attached
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to these kerja kerajaan (government jo b s), bu t also 
because such jobs usually offer b e tte r  basic pay and terms 
and conditions of service than  in the p riva te  secto r. In 
the public secto r, minimum wage is fixed by law. The 
lowest group of w orkers, i .e .  the industria l and manual 
group to which most of the sq u a tte rs  employed in the 
public sector belong, enjoys a minimum wage of $195/- per 
month, to which is added C .O .L.A  (Cost of Living 
Alloa wance). In addition, government employees enjoy 
medical benefits for the en tire  family, housing loans at an 
in te re s t ra te  of 4% p er annum and a pension on retirem ent. 
Working conditions are generally b e tte r  too; working hours 
are reg u la r, 7.30 a.m . to 4.30 p .m ., five and a half days 
a week; only in certain  types of jobs a re  workers 
subjected to n ight sh ifts  and working at w eekends. And 
government employees are generally en titled  to th ir ty  days 
paid annual leave.

Public sector jobs are popularly reg ard ed  as senang 
(easy or not so demanding) compared to those in the 
p riva te  secto r. While in the p rivate  sec to r, work
regulations are enforced much more s tr ic tly , in the public 
sector they  are less so and sq u a tte rs  who work in the 
la tte r  are able to have a much easier time: th ey  are rare ly  
pulled up by  the ir bosses for coming to work late or going 
home early , for tak ing  ’medical leave' freq u en tly , some by 
producing false medical certificates, and so on; none of
these would get them the sack as they  would in the
p riva te  secto r. In fac t, it is practically  unheard  of for 
someone to be fired from his job in the public sector and 
th is , among o ther th in g s , has led the sq u a tte rs  to believe 
th a t jobs in the public sector are secure.

Such being th e ir  a ttitude towards public sector
employment, it is hard ly  su rp rising  th a t information
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regard ing  job vacancies is keenly sought bu t not so 
readily sh ared . Those with knowledge of such job
vacancies will disclose it with g reat care and 
discrim ination, f irs t to the ir re la tives, then  to the ir
friends and lastly  to the ir neighbours. For example, when 
Ali who works in a government departm ent in the city  got 
to know tha t there  was a vacancy for a clerk in his office, 
he wrote to h is nephew in the countryside and asked him 
to apply . And it was only when the nephew arriv ed  in the 
squatm ent to come for the interview for the job th a t Ali’s 
neighbour, Ahmad, got to know about i t .  Ahmad’s 
d au g h ter, too, was looking for a job and could also have 
applied for it had she known about it. However, Ahmad 
was not angry  at or slighted by  Ali’s secrecy regard ing  
the job o p p o rtu n ity . He would have done the same, he 
said, if he had been in Ali's shoes.

The income of sq u a tte rs  in public sector employment 
ranges from $200/- to $900/- a month, with a v ery  large 
proportion of the sq u a tte rs  earning less than  $400/- a 
month, which p u ts  them more or less on the same income 
level as the p riva te  sector employees. On the  whole, 
sq u a tte rs  who work in regu lar paid employment have a low 
income; th e ir  average income is $301/- per month which, 
as will be explained in Section 4 .2 .(b ) ,  is less than  
enough for the basic requirem ent of an average sq u a tte r
family. Most of them are forced to supplement th e ir  income
by moonlighting or tak ing  ex tra  work which is done e ither 
by doing overtime or by taking part-tim e jobs or both 
sim ultaneously, as will be explained in detail la te r . Multiple 
employment is common among the sq u a tte r household heads; 
despite all th is  th e ir  income is still lower than  the  minimum 
level of $400/- a month which the sq u a tte rs  consider 
necessary  to cover th e ir basic requirem ents. With the 
overtime and part-tim e work, the average monthly income
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of the household heads comes to only $353/-, which is 
lower than  the average monthly income of Malay sq u a tte rs  
in general in Kuala Lumpur, which is $375/-, and much 
lower than  the estimated average income of Indian and 
Chinese sq u a tte rs  which is $405/- and $453/- respectively  
(Abdullah Ahmad, 1980).

(ii) Self-Employment. Among the u rban  poor in the 
developing countries of Asia, Africa and Latin America, a 
large proportion of whom are sq u a tte rs , self-employment 
usually  plays a v ery  important role in th e ir  economy. 
Desai, A .R . and Pillai, A .D . (1972:112), for example, note 
th a t among the slum dwellers of Bombay, more than  17% of 
those with jobs in their samples are self-employed, working 
as vendors in p e tty  business and skilled tra d e s . A 
somewhat similar phenomenon has also been observed by 
Jacano, F .L . (1975) in Manila in the Philippines, by 
Peattie , L .R . (1968) among the sq u atte rs  of La Laja in 
Ciudad Guayana, Venezuela, and Safa, H .I. (1974) among 
the  sq u a tte rs  in Puerto Rico.

Among the sq u a tte rs  under s tu d y , too, 
self-employment seems to play an important role as both  a 
major and supplem entary source of income. In seven 
househo lds, self-employment is their main source of income 
and in eight o thers the household h ead s , who are  wage 
ea rn e rs , re so rt to some kind of self-employment for ex tra  
income.

Self-employment takes various forms, of which food 
processing  and vending seems to be the most popular. Of 
the  full-time self-employed household h e ad s , th ree  are 
fo o d -tra d e rs , one a textile tra d e r , one ru n s  a sundry-shop  
and the o ther two are a mechanic and a b a rb e r. All the
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part-tim e self-employed are food-traders with th e  exception 
of one who is a su n d ry  shop-keeper.

The mechanic specialises in two-wheel vehicles such 
as scooters and m otor-cycles and has been in business for 
eight y ears . When he f irs t came to Kuala Lumpur he had 
just graduated  from a youth tra in ing  cen tre  where he 
acquired  the knowledge and skill as a mechanic. He then  
worked for two years in a Chinese motor workshop to gain 
practical experience and to earn some money which he 
saved and la ter used as capital to set himself up in 
b u sin ess . He now has a shed along Jalan B a n g sa r ,'o n e  and 
a half miles from Kampung Selamat, which is h is workshop. 
He works alone because he cannot afford to pay for an 
assis tan t although he needs one very  bad ly . His daily 
work routine begins at around 8.00 a.m . and ends around
7.00 or 8.00 in the evening with a short b reak  for lunch 
and tea . And for those long hours of hard  w ork, he earns 
between $400/- and $500/- a month. Occasionally, he makes 
a b it more by  buying  and reconditioning an old vehicle and 
selling it .

The b a rb e r works with a p a rtn e r  in a small 
h a ir-d ress in g  shop in the city  cen tre . He has been at the 
job since he arrived  in the capital five y ea rs  ago . He 
began as an apprentice to his presen t p a r tn e r , th en , 
having proved himself, was invited by his. mentor to invest 
some money in the  business and thereby  became a p a rtn e r 
in the busin ess . He does not make much -  about $150/- to 
$200/- a month. And his income has slowly declined in the 
past few y ea rs , which he blames on the new habit among 
men, especially the younger ones, of keeping th e ir hair 
long and on the growing tendency for some of them to go 
for modern h a ir-d ress in g  involving b low -drying  and 
perm ing, the techniques of which he has n e ith er the time
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nor the means to acquire . His work, which begins at nine 
in the morning and ends at six in the evening, according 
to him, is very  easy compared to factory work and he has 
no intention of giving it up or changing jobs unless 
something tru ly  big and much more profitable comes his 
way.

Unlike the mechanic and the b a rb e r, the su n d ry  shop 
operato rs have their business in the squatm ent itself and 
work in conjunction with o ther members of th e ir  families. 
The full-time shop-ow ner, known locally as Tok, is a 
pensioner. Tok bought the shop lock, stock and b a rre l, 
together with the house to which the shop is a ttached , for 
$3,500/- in 1977, using p a rt of the money he received in 
g ra tu ity  from his employer on retirem ent. He has been in 
the same business ever since. The goods stocked in his 
shop, which he values at $1,500/- (in 1981), consist 
largely  of foodstuffs and certain  o ther essential items 
which may be requ ired  by the sq u a tte rs  rang ing  from 
stationery  to cough sy ru p . Tok buys most of the  goods he 
sells cash from Malay middlemen with whom he en te rs  into 
an agreem ent to supply him with the goods he wants and 
deliver them regularly  to his shop. He occasionally accepts 
for sale in his shop goods brought to h is shop by 
d istrib u tin g  agents with whom he has no p rio r agreem ent, 
in which case payment to the suppliers is made a fte r  the 
goods have been sold. He buys most of h is goods from 
Malay middlemen; only when th ere  are no Malay middlemen 
will he deal with the Chinese. This is because, according 
to him, he finds it easier to tru s t  a Malay businessm an 
than  a Chinese, as the former is his own ethnic kind 
(bangsa kita).

His custom ers come from Kapung Selamat itse lf, from 
the neighbouring squatm ents of Kampung Reserve Keretapi



-  191 -

and Kampung Limau as well as from the tra n s it q u a r te rs  
nearby . Tok competes for custom ers with the o ther su n d ry  
sh o p , ru n  on a part-tim e basis by his neighbours th ree  
doors away. In term s of business tu rnover and the num ber 
of regu lar custom ers, the  two sundry  shops are about 
even, although at one time it looked as if the neighbour 
was going to take away all Tok's regu lar custom ers when 
the former in troduced an additional a ttraction  in his shop 
in the form of a large re frig e ra to r for sto ring  cold d rin k s , 
f ru its , vegetables and o ther perishable goods. In h is 
attem pt to retain  and win back his regu lar custom ers, Tok 
recen tly  installed an electrically-pow ered coconut 
dessicator. This has tu rn e d  out to be a clever move for 
housew ives, fed up with having  to scrape coconut manually 
for th e ir  daily cooking, find the powered dessicator a t 
Tok's shop v ery  convenient. T hus, Tok's shop is now as 
popular as his neighbour's ; both have about equal num ber 
of regu lar custom ers and both give short-te rm  cred it to 
th e ir  custom ers.

Giving short-term  cred it to regu lar custom ers is 
something which neither shop can afford not to do if they  
wish to re ta in  th e ir custom. It is not something which the 
shop-keepers like doing; b u t they  have no choice; th ey  
know tha t unless they  are willing to give sho rt-te rm  
cred it, th e ir  shops may be shunned a ltogether. So, in 
spite of the r isk  of ru n n in g  bad d eb ts, they  do allow th e ir 
custom ers to obtain goods on c red it. In Tok’s case, 25 
people regu larly  take goods on credit to the value of 
between $50/- and $150/- for each person , and they  
normally settle the ir accounts at the end of every  month. 
Another method used to please customers is to. keep the 
shop open for business everyday including weekends from 
seven in the  morning till about eight at n ight as fa r as 
possible. Even when the fron t-door of the shop is closed,
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sq u a tte rs  in great need to buy something can always do so 
by  looking for the p roprie to r or a member of his family in 
the house. In actual fact then  the shop is open all h o u rs . 
This is made possible prim arily by  members of the  family 
tak ing  tu rn s  to mind the shop; when Tok takes a b reak  
for h is midday meal and p ra y e r , his wife takes charge of 
the shop; in the evening if both  of them feel particu larly  
tire d , th e ir  two ch ild ren , who by then  would have come 
home from work, take over. D uring the w eekends, if both 
the  husband and wife have to go somewhere, the minding 
of the shop is left to th e ir  son who does not work at 
w eekends. The o ther su n d ry  shop operates much in the 
same way, utilizing family labour to man it.

The two shop-keepers keep the simplest and most 
rudim entary  form of book-keeping. They do not keep 
detailed records of th e ir stocks, purchases and sales; they  
do not know the meaning of 'cash-flow ', 'balance-sheet' 
and such th in g s. All th a t they  do is just keep some form 
of records of the goods purchased  and from whom, of 
custom ers who take goods on cred it and the amount they  
owe and pu t the money for goods paid in cash in the till. 
No attem pt is ever made to calculate and take into account 
the value of goods taken  from the shop for th e ir  own
consumption nor the costs of materials and labour of goods 
produced by  themselves and sold in the sh o p , such as 
vegetables and fru its  from th e ir own yards and food and 
delicacies p repared  by th e ir  womenfolk in th e ir  own
k itchen . The use of family labour is not taken  into account 
because it is not paid fo r. At the end of the month, the
shop-keepers calculate the total revenue, i .e .  cash , from
sales and set it against the total expenditure spent on the 
purchase of goods during  the month and the  difference 
between the  two is what they  consider 'p ro fit' or 'lo ss ', as 
the case may be . If income from sales exceeds purchasing
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ex p en d itu re , the difference is what they  reg ard  as 
'income', which in both cases varies from $200/- to $300/- 
a month. C learly, th is  is not an accurate measure of their 
real income since so many fac to rs , such as labour and 
costs of hom e-produced goods, are not taken into account, 
also because 'business ' income is not distinguished from 
'personal' income: the shop-keepers often dig into the
shop's till for cash for personal use; but th a t is how they 
calculate the ir income from the business.

Unlike the su ndry  shop ow ners, the clothing and food 
vendors sell th e ir  wares outside the squatm ent. The 
clothing tra d e r  is a 65-year old pensioner. He is an 
itineran t tra d e r  who sells at open-air markets held every 
night in d ifferen t p a rts  of the capital, one of which is just 
near the en trance to Kampung Selamat. He owns an 
average size van which he uses to tran sp o rt his goods 
from one market to another and, like the  sundry  
shop-ow ners, he , too, enlists the help of his family, 
especially h is two teenage sons. He deals in low-priced 
clo ths, ready-m ade clothes for children and sarongs which 
he buys on cred it from his regu lar supp liers. He always 
deals in cash and never bothers with book-keeping. At the 
end of the  day he counts his cash takings for the day. He 
does not even know how much exactly he makes a month; 
all th a t he knows is th a t he is sure he is not making any 
loss. And all th a t he says when asked about his business 
is "Boleh tahon11 ( " I t 's  all r ig h t" ) . However, judging by 
the  fact th a t he owns a van which has been fully paid for 
and th a t it is always full of goods and by the fact tha t he 
has been maintaining a family of seven for the  past ten 
years on income derived solely from the b u siness , the only 
conclusion tha t can be drawn is that his business must be 
more than  all r ig h t . He has a reputation  as a shrewd 
businessm an and very  busines-like in all his dealings,
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including those with h is neighbours. It is often said of him 
th a t he counts every  cent tha t he makes and refuses to 
make any concessions when it comes to b u sin ess , even to 
re la tiv es, friends and neighbours, which has earned  him 
the somewhat derogatory  nick-name "Haji Bakhil" (the 
Selfish H aji).

To be a garment and clothes tra d e r  like Haji Bakhil, 
req u ires  quite a substan tial initial capital -  substantial by  
sq u a tte r  s tan d a rd s . Haji Bakhil says he s ta rted  his 
business with $1,000/-, in cash , which is a princely sum 
by  sq u a tte r  s tan d a rd s . The majority of sq u a tte rs  who wish 
to be self-em ployed, therefo re , choose the forms of 
business which requ ire  very  small capial outlay such as 
selling cooked food from s tree t sta lls . The th ree  
sta ll-ho lders from the squatm ent began the ir business with 
an initial capital of about $150/- to $200/-. One of them 
sells b ee f-b u rg e rs  at a stall in the city cen tre ; the o ther 
two, who have th e ir  stalls near an office and shopping 
area about one and a half miles from Kampung Selamat, 
specialize in Malaysian staple food of rice and a variety  of 
o ther d ishes, such as fish , chicken, beef and vegetable 
cu rries  which normally goes with boiled o r friend  rice . 
Selling cooked food like th is is a very  lucrative business 
as will be explained la te r; bu t it is also a labour intensive 
and tedious job -  leceh, as they  say.

For the  food-vendor households, th e ir  day begins at 
daw n.In  house N o .5, the household head , Ismail, and his 
wife get up at about 4.30 in the morning. A fter performing 
th e ir  dawn p ra y e r, the wife goes by taxi to the wholesale 
market five miles away in the city . She says she does the 
m arketing because h e r husband is no good at haggling 
which is very  essential in o rder to keep costs as low as 
possible; it is for the same reason tha t the purchasing  is
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done at the wholesale market and not at the normal 
m arket, also because the wholesale market opens earlier 
than  the o rd inary  m arket. By 6.30 she is back in the 
squatment with all the necessary  items for the day 's 
cooking. On average she spends about $150/- to $200/- 
per shopping, including taxi fa res . Working to g e th e r, the 
husband and wife team cleans and washes the p o u ltry , 
fish , beef and vegetables bought and la te r , around 8.30 
a .m ., they  tra n sp o rt the s tu ff by bicycle to the ir sta lls . 
Then they  s ta r t  cooking, making five or six d ifferent 
k inds of dishes for the day. By about eleven o'clock, 
when some of the office workers have their morning b reak , 
some of the food will be cooked and ready for sale. The 
cooking continues till 1,00 p .m . when everybody breaks 
for lu n ch . Ismail then  delivers food which he has 
p re-packed  in small packets to some fifty  w orkers who are 
h is regu lar custom ers in the nearby  offices. In the 
meantime h is wife serves those who come personally  to 
th e ir  stall and th is  goes on till about th ree  o'clock in the 
afternoon. Then the ir ch ild ren , who by then  have 
re tu rn ed  home from school, come to the stall to have their 
meals as well as to help with the w ashing-up. By about 
f iv e , work is over and the whole family re tu rn  to the 
squatm ent. Ismail and his wife then count the ir tak ings for 
the day and en ter in their small book the names of those 
who ate on cred it tha t day at their stall. According to 
Ismail he makes at least $30/- a day a fte r deducting the 
costs of daily m arketing. He and his wife work six days a 
week; they  do not trade  on Sundays not because they  do 
not want to b u t because practically  all the ir custom ers are 
office workers who do not work on Sundays.

Ismail can make anything up to $700/- a month if he 
works h a rd  and minds his stall regu larly  and he pays no 
income tax  on what he ea rn s. About the only tax  th a t he
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pays in the  haw ker's licence fee of $6.00 p e r annum. Food 
vending , as Ismail's case shows, is comparatively
lu c ra tiv e ; he makes more than twice what the average 
sq u a tte r  household head earns in a month. The o ther food
v endors, too, earn  about the same as Ismail. Above all, in
the food v en d o r 's  home there  is always plen ty  to ea t, so 
much so th a t practically  all the members of one household 
are obese. The sq u a tte rs  are fully aware th a t they can 
make more money by  selling cooked food, bu t very  few are 
keen on it; most p re fe r  to be w age-earners.

The reason for th is reluctance to take up
food-vending as a way of earning a living was explained to 
the  w riter b y  a lady in one of the evening 'gossip ' 
sessions in which the w riter partic ipated . According, to h er 
money is not ev ery th ing . "What is the point of having so 
much money if one is tired  all day, has to sweat so much 
and wear d irty  clothes and smells (hangit)?" , she asked. 
This view, with which the o ther seven women in the  group 
co n cu rred , sums up the sq u a tte rs ' general a ttitude  towards 
jobs. Work involving the dirty ing of han d s, such as 
food-vending , being a mechanic or a b a rb e r , has a low 
p restig e  ra tin g  among them , no m atter how much money it 
may b r in g . With a few exceptions, people in such jobs 
often feel em barrassed about the ir occupations; so do 
members of th e ir  families. Hamidah, the wife of a 
food-vendor, would apologise for h e r clothes and 
appearance whenever she meets a friend or neighbour a fte r 
w ork. "Bukan main hangit ‘ni, kotor. Nanti mandi dulu" 
("I'm so smelly and d irty . Wait, let me have a bath  
f ir s t" ) ,  she would often say . And A tih, the wife of the 
mechanic, always shakes h e r head disapprovingly each time 
h e r husband  comes home with oil and grease all over him, 
saying repeated ly  tha t he is so unlike o ther husbands who

i -

come home in clean, crisp  sh irts  and smart tro u se rs .
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The lack of p restige  is not the only reason why the 
sq u a tte rs  are not keen on most forms of self-employment; 
they  are afraid to face the risk s  involved. The food tra d e , 
for example, involves very  high risk s ; it can be ru ined by 
rain  or even drizzle which tends to keep custom ers away; 
rumour of epidemic or talk of badly cooked food by some 
jokers can have a similar effect. Daily sales fluctuate , 
which gives rise  to uncerta in ty  and variation in income 
from one month to an o th e r. It is the irreg u la rity  and
uncerta in ty  of a fixed income th a t is yet another factor 
th a t p u ts  most of the sq u a tte rs  off self-employment.
Housewives feel th a t they  cannot budget p roperly  without 
regu lar and fixed incomes and some of the men say the 
irreg u la rity  and uncerta in ty  makes them takut (nervous or 
f r ig h te n e d ) .

(iii) Supplem entary Jobs. It has been alluded to
earlier th a t the household heads in paid employment earn  
v ery  low incomes, on average about $301/- a month, and 
th a t they  are compelled to find ways and means to 
supplement th e ir  incomes. The most common means are to 
work overtime and to find part-tim e jobs; some do bo th .

Among those who work in the p riva te  sector,
especially those in industria l organizations, working 
overtime is the most popular. This is largely  because of 
the h igher ra te  paid for overtime. Some factories and firms 
pay between one and a half and twice the normal ra te . 80% 
of the sq u a tte rs  employed in the p riva te  sector work 
overtim e; the actual number of hours worked varies from 
person to person  depending on the individual's financial 
needs and capacity to work. A healthy man who is the sole 
breadw inner with a wife and young children to support is 
likely to work more hours of overtime than  another with
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fewer responsibilities or whose health is not so good.

Hamid, a security  guard  in a factory  m anufacturing 
soft d r in k s , who has a wife not gainfully employed and 
th ree  school-going children to support, work overtime 
almost every  w eekend. Occasionally, when the  financial 
need is really  p ressin g  or in anticipation of a heavy 
ex tra -o rd in ary  expend itu re , he even works on his days off 
du ring  the week. On such occasions Hamid may work up to 
twelve hours at a s tre tch  and at weekends as well. Only 
by  doing so can he raise enough 'money to meet 
expenditure for the religious festivals, which come twice a 
y ea r, and ch ild ren 's  school uniforms, books, fees, e tc . ,  at 
the beginning of calendar year.

There are many o thers like Hamid who work overtime 
because they  have to because of p ressing  financial need . A 
few , how ever, work overtime in o rder to save and buy 
w hat, b y  th e ir  s tan d a rd s , may be term ed lu x u ry  goods. 
Unmarried g irls , for example, often work overtime in o rder 
to have enough money to lavish on new and fashionable 
clothes, shoes and handbags, perfumes and m ake-ups or to 
buy  jewellery, sometimes much to the dismay of their 
p a re n ts .

S quatters  who dislike working overtime or have no 
opportunity  to do so, such as those who work in 
government offices, find o ther means to supplem ent the ir 
incomes. They usually take up part-tim e jobs, which may 
be in the form of paid employment such as working as 
petrol pump attendan ts on a late night sh if t, as gardeners 
in the  middle and upper-c lass homes o r , in the  case of 
those with the knowledge and ability as religious teachers, 
giving religious instructions to children in n o n -sq u a tte r 
a rea s , moving from house to house. The part-tim e work
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can also take the form of some kind of self-em ployment, 
like p e tty -trad in g , doing radio and TV rep a ir work, 
electrical wiring and house rep a irs .

In a few cases, household heads have more than  one 
part-tim e jobs. A very  good example is Yaakob of 
household N o.2 2 ..His main occupation is as a gardener at a 
State school, one and a half miles away from the 
squatm ent, where he works from 8.00 a.m . till 1.00 p.m . 
for five days a week. Twice a week, in the afternoon, he 
takes gardening jobs at th ree  different houses in Petaling 
Jaya for one and a half hours at each house. In addition 
he also ru n s  a su n d ry  shop with the assistance of his 
wife. He has th ree  sources of income which, according to 
him, b ring  in approximately between $400/- and $450/- a 
month. He considers his work with the school as his main 
job, although his pay packet of $180/- a month is 
sometimes much less than  the income derived from the
su ndry  shop. The job at the school is im portant to him 
because it gives him regu lar and fixed income every 
month. His income from the sundry  shop fluctuates, 
sometimes quite erratically : when business is b risk  and his 
debtors pay on time his income can go up above $150/- a 
month; bu t there  are bad times such as during  the rainy 
seasons when flash floods can damage some of his goods or 
when business simply slumps. During such times he 
considers himself lucky if he can get even $50/- a month. 
Likewise, the income from his ex tra  gardening  work is
un certa in . He is paid only when he works, at the ra te  of 
$10/- p er session or $40/- p er month, by  each household
for whom he w orks. But there  are times when he cannot
work, p reven ted  by illness or bad weather.

A part from operating a sundry  shop, another popular 
form of p e tty -trad in g  taken as a part-tim e work is the
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selling of cooked food. This is done on a v ery  small scale 
and deals not with staples like the full-time food v endors, 
b u t in snacks, especially noodles, cockle-shells, and a 
variety  of cakes. Five household heads sell cooked food in 
the  evening as soon as they  re tu rn  home from work. Much 
of the preparation  of the food is done by  the wife, with 
the  help of o ther household members, especially the 
ch ildren , while the husband is away at work. Only the 
selling is done by  the husband , with occasional help from 
the wife and o ther members of the family.

One such part-tim e food vendor is Misnan of 
household N o.60, who works as a fo rest superv iso r at a 
nearby  academic institu tion . His working hours are  from
8.00 a.m . to 4.30 p .m ., which leave him with ample free 
time which he would ra th e r  use to earn  ex tra  money than  
idling around in the squatm ent. He persuaded  his wife to 
help him s ta r t  a small business ven tu re  selling cakes, got 
himself a haw ker's licence and built a wooden stall which 
he placed near a b u s-s to p . This was in 1976 and he has 
been at it ever since, selling cakes five days a week. With 
th is  part-tim e job and his full-time one, Misnan's working 
day usually s tre tch es to 13 h o u rs , beginning at 6.00 every 
morning when he goes to the  local market to buy the 
necessary  grocery  for his tra d e . When he goes to work, 
h is wife, m other-in-law and two children (who go to 
afternoon schools) set about p reparing  and making the 
cakes. By the time he re tu rn s  home at five o'clock, 
every th ing  is ready and he tra n sp o rts  his cakes to his 
stall on his m otor-bicycle. He spreads h is cakes on tra y s  
for sale. In addition he also sells noodles cooked on the 
spot and iced soft d rin k s . He remain th u s  engaged till 
about 7.00 p .m .

Misnan's food-stall is patronised by  office w orkers
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going home from work. T ired working housewives buy his
cakes to take home for the family and men, especially the
young ones, stop to eat at his stall. Misnan shares the 
roadside with seven o ther food-vendors, all part-tim e 
p e tty - t r a d e r s , five of whom come from Kampung Selamat. 
Each of these tra d e rs  specializes in particu lar ty p es  of 
cakes and food, some cooking th e ir  food on the spot.
B usiness, according to these tra d e rs , is boleh tahan (all
r ig h t)  and Misnan, for example, sells at least $60/- worth 
of food and cakes in an evening selling time of about two 
h o u rs , giving him a net income of about $10/- to $15/-. 
There are a num ber of pitfalls in th is  tra d e ; for example, 
on ra iny  days he is unable to operate his sta ll, in which 
case he is of course deprived of his supplem entary income 
or may incur loss a ltogether. Twenty days is about the 
average num ber of days he can expect to work at his 
part-tim e business in any month; th u s , his estim ated 
income from it is between $200/- and $250/- a month. This 
compares favourably with incomes from overtime work; and 
as Misnan and all the o ther food-vendors say , selling 
cooked food is a "very lucrative business" because "more 
women are working in various jobs these days and they 
have less time and inclination to cook." And the  younger 
women, according to them, are "getting lazy (malas) and 
hate doing work in the k itchen". For Misnan, th is  type of 
part-tim e work is preferable to overtime, not only for the 
good money it b rings bu t also because it gives him a break 
from the d ru d g ery  of h is work and enables him to tra in  
his ch ildren  to work and appreciate the value of money. 
And most of all it gives him an opportunity  to meet and 
get to know people, especially from other squatm ents and 
to establish  contact with them which is useful to him as a 
sq u a tte r  politician , for Misnan is one of those who are 
active in politics in the squatm ent.



-  202 -

(iv) Women, Children and Jobs. With the low earning 
capacity of the male household h e a d s , more and more 
women are compelled to look for jobs. 57% of the 115 adult 
women population in Kampung Selamat are  gainfully 
employed. Their jobs, as shown in Table 6, are 
concentrated  in th ree  main spheres -  in industria l 
organizations, mainly as production opera to rs; in 
adm inistration, mainly as c lerks; and in jobs closely 
associated with th e ir  traditional ro les, i .e .  as cooks, 
washerwomen and cooked food vendors.

The sq u a tte r  women are very  keen to earn  money, 
p artly  in o rder to be financially independent and p artly  to 
break  the monotony of th e ir  daily domestic chores and also 
in o rd er to meet people. They p re fe r paid employment 
which they  can get much more easily than  men. Factories, 
for example, p re fe r women labour to men because of the 
lower ra te  paid to women and because they  are docile and 
easier to handle. There are p lenty  of jobs available in 
domestic service in the middle and upper class home which 
are open to women and not men. However, not every  one 
of them can avail themselves of these opportun ities; only 
those without heavy household responsibilities like the 
unm arried women, those without children or with children 
bu t old enough to take care of them selves, who can afford 
to take up paid employment. Most women in the  squatm ent 
are young, between tw enty and th irty -fiv e  y ears  old and 
with young children; they  are therefore  home bound and 
have difficulty  in combining household duties and work. 
Women give p rio rity  to th e ir  household du ties, leaving 
th e ir  jobs when they  give b ir th  and when no child minder 
is available. They go back to work when a child minder is 
found o r when the child is old enough to take care of 
himself when left alone. T hus, women are found going in 
and out of job quite frequen tly ; the only exceptions are
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the women who are in the category of those who hold 
good, secure jobs, like those working as c lerks. They will 
not leave th e ir  jobs to be full-time housewives; they  will 
make every  effort to keep the jobs and go to g reat lengths 
in looking for child minders and if they  fail, as in the 
case of two women, they  would send th e ir  children to th e ir 
respective kam pungs of origin to be looked a fte r by 
re la tiv e s .

Within the squatment itse lf, working women who need 
child-m inders enlist the help of re la tiv e s , friends and 
neighbours to look afte r the ir children while they  are at 
work. Close re la tiv es, especially elderly ladies, are their 
main source of help and in many cases these re la tives, 
usually the household heads' mothers or m others-in-law , 
are b rough t over to the squatment from the countryside. 
Such help is given free . However, when friends and 
neighbours help ou t, they  are paid between $30/- and 
$60/- a month, which is less than  one th ird  of the normal 
cost of engaging a full-time minder in areas outside the 
squatm ent.

For housewives who are stuck with the ir children and 
are still keen on earning some ex tra  income, the only 
course open to them is to be self-employed. 
Self-employment among women almost always means working 
in the food trade  with the help of th e ir  ch ild ren . Seven 
women earn  th e ir  income th is  way, selling cooked 
foodstuffs to haw kers, school tu ck -sh o p s, re s ta u ra n ts , 
office canteens and coffee-shops with whom they  have
'con tract' to supply such foodstuffs. They buy  the

\

ingred ien ts for the food to cook at the local sundry  shops 
o r in the open-air market held in the squatm ent once a 
week o r from vendors who come daily to the  kam pung. The 
foodstuffs, which include cakes, sw eets, savouries and
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rice , are p repared  in the n ight when the young children 
are already asleep and the housewives have little  else to 
do. One of them , Nora, makes about 100 packets of nasi 
iemak, 100 c u rry -p u ffs  and two tra y s  of kueh talam, which 
she cu ts  into 50 pieces, every  night for six n igh ts  a 
week. In the  morning at about six o'clock, before h e r 
husband  goes out to work, she cycles to a nearby  canteen 
about half a mile away and sells h e r cakes en bloc at 25% 
below the  normal retail p rice . No risk  is involved in th is 
trad e  and Nora makes between $10/- and $15/- p e r day, 
depending on the number of cakes she can make p er 
n ig h t. To h e r it is good money, much more than  what the 
factory w orkers ea rn , and quite satisfying. "I don 't have 
to buy  good clothes or shoes to wear to w ork ,"  she 
explains, "and no bus fares to pay . And my children not 
only have plenty  of food to ea t, also they have me at home 
to look a fte r them ." However, she adm its, like the o ther 
women fo o d -tra d e rs , th a t it is extremely ex hausting , 
having to work and at the same time be a full-time 
housewife. Her working, day s tre tches for almost 20 h o u rs , 
beginning a t 5.30 in the morning and ending at about 1.30 
a .m . the  nex t morning, on most days. She has practically  
no time to re s t  except on Sundays.

Women who are not gainfully employed are not en tire ly  
inactive economically; many of them indulge in subsistence 
ag ricu ltu re  on a very  small scale, working on w hatever 
vacant land available near the house , along th e  railway 
track  on the  w estern b o rder of the squatm ent and the 
r iv e r  on the eastern  s id e . These home gardening  plots 
vary  in size, from the smallest of about 100 square feet to 
about 400 square feet of the b iggest. These home 
gardening  activities are marginal to the sq u a tte rs ' 
economy, n everthe less , they  cannot be ignored because 
they  make positive contributions to the sq u a tte rs ' economy.
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The produce from the home gardens help reduce th e ir  
expenditure on foodstuffs. The women grow tenacious, fast 
growing and m ulti-purpose crops, like tapioca, b rin ja ls , 
bananas, papaya, sugar-cane, maize, pum pkins, chillies, 
lemon g rass  and several varieties of beans and o ther 
crops. The tapioca p lan t, for example, is easy to grow and 
has several u ses: the shoots are used as vegetables and 
the roots are not only used as vegetables bu t also as an 
essential ingredient in many types of Malay cakes. The 
brinjal p lan ts , especially green brin jals (terung telunjuk), 
la§t & lqng time, bearing  fru it almost continously all the 
year round . Women who grow such crops as these 
exchange such produce among them selves and very  often 
such women need not buy vegetables or condim ents, such 
as lemon g ra ss , chillies, e tc . as frequen tly  as those 
without such crops of th e ir own. The contributions such 
small scale agricu ltu re  makes to a sq u a tte r household 
economy can be appreciated by looking at prices of some of 
these items in the m arket. Essential condiments such as 
large chillies costs two for ten  cents and th ree  sticks of 
lemon g rass  costs tw enty cen ts . An average sq u a tte r 
household spends between forty  cents and six ty  cents a 
day on vegetables. The saving made th rough  home 
gardening can therefore be quite substantia l in the long 
ru n .

Such women usually keep poultry  too -  chickens, 
ducks, geese -  and in the case of one family, even goats -  
ten  goats. This rearin g  of animals is also carried  out on a 
small scale: half a dozen ducks, chickens or geese on 
average p er house and they  are mainly for home 
consumption. They are fed with tab le-scraps and dried 
maize bought from the local shop.

Those without any space for home gardening are often
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engaged in various kinds of activities th a t b rin g  in some 
income though not reg u la rly . Some of them occasionally 
receive o rders  to make paper-flow ers for making bunga 
telur ( lit . flowered e g g s ) , i .e .  decorated eggs given to 
guests  during  Malay feasts  or to be sold for house 
decoration; o thers make and sell cakes for the religious 
festiva ls, i .e .  the two annual Hari Rayas; and yet o thers 
t ry  to commercialise, in very  small ways, th e ir hand icraft 
expertise  in kn itting , te ttin g , making flower-pot holders 
from plastics and hem pstring, and tailoring by selling th e ir 
p roducts or services to re la tives, friends and neighbours. 
Invariably , they  sell th e ir  products at a cost less than  
half what they cost in the town centre of Kuala Lumpur or 
Petaling Jaya. Their elaborately made flower-pot ho lders, 
made from s tr in g s , for eample, are sold at $9/- or $10/— 
each, while a similar p roduct would cost at least $25/- in 
some of the shopping complexes in down town Kuala 
Lum pur. And the tailoring price charged by the sq u a tte r  
women for making clothes and d resses for relatives and 
friends is almost o ne-th ird  th a t usually charged  in the 
c ity .

Women, classified as unemployed in the sample, are 
therefo re  not totally without income or totally inactive 
economically. The housewives involved in subsistence 
hom e-gardening, as seen earlie r, help reduce household 
expenditure on food and the occasional income from the 
handicraft efforts goes some way in meeting day to day 
family expenses. But these economic contributions made by 
the women are ignored and trea ted  as unim portant even by 
the women them selves.

Like the women, some children, too, make positive 
contribution to the household economy. This is especially 
so in the househols engaged in p e tty -trad in g . In the food
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ven d o rs’ households, for example, children help in the 
processing  as well as in the selling of food. But such 
labour is not paid fo r, for the work expended by  them is 
p a rt and parcel of th e ir  obligations, tanggung-jawab, to 
the family. Children are made to work only outside th e ir  
schooling h o u rs ; no sq u a tte r paren t would stop a child 
from going to school or doing his home-work in o rd er to 
get him to help at home or in the family b u sin ess . As the 
sq u a tte r  children spend most of their time in school or in 
doing home-work, there  is very  little time left for them to 
do anyth ing  else.

Children go to school in the morning or afternoon 
session. Due to shortage of space and school bu ild ings, 
most schools in and around the capital have two sessions: 
morning session for one set of pupils and afternoon session 
for ano ther. Squatter children who a ttend  morning 
sessions, leave home at about 6.00 a.m . and re tu rn  at 
about 2.00 p .m .; then from about 2.30 to 4.30 th ey  a ttend  
religoous instructions at the religious school in the 
squatm ent; a fte r which . they  play or a ttend  to th e ir 
home-work. The schedule is reversed  for those who go to 
afternoon school. There is therefore very  little  opportunity  
for the paren ts  to utilize th e ir  ch ild ren 's labour for 
economic activities and those who do usually do so at the 
expense of the ch ildren 's play-tim e. And these  p aren ts  
usually  solicit th e ir  ch ild ren 's  help cautiously, anxious to 
avoid being accused of menghambakan anak ( lit . to enslave 
ch ild ren ), i .e .  to m istreat or exploit th e ir  own ch ild ren , 
by  the re s t of the community.

A part from the p e tty - tra d e rs ' households, where the 
family is both a production and consumption u n it ,  children 
in o ther households do not work. The only exception is a 

's ing le  paren t family of five headed by the m other. Money
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being scarce in th is  household, the older ch ild ren , two 
boys of twelve and th irteen  years old, are compelled at 
time to work for the ir own pocket money. They re so rt to 
p e tty -tra d in g , picking up paku , a type of edible wild 
fe rn s , from the nearby  swamp and selling them a t the 
weekly n igh t m arket. As the children are known to work 
on th e ir  own accord and for them selves, th e re  is no 
disapproval from the community of their tiny  'business ' 
v en tu re ; in fact many praise them for their initiative and 
e n te rp r is e .

(v ) Income in The S quatter Household. It has been 
s ta ted  earlier tha t the majority of the squatte r household 
heads have v ery  low income and despite the overtime they  
p u t in and the part-tim e jobs they  take, individually o r in 
conjunction with o ther members of their family, th e ir 
income remains inadequate to meet the estim ated basic 
requirem ent of $400/- p er family per month. Only 33% of 
the  household heads earn  more than  $400/- a month (see 
Table 8 ). For most of the squ a tte r households, th e re fo re , 
th e ir  economy cannot depend solely on the earn ings of the 
household heads, b u t on those of all working members as 
well. In o th er w ords, combined household income is the 
mainstay of the sq u a tte rs ' economy.

In 70% of the households in Kampung Selamat, more 
than  one person work. Wives, not tied down by hosehold 
ch o res, as seen earlie r, are usually in some kind of 
employment; so are children who have left school. Every 
working member of the household contributes to the family 
expen d itu re . It is common, for example, for an unm arried 
working man to give a substantial portion of his income to 
h is  p a ren ts  to help buy food for the whole family, to help 
pay for h is younger siblings' education or even to rep a ir
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the  house they  live in . Working wives spend most if not all 
of th e ir  income on the household. In the sq u a tte rs ' 
household , th e re fo re , income is pooled and shared  and 
such being  the case, it is more meaningful to examine the ir 
combined household income ra th e r than the income of the 
household head . The former will provide a more accurate 
p ic tu re  of the sq u a tte rs ' economy.

While the average income of the sq u a tte r  household 
head , including income from supplem entary sources, is 
$353/- p e r month, the ir average combined household income 
is $579.54 p er month. Their per capita income, based on 
the  combined household income is $112.58. All th is  income is 
derived from employment in all cases; in four cases the 
sq u a tte rs  income is supplemented by their pensions and in 
seven cases supplemented by income from ren tin g  out 
houses owned by  them in the squatment and elsew here. 
Income from o ther sources is negligible. Some of the 
sq u a tte rs  own land and houses in the ir respective kampung 
of o rig in , b u t these p roperty  very  rare ly  b r in g  in any 
income for them . Occasionally they  may derive some 
benefits from agricu ltu ral produce of the land , such as 
vegetab les, f ru its  and rice , bu t no monetary value is 
given to these and almost no one ever sells such 
ag ricu ltu ra l produce for income. Ownership of such land is 
quite ex tensive among the squatte rs : at least one person 
in every  household owns land in his or h e r kam pung of 
o rig in , which may be a ru b b er small-holding, a paddy 
fie ld , or o rchard  or land for residential pu rp o ses , i .e .  
kam pung land . The acreage owned is on average quite 
small, betw een one and a half and th ree  acres; only in one 
case does a sq u a tte r  own five acres of ru b b b er p lantation . 
These land are often not put to economic use ; they  are 
e ither left idle or in the care of relatives in the kam pung. 
Ownership of these land therefore contributes l i t t le , if any
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to the sq u a tte rs ' economy; on the co n tra ry , it p u ts  a 
stra in  on th e ir  income as they have to pay annual taxes on 
them. About a q u a rte r  of the squatter households own a 
house in the countryside and, like the land , these houses 
too (except in one case) do not b ring  in any income as 
they  are never ren ted  out. Renting of houses is ra re ly  
done in the  kampung in the ru ra l areas.

Thus it can be said that the sq u a tte rs ' income comes 
almost en tire ly  from the urban  economy; and what they  
earn  p e r month is much more than what the Malay peasants 
earn  in the  coutryside where per household income is 
$200/- p e r month on average, which means less than  half 
th a t of the  sq u a tte rs . All the squatter household heads 
interview ed agree tha t the ir standard  of living in the 
squatm ent is h igher than  that of their coun try  cousins. 
But the peasan try  is not their only point of com parison. In 
th e ir  daily life , sometimes they also see them selves in 
relation to th e ir  neighbours, the n o n -sq u a tte rs , especially 
those in the middle and upper-class residen tia l a reas, 
where la rg e , modern brick  houses stand  majestically 
jextaposed in s ta rk  con trast to their own trad itional 
wooden h u ts ,  and whose life-sty le , too, is so very  
different from th e ir own -  something which they  sometimes 
wish th ey  could emulate. Compared to the income of these 
middle and upper class re s id en ts , the income of the 
sq u a tte rs  is minuscule. The total income of all the sq u a tte r 
households in Kampung Selamat combined is about 
$51,000/- a month; th is is equivalent to the monthly income 
of ten  Super scale D government employees living in the 
middle-class areas or to that of five business executives 
working in large business coporations living in the 
h igh-c lass a reas . It is th is tendency for some sq u a tte rs  to 
compare th e ir  economic s ta tu s  with th a t of neighbours 
living so close to them and the stark  con trast which is so
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apparen t between the two th a t give some of the sq u a tte rs  
a feeling of deprivation and dissatisfaction which in tu rn  
creates  a feeling of resentm ent against the rich  people 
whom they  assume to be mostly non-Malays. It is such 
feelings and a ttitudes which underlie their involvement in 
politics and participation in a political organisation as will 
be explained la te r.

Based on the combined household income of the 
sq u a tte rs , it can be said th a t only 28.4% of them are 
actually living below the poverty  line of $400/- per 
household p e r month -  a poverty  line which is based on 
the s q u a tte rs1 own evaluation of the ir minimal need p er 
month as seen in the case of tw enty-five households, as 
opposed to the official line of poverty  which was drawn at 
$275/- p er month in 1977. As to what constitu tes th is  
minimal expenditure will be discussed in Section 4 .2 .(b ) .  
The sq u a tte rs  who earn  less than  $400/- a month usually 
describe th e ir  economic s ta tu s  as susah (h a rd , d ifficu lt), 
i .e .  they  are the squatm ent fs poor. Those who earn  
between $400/- and $599/- a month per household just 
have enough to cover the ir ‘basic’ expenses and th is  state 
of economy is seen as cukup makan (lit. enough to e a t) ,
which means th a t they are not p oor, nor are  they
comfortable. It is only when a household has a combined 
earning of $600/- or more a month can they  afford  to buy 
non-essential goods and services and live quite 
com fortably. In Table 8, those earning above $600/- a 
month are pu t into two categories: households with income 
which range from $600/- to $799/-, who can purchase  a 
few lu xu ries , are classified by  the sq u a tte rs  as boleh
tahan ( lit. all r ig h t)  and the r e s t ,  who have more money
and therefo re  are in a position to buy more lux u ry  goods 
and spend on o ther non-essentials are the orang kaya ( lit. 
rich people) or orang berduit ( lit. people with money).
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TABLE 8

MONTHLY INCOME OF HOUSEHOLD HEADS & 
COMBINED HOUSEHOLD INCOME

Incom e i n  $ 
( M a la y s ia n )

Income o f  
H o u se h o ld  

Heads

Combined
H o u se h o ld

Income
E v a l u a t i o n  
o f  t h e i r  i n ­
come s t a t u s

No. % No. %

No incom e 1 1

1 0 0 -1 9 9

2 0 0 - 2 9 9

3 0 0 - 3 9 9

6 6 7 . 0  
22

30

2

6

16

2 8 . 4 B e lo w  t h e  
p o v e r t y  l i n e :  
Poor ( susah)

4 0 0 - 4 9 9

5 0 0 - 5 9 9

13 2 2 . 7
7

17

13
3 4 .1

J u s t  ab ove  
p o v e r t y  l i n e
(aukup makan)

6 0 0 - 6 9 9

7 0 0 -7 9 9
4 8 . 0  
3

9

5
1 6 .0

C o m fo r ta b le
(b o le h  ta h a n )

8 0 0 - 8 9 9  

• 9 0 0 - 9 9 9

2
2 . 3

4

5
1 0 .2

Very c o m f o r t ­
a b l e  (orang  
kaya b e r d u i t )

1 0 0 0 -1 0 9 9 - 6

1 1 0 0 -1 1 9 9 - 1

1 2 0 0 -1 2 9 9 - - E x tr e m e ly

1 3 0 0 -1 3 9 9

1 4 0 0 -1 4 9 9 •**

1
1 1 .3

C o m fo r ta b le

1 5 0 0 -1 5 9 9 - - (orang kaya

1 6 0 0 -1 6 9 9

1 7 0 0 -1 7 9 9 -

1

1
b e r d u i t )

T o t a l 88 100.0 88 100.0
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TABLE 9

SQUATTERS’ INCOME COMPARED TO 
BASIC PAY IN THE PUBLIC SECTOR ( 1 9 8 0 )

O c c u p a t io n a l
G ro u p in g s

B a s i c  Pay  
M$

No. o f  S q u a t t e r  
H/H* Heads w i t h  
E q u i v a l e n t  Pay

No. o f  S q u a t t e r  
H o u s e h o ld  w i t h  
E q u i v a l e n t  Pay

I n d u s t r i a l  & 
Manual G roup:

Group D 1 9 5 .0 0 6 2
Group C 2 9 5 .0 0 52 22
Group B 4 8 5 .0 0 27 45

T i m e s c a l e :

T / S c a l e  A 8 6 5 .0 0 2 19
T / S c a l e  (S e n r ) 1 8 0 5 .0 0 — -

S u p e r s c a l e :

Grade G 2 3 0 5 .0 0 - -
Grade F 2 5 2 5 .0 0 - -
Grade E 2 7 4 5 .0 0 - -
Grade D 2 9 6 5 .0 0 - -
Grade C 3 1 2 5 .0 0 - -
Grade B 3 4 6 5 .0 0 - -
Grade A 3 9 0 0 .0 0 —

*H/H = H o u s e h o ld  H ead. N o t e :  No minimum wage i n  p r i v a t e s e c tc

TABLE 10
LEVELS OF EDUCATION OF ADULT POPULATION

L e v e l  o f  S c h o o l i n g No. o f N o . o f %
a t t a i n e d M ales F e m a le s

N ev er  a t t e n d e d  s c h o o l - 8 8 3 . 6
Some p r im a r y  e d u c a t i o n 10 20 30 1 3 .6
R eached  P r im a ry  VI 50 40 90 4 0 . 7
R eached  Form I I I 23 14 37 1 6 .7
R eached  Form V 25 17 42 1 9 .0
R eached  Form VI 7 7 14 6 . 4

T o t a l 115 106 221
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They are the cream of the squatment community; only 
21.5% of the sq u a tte r households belong to th is  category , 
of which ten  households have an earn ing  of more than  
$1,000/- a month. It is from th is  group th a t most of the 
sq u a tte r political leaders come.

The sq u a tte rs  recognise the prevalent d ifferentials in 
th e ir  income. However, in relation to the re s t  of the u rban  
population, they  see themselves as poor o r , in th e ir  local 
parlance kita orang miskin (we, the poor people). The fact 
th a t a few of them may be financially b e tte r  off than  some 
o ther people in Kuala Lum pur, the fla t-dw elle rs , for 
example, is of no consequence. They feel poor because 
they  live in poor conditions and because they  compare 
them selves with the urban  rich  and the re s t of the  u rban  
population, too, see them as poor. Ju s t how th is  group of 
people who reg a rd  themselves to be the worst of the u rban  
population actually live can be seen th rough  th e ir  p a tte rn s  
of expend itu re .

(b) Expenditure and Consumption P a tte rn s .

(i) Basic E xpenditure. The expenditu re  and 
consumption p a tte rn s  of the squ a tte r households vary  
depending on th e ir  income capacity . Those categorised  as 
'rich ' no doubt have ex tra  money to spend on luxuries 
while the 'poor' do no t. N evertheless, tak ing  the sq u a tte rs  
as a whole, th e re  are certain  expenditure which practically  
every  household considers as basic which include, as Table 
12 shows, expenses on food, ch ild ren 's  schooling, 
electricity  b ills, contribution to the p ra y e r  house and 
community hall, expenses to go to work and for clothing. 
Such expend itu re , based on the examination of consumption 
p a tte rn s  or tw enty-five households, come to approximately
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$400/- a month. This is what the sq u a tte rs  consider the 
minimal requirem ent of an average sq u a tte r household of 
five, comprising two adults and th ree  school-going 
ch ild ren . This basic requirem ent does not take into
consideration the  costs of accommodation because the 
average sq u a tte r  household has its  own house.

Expenses on food take a large chunk of th e ir  basic 
expend itu re . This goes to provide th ree  meals a day, i .e .  
b reakfast and two main meals, viz. lunch and dinner. 
B reakfast almost always consists of tea or coffee with
sugar and occasionally with milk, and some home-made 
cakes of tapioca, bananas, sweet potatoes, e tc . ,  o r bread 
and b iscu its  bought from the local store or even left-over 
food from the previous even ing 's d inner. Lunch and dinner 
consist invariably of boiled rice , eaten with at least two 
dishes of cooked vegetables, fish or o ther sea food. Meat 
is ra re ly  taken  as it is considered expensive and is served  
only on special occasions such as a feast.

In the  b e tte r-o ff  homes of those categorised as 'r ich ', 
eating hab its  remain similar to those of the poor. The
difference is only in the quantity  and quality of the food
taken . The 'r ich ' take coffee for b reakfast like the  'poor', 
b u t th e irs  is of the imported b ran d , while th a t of the 
'poor' a local v a rie ty . The 'rich ' take milk reg u la rly , 
unlike the poor who take it only occasionally, and they  
sometimes vary  th e ir  beverage, sometimes 'H orlicks', 
sometimes cocoa since they  have the financial means to do 
so. Like the  poor, the 'r ic h ', too, eat boiled rice for the ir 
lunch and d inner, bu t unlike the poor they  have more side 
dishes and eat b e tte r  quality and therefore more expensive 
fish or vegetables.

i  •

Next to expenditure on food, the expenses on
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TABLE 11

PRICES OF FOODSTUFFS & OTHER GOODS IN THE SQUATMENT'S 
OPEN MARKET & IN PETALING JAYA AND KUALA LUMPUR

(1 9 8 0 )

I te m s  ( F o o d s t u f f s )  P r i c e  in  K .L . P r i c e  in  th e
& P. J a y a  Squatm ent

(M $0.00  c t s / k a t i )  (M $0.00  c t s / k a t i )

Ik a n  b i l i s 3 . 4 0 2 . 8 0

C ook in g  o i l 1 .7 0 1 .2 0

O nions 1 .0 0 70

B e e f 4 . 0 0 3 . 5 0

Long b e a n s 1 .0 0 60

C h i l l i e s 1 .5 0 1 .0 0

Rambutans 1 .6 0 1 .0 0

Nangka ( j a c k  f r u i t ) 1 .5 0 80

I te m s  ( o t h e r  g o o d s )  (M $0.00  c t s  e a c h )  (M $0.00  c t s  e a c h )

C o t t o n  s c a r v e s 4 . 5 0 1 .5 0

S a ro n g s 1 0 .0 0 7 . 5 0

Im p orted  S ia m e se  b l o u s e s 2 0 .0 0 1 3 .0 0

L o c a l l y  made b l o u s e s 1 7 .0 0 1 2 .0 0

L a d i e s  u n d erw ear 5 . 5 0 3 . 0 0

Toys ( f r o g ) 2 . 5 0 50

P l a s t i c  b a s i n s 2 . 0 0 1 .1 5

M a t e r i a l s  f o r  d r e s s e s  1 3 .0 0  p e r  y a r d  9 . 2 5  p e r  y a r d .
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TABLE 12

AN ESTIMATE OF BASIC MONTHLY EXPENDITURE 
IN A SQUATTER HOUSEHOLD

I te m s  o f  E x p e n d i t u r e  C o s t s  i n
( M a la y s ia n  $ )

Food ( i n c l u s i v e  o f  f u e l  c o s t s )  2 4 0 . 0 0

C h i l d r e n ' s  S c h o o l  E x p e n s e s :

Bus f a r e s

R e l i g i o u s  e d u c a t i o n  

■ S t a t i o n e r y ,  e x e r c i s e  b o o k s ,  e t c  

P o c k e t  money

Bus f a r e s  f o r  h o u s e h o ld  h e a d  2 0 . 0 0

P o c k e t  money f o r  h o u s e h o ld  h e a d  3 0 . 0 0

E l e c t r i c i t y  b i l l s  ( i f  an y)  3 . 0 0

C o n t r i b u t i o n  t o  Community H a l l  & Surau 2 . 0 0

C l o t h e s  2 4 . 0 0

3 6 .0 0  

5 . 0 0

10.00 

3 0 .0 0
8 1 . 0 0

T o t a l 4 0 0 . 0 0
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ch ild ren ’s education take quite a big slice of the sq u a tte r 
household 's bu d g e t. Education in Malaysia is not 
com pulsory, bu t all sq u a tte r  children are sent to school 
and th e ir p aren ts  give th e ir  children every  encouragem ent 
they  can . Education in the State school is free and there 
are provisions for free tex t books for poor ch ild ren , to 
which the sq u a tte r children are en titled . But all o ther 
expenditu re  perta in ing  to ch ild ren 's schooling, such as 
compulsory school uniform s, shoes and socks, exercise 
books and o ther w riting implements, costs of tra n sp o rt to 
and from school, and lib ra ry  recrea tion /spo rt fees, have to 
be borne by  the p a ren ts . Children 's education is therefo re  
quite costly for the sq u a tte rs  accounting for over one fifth  
of th e ir  monthly b u d g e t. N evertheless, none of them are 
willing to deny the ir children education because they  see 
education as the only means by which the ir socio-economic 
s ta tu s  can be uplifted .

A nother portion of the ir basic expenditure goes to the 
household head himself. Usually he goes to work by  bus or 
h is own motor vehicle; in e ither case money is needed for 
tra n sp o rt. A few cycle to work, bu t th is  mode of 
transpo rta tion  is considered too exhausting and is reso rted  
to only when they  are really hard -up  for money. The 
household head , too, needs some pocket money for his tea 
or coffee at work and for h is c igare ttes, if he smokes. 
Thus one eighth of the household expenditure is consumed 
b y  the household head alone.

Then th ere  is the electricity  bill in the case of those 
whose houses are supplied with electric ity . This bill is 
usually  low because electricity  is used sparing ly , mainly 
for ironing , for watching television and ligh ting . Ironing 
is done when absolutely necessary , for school clothes, for 
example, and not for clothes for wear. The television is
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switched on only when th e re  are really good or popular 
programmes, and for a limited period each n ig h t. Power 
for light is saved by  using  fluorescent ligh ts and by using 
the hall for most of th e ir  activities before bedtime. If 
there  is need to keep light on all n ig h t, a small kerosene 
lamp is usually  u sed .

A sq u a tte r  household makes contributions to the 
p ray er house, surau , and to the community hall, too. 
These two cen tres  of community activ ities, the former for 
religious functions, the la tte r  for social ones, are ru n  by 
a committee, whose full activities will be described  in a 
la te r ch ap te r. For the p resen t it is sufficient to say that 
th is  committee organises all kinds of activities and 
functions which have to be financed somehow and the 
funds for such activities are raised  from the people as and 
when the need a rises . Such funds are collected as sedekah 
(alms) and as such payment is voluntary  and the squatte r 
can, if he so wishes, refuse to make any contributions at 
all. But more often than  not most households pay ,, if not 
for any o ther reason at least in o rder to maintain the nama 
baik of the  family. Refusing to pay can be in te rp re ted  by 
neighbours and friends in two ways: e ither the household 
head is s tingy  or he cannot afford to do so; in e ither 
case, it is  bad for the image of the household concerned. 
Community activities held during  the year include religious 
functions, such as p rophet Muhammad’s b ir th d ay , Isra ' and 
Mi'raj, the beginning of Ramadhan (the  Muslim fasting  
m onth), the two religious festivals, v iz. the Hari Raya 
Puasa and Hari Raya Haji. O ther activities include sports 
com petitions, political p a rty  m eetings, feasts  for visiting 
dignitaries and home science classes for women. The 
contribution made by  each household varies between $1.00 
and $10/” depending on capabilities. On the whole, the 
contribution made is about $2.00 p er household p e r  month.
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Finally, there  is the expenditure on clothes which is 
relatively small. Requirements for basic clothing are 
minimal in the hot tropical climate. In the squatm ent, 
children ru n  around barefooted with only a pair of shorts  
on and men wear shorts and singlets or only a sarong. 
Only women cover themselves up much more, usually  in 
sarongs and blouses; even th en , many of them are  often 
forced to take off the ir blouses in the privacy of their 
homes in the afternoon because of the hea t. People pu t on 
th e ir best d ress  only to go out of the squatm ent, to go to 
work, to v isit relatives or go shopping, for example, or 
when th ere  is a gathering or a feast in the squatm ent. 
Basic requirem ents for clothing are therefore minimal and 
clothes worn daily are usually of cotton material which is 
among the cheapest kind of textile in the m arket.

(ii) Non-Basic E xpenditure. None of the sq u a tte rs  in 
Kampung Selamat are content with minimal living 
s tan d a rd s . They have a yen for consumer goods and some 
kind of entertainm ent which help to make life a b it more 
pleasant for them or help to boost the ir p restig e . There is 
need for ex tra  expenditure above what is considered basic 
which, in th is  context, will be called ’non-basic’ 
ex p en d itu re .

The lis t of non-basic goods and services req u ired  by 
the sq u a tte rs  is en d less . A fter all they  live in the  city 
and are exposed to all k inds of new ideas and th ings 
which they  find difficult to re s is t.  Most give in to the ir 
newly aroused desire , induced by advertisem ents th rough  
the mass media. They work v ery  h ard  to earn money and 
spend almost all of it on non-basic goods and serv ices. 
Only a few have some left for savings, even th en  savings 
are made with a view to spending, albeit la te r.
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It is in terestin g  to note that th e ir  idea of spending 
wisely is to spend money on tangible goods of u tilitarian  
value or for religious purposes such as going on a 
pilgrimage to Mecca. Such spending is considered berkat 
(b lessed) and money spent otherwise is seen as tak berkat 
(not b lessed , w astefu l). Thus one finds th a t the sq u a tte rs  
are not so greatly  inclined to spening money on 
entertainm ent or recreation . They go to the movies or a 
varie ty  show ra re ly ; the young may do so once in a couple 
of m onths, the older ones perhaps once a y ear; and men 
do not indugle in little vices like gambling, d rink ing , e tc . ,  
p artly  for religious reasons and p artly  because they  th ink  
any money spent tha t way en tire ly  wasteful (membazir) . 
Their hard  earned money is spent on goods, as can be 
seen in th e ir  homes.

For a community with an average combined household 
income of about $500/- a month and with a minimum cost of 
living of about $400/- a month, the list of consumer goods 
owned by  them is really quite im pressive. In practically  
every house th ere  is at least one single bed with light 
foam m attress, one cupboard for displaying china and 
o ther k itchen goods as well as for storing  food, a 
wardrobe and a cooker using kerosene or gas from a 
sealed cy linder. In addition, in about 40% of the houses 
th ere  are electrical appliances such as portable fans, rice 
cookers, m ixers, electric k e ttle s , electric irons; and 
television se ts  are found in 35% of the homes. O ther goods 
found include tra n sis to r radios (80%), record  p layers and 
cassettes  (5%), scooters, Vespas and m otor-cycles (56%) 
and cars (9%).

While some of the goods, such as c a rs , television 
s e ts , record  p layers as well as re frig e ra to rs  are 
considered ’luxuries ' (barang mewah) , the re s t are  seen £us
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’essen tia ls ' (barang pakai hari-hari) which the  sq u a tte rs  
think they  should have. In th is  respect they  are  somewhat 
more advanced than  th e ir  relatives in the  co u n try sid e , 
where some of the consumer goods, such as some of the 
electrical gadgets , are not widely used and still regarded  
as ’lu x u ries’. Unlike the p easan try , where life is not 
governed b y  time, the sq u a tte rs ' life is practically  
governed b y  the clock and th u s  they need time and labour 
saving devices in th e ir homes, as much as they  need th e ir  
own motorised tra n sp o rt to go to work. Hence these  goods 
must be bought and they  go to great leng ths to acquire 
them, as shall be seen la te r.

Non-basic expenditure is not .confined to household 
goods only. There are also expenses on personal items, 
especially clothes, shoes, w atches, handbags and jewellery 
in the case of women. Although the basic requirem ent for 
clothing is minimal, some sq u a tte rs  have a considerable 
number of clo thes, of which a few are of popular imported 
b ran d s . Wrangler or Levi's jeans that cost almost one th ird  
of a factory  w orker’s monthly pay are a common sight 
among the menfolk, especially when there  is a community 
gathering  and people pu t on th e ir best a ttire ; every  
working adu lt, man and woman, has a watch and ladies 
wear expensive Indonesian ba tik s, lace or lawn b louses, 
imported handbags and high heeled shoes when going ou t. 
The teenagers sport the la test fashion, g irls in th e ir  maxi 
d resses and permed h a ir; boys in th e ir  jeans and sh irts  
with the titles  of the la test television series or b ig  b rand  
names w ritten across the ir ch est. Indeed, when it comes to 
d ressing  up for community functions or to go o u t, no 
sq u a tte rs  would see fit not to pu t on their b e s t. And for 
the women, th e ir  best is not complete without th e ir  special 
gold jew ellery, which everyone h a s . Women wear gold 
r in g s , b race le ts , ea r-r in g s  and chains; one or two have been
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seen to wear over $1,500/- worth of gold when they  a ttend  
the squatm ent feasts . A few wear diamonds as well.

There is no doubt th a t the sq u a tte rs  spend a 
relatively  large sum of money on non-basic goods. This 
s tudy reveals each household spends between $35/- a 
month in the poorest households and $350/- a month in the 
'rich ' ones on non-basic items. Such expenditu re  on 
consumer goods is not only made because the goods are 
essential in th e ir  daily life, b u t also for symbolic reasons. 
P restige and social s ta tu s  are measured p a rtly  by  a 
p erso n ’s earning by honest means and partly  by spending 
capacity . The more goods (especially expensive ones) tha t 
a person owns, the h igher h is prestige and social s ta tu s . 
It does not m atter if as a re su lt of buying all these 
status-m aking goods they end up with no money; for to 
them biar papa asal bergaya  (no m atter if one is a pauper 
as long as one lives in s ty le ) . They want to live well or at 
least to appear to live well.

In addition to the expenditure on personal items and 
household goods, ex tra  expenses are incurred  by  some 
sq u a tte rs  who have dependents in the coun tryside . One 
ten th  of the households send money regularly  every  month 
to th e ir  re latives -  p a re n ts , siblings, e tc . -  in the ir 
kam pungs of origin and the amount given varies from $30/- 
to $50/- a month. Some send money as and when the need 
aries such as when a poor relative gets ill and has no 
income or when his son is s itting  for his secondary school 
examinations and requ iring  money for fees, or when the 
relative needs money for special feasts or to meet accident 
expenses, and such like. Everyone in the squatm ent, 
including the original se ttle r families, has relatives in some 
kampung somewhere and all of them therefore are  bound 
by  social obligations which impose some financial b u rd en  on
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them e ith er regu larly  or occasionally.

Having seen the n atu re  of expenditure both basic and 
non-basic , it can be concluded that the sq u a tte rs  need a 
lot of money to live well in the squatm ent. Living well in 
th is  case means living above the minimum standards and 
being able to purchase some if not all of the goods seen as 
essen tia l. To live well the sq u a tte rs  need an ex tra  income 
of at least $100/- p er month above th e ir  basic
requirem ents. Thus a sq u a tte r household req u ires  at least 
$500/- a month to be able to live in a sta te  described  by 
them as boleh tahart (see Table 8). Almost 40% of the 
households do not have such income, yet in all the 
sq u a tte r  homes one finds various kinds of consumer goods. 
How do the sq u a tte rs  acquire them?

The viability of the ir economy lies in th e ir  social
reso u rces, the way they use th e ir  ties of k in , friends and 
neighbours, not only to cushion themselves against the 
hardsh ips of life b u t also to gain some comforts as well.

4.3 The Economy And Social Network.

The previous sections have tried  to show the 
cooperation and sharing th a t take place among household 
members, especially in the process of production and 
red istribu tion  of income. Such cooperation and sharing  do 
not stop at the household level only; they  also take place 
at the extra-household  level, especially among v e ry  close 
neighbours who, in most cases, are related  by  real or 
fictive ties of k inship and affinity  to one ano ther.

Taking the squatment as a whole, one finds several
’fie lds’ of intensive social in teractions, each field
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consisting of four to five households. Between these 
households, as alluded to earlie r, there  is usually a 
continuous process of cooperation, borrow ing, giving and 
tak ing  as well as sh arin g , all of which have important 
economic implications. Such a process which can be seen as 
generalised exchange is a useful red istribu tive  mechanism 
enabling the poor sq u a tte rs  to share p a rt of the earning of 
th e ir  b e tte r-o ff  neighbours.

The ways in which such red istribu tion  works can be 
seen in the case of four households, households Nos, 21, 
22, 24 and 26, which are close to one ano ther. Households 
24 and 26 are re la ted , as the two household heads are 
b ro th e rs . 21 and 22 are bound by fictive kin ties as the 
head of the fomer household is anak angkat (fictive son) 
of the la tte r . And the four families, which have been 
neighbours to each o ther for the last seven years  at least, 
have grown very  close and fond of one another th a t their 
relationship is desribed by them as macam adik beradik 
( lit. like siblings or b ro th e rs  and s is te rs ) .

Households 24 and 26 are part-tim e food-sellers ; 24 
deals in staple food, 26 in cakes. The o ther two are 
w age-earner families, doing ra th e r poorly compared to 24 
and 26, Almost each working day, households 24 and 26 
send plates of food, some of the left-overs from the day's 
sale, to households 21 and 22, which usually  consist of 
rice and chicken, fish and sometimes meat, dishes as well 
as cakes. This is something which the la tte r  households 
cannot afford to buy very  frequently  and although they  
are always at the receiving end, as it were, they  never 
feel embarassed or incur any loss of s ta tu s . This is 
because they  are in a position to re tu rn  the favour and 
often do so in one way or ano ther. For example, when the 
part-tim e food-vendor of house 24 and his wife go out in
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the evening to sell food, which may last up till eleven 
o ’clock in the  n ig h t, members of households 21 and 22 help 
mind the children at home. Also when the wife in house 22 
has ex tra  vegetables from h er home gardening e ffo rt, she 
gives some to h e r th ree  neighbours.

A part from the exchange of foodstuff, th e re  is a lot 
of o ther forms of in ter-borrow ing and sharing  between 
them. Women from these four households often borrow each 
o th e rs ’s cooking u tensils , even personal effects which are 
considered by them not too p riv a te , such as scarves, 
s lip p ers, handbags, e tc . Men borrow each o th e r 's  working 
too ls, such as m achete, ch ise l, hammer, e tc . ,  and also 
th e ir  means of tra n sp o rt, i .e .  bicycles and scooters. 
Children from any of the four households walk freely  into 
the house of another household, sometimes have meals with 
them and share in playing with th e ir ch ild ren 's  to y s. The 
older children hand th e ir  clothes down to younger children 
of ano ther household, help them with th e ir  school 
home-work. Ice-cream s, sweets and o ther snacks bought at 
the local shop are  shared  among them. All th is ,  without 
doubt, goes some way in red istrib u tin g  the income of the 
b e tte r-o ff  sq u a tte rs  so th a t the ir poorer neighbours are 
able not only to have a share of it bu t also to reduce their 
costs of living to the minimum possib le.

In many cases, economic cooperation is extended 
beyond the  c lu ste r of closely related  neighbours. This is 
especially so among members of the informal credit 
o rganisations, which are the main channels th rough  which 
the sq u a tte rs  acquire most of th e ir  non-basic goods. Most 
of the sq u a tte rs , as seen earlier, are low income earners 
who have great difficulty in securing  formal credit 
facilities. About the only formal credit facility th a t they 
can get is un d er the h ire -p u rch ase  system . But even
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th is  is not easy for them to obtain since h ire -p u rch ase  
companies p re fe r people with fixed income. In the  case of 
the sq u a tte rs  it is only those who have a personal income 
of more than $400/- a month who have been known to have 
managed to obtain h ire -pu rchase  facilities. As the majority 
of the sq u a tte rs  earn  less than  $400/- a month, they  of 
course find it almost impossible to buy goods on 
h ire -p u rc h a se . They have no choice bu t to re so rt to 
informal cred it organisations.

Formal credit facilities, such as the h ire -p u rch ase , 
are  normally for the purpose of buying goods which are 
normally considered ’v ery  expensive’ by the sq u a tte rs , 
such as motorised vehicles, television se ts , re frig e ra to rs , 
e tc . The purchasing  of such goods is almost always the 
responsibility  and privilege of the men. Women deal with 
'less expensive' goods, such as kitchen items, bedsheets 
and covers, cushion covers, imported laces or em broidered 
table cloths and such like. Unlike the men, the women 
acquire these goods th rough  informal cred it facilities, 
initiated by  them selves or by  outside dealers keen on 
selling th e ir  p ro d u c ts . These informal c red it facilities 
which depend on the women’s social netw orks for their 
success are  manifested in the forms of 'p a rty  sa les ', 
'ro ta ting  cred it association ', 'group pu rchase ' and 
'itineran t women p e tty  tra d e rs '.  Some of these informal 
credit facilities will be discussed in Chapter VII.

4.4 Implications of the S quatte rs ' Social Networks.

The sq u a tte rs ' social netw orks, based on ties of k in , 
affinity  and of friendship are what can be described as 
prim ary social netw orks. These netw orks, as explained 
earlie r, serve several socio-economic ends:
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(a) They help red istrib u te  income and o ther 
economic resources within the community.

(b ) They provide channels for credit facilities, 
th u s  enabling the sq u a tte rs  to acquire goods 
th a t they  otherwise could not.

(c) They help reduce the costs of living by 
provision of free or cheap services.

(d ) They provide emotional and psychological 
s e c u rity .

A part from such functions, these prim ary social 
netw orks also account for the  absence of destitu tion in 
Kampung Selamat and possibly in all the o ther sq u a tte r 
kam pungs th a t the w riter v isited . In Kampung Selamat, no 
one s ta rved  or wore ta tte re d  clothes or was without 
sh e lte r . Even the one family whose household head was 
unemployed for about th ree  months in mid-1980 was not in 
any condition th a t could be regarded  as d es titu te . When 
the family's savings were exhausted , some friends and 
neighbours len t them money although the prospect for 
repaym ent was clearly poor. O thers gave gifts of raw or 
cooked food as well as hand-down clothes for the family's 
six m onths' old baby. And yet o th ers , concerned th a t the 
head of the  family and his wife might feel em barassed to 
be the  object of charity  most of the time, fed th e ir  elder 
child when she came to th e ir  house. The family was 
certain ly  not destitu te  throughout the period tha t the 
household head was out of employment. In fact they  led 
such a perfectly  normal life compared to the o ther 
sq u a tte rs  th a t the w riter did not suspect at f irs t th a t the 
family had no income of th e ir  own at all.
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Primary social netw orks at the squatm ent level 
therefo re  play a very  im prtant role in p reven ting  serious 
hardsh ips due to deprivation .. Equally im portant are the 
sq u a tte rs ' ties with th e ir  relatives in the coun tryside . 
A part from the benefits which have already been touched 
upon, these ties have one o ther important p u rpose . If a 
sq u a tte r for w hatever reason cannot make it in Kampung 
Selamat, he can always re tu rn  to his village of origin and 
rejoin his relatives in the security  and peace of the 
countryside and thereby  avoid the risk  of facing a life of 
hardsh ip  and poverty  in the c ity . This happened in the 
case of house N o.2, who were compelled to make such a 
decision. The household head, a lo rry  d riv e r, died in an 
accident while carry ing  out h is work. He left a widow and 
th ree  young children who were almost penniless and 
without any means of financial su p p o rt. There was no way 
for the widow to go to work as the children were too 
young to be left on the ir own and she could not find 
anyone in the squatment who was in a position to mind h er 
children for h e r in h er absence. The whole family was in 
danger of a life of hardsh ip . This was prevented  when the 
widow's relatives from her kampung of origin came to fetch 
h e r and h er children and take them back to the 
co u n try sid e .

There is no doubt therefore tha t as far as the Malay 
sq u a tte rs  are concerned th e ir  prim ary social netw orks in 
the  squatm ent as well as in the countryside are of 
paramount importance to them in meeting the ir short-term  
and long-term  needs and in overcoming some, if not all, of 
th e ir  socio-economic problems. But the sq u a tte rs ' problems 
are not just socio-economic only. Unlike the re s t of the 
u rban  population who, on the whole, enjoy a considerable 
measure of security  in their homes, the sq u atte rs  live in a 
perpetual sta te  of insecurity : they  are in constant fear of
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being evicted from th e ir homes, and in the past few years 
such fears have intensified as a resu lt of the increasing 
number of eviction operations carried  out by the local 
au th o rity , the City Hall, all over the Federal T errito ry . 
Their very  surv ival is at stake and they know th a t the ir 
fu tu re  lies in the hands of the officials at City Hall and 
the  M inistry of the Federal T e rrito ry . They believe there 
are ways to influence the decisions made by such officials, 
bu t such an im portant task  is beyond the capabilities of 
th e ir  prim ary social netw orks. As one sq u a tte r explains, 
"We are poor people. Our re la tives, too, are poor people. 
What we need, as the old folks would say , is a b ig  tree  
with thick foliage (pohon rendang} which can provide us 
the shade and shelter tha t we n eed ."  They need to 
establish  ex tra  social tie s , with people in pow er, outside 
th e ir  prim ary social netw orks.

In C hapter III we saw how the pioneer sq u a tte rs  
found the 'big tree  with thick foliage' in th e  urban  
politicians and th e ir  f irs t contact with these politicians 
made them realise th a t politicians from the political p a rty  
in power do have certain  influence over officials at City 
Hall. This realisation, together with their feelings of 
indebtedness to the politicians, induced them to foster 
even closer relationship with the politicians and th e ir  
political p a rty  organisation. The p resen t sq u a tte rs , 
following in the footsteps of th e ir  p redecesso rs, continue 
to maintain the ties established with the politicians and 
th e ir  political p a rty  organisation, th u s  widening the ir 
social netw orks considerably by creating  secondary ties to 
complement th e ir  prim ary ones which proved inadequate 
and incapable of a ttending  to the crucial problem of their 
very  survival as sq u a tte rs .
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CHAPTER V

POLITICS, POLITICAL PARTIES & 
PARTY DEPENDENCY IN KAMPUNG SELAMAT 

(1967 -  1977)

5.1 S quatter Politics

The Malay sq u a tte rs  who are recen t a rriv a ls  in the 
capital city are faced with at least two major problems in 
th e ir attem pt to adapt to u rban  life. F irs t , as explained in 
C hapter IV, they  are beset with socio-economic problems 
which arise out of th e ir low income and job in stab ility , and 
these are dealt with by careful utilisation and manipulation 
of th e ir  prim ary social netw orks. Secondly, th ey  are faced 
with the question of the ir survival as sq u a tte rs  and as 
p a rt of the u rb an  population. For the majority of them , to 
continue living in the city means they  have to squat 
because they  cannot afford alternative accommodation. And 
as sq u a tte rs , they  are not only living in relative 
deprivation bu t also in constant fear of eviction. It is 
certa in ly  axiomatic to say th a t it is the desire  of every  
sq u a tte r  eventually to secure legal r ig h ts  to the  land they  
now occupy and b ring  about improvement in th e ir  living 
conditions so as to be able to live macam orang bandar 
( lit. like the town or city  people); and to live macam 
orang bandar means to have basic amenities such as piped 
w ater and e lectric ity , postal service, p roper sanitation , 
e tc . These are goals which all sq u a tte rs  s triv e  to a tta in . 
To the ex tent th a t such goals are public or communal in 
n a tu re  and th a t the sq u a tte rs  t ry  to achieve them by 
collective e f fo r ts , all activities d irected  tow ards such 
objectives can, to follow the definition of Swartz e t .  a l . ,  
be described as political (1976:1-42).



-  232 -

S quatter politics in Kampung Selamat operates within 
the framework of a political p a rty  organisation. The
sq u a tte rs , as will be explained at length in C hapters VI 
and VII, use the political p a rty  machinery as a basis for 
community organisations and utilise the p arty  as a channel 
for achieving the ir own limited goals. Their politics is 
enmeshed with national politics and so it cannot be studied 
in isolation bu t must be seen in relation to the wider 
political context in the coun try . It is one area of study  
where anthropology and political science converge.

The close link between the squ a tte rs  and political
p a rty  organisations is not peculiar to Kampung Selamat. 
This phenomenon exists elsewhere in the capital, a fact 
which is well-known among city adm inistrators, politicians 
and some sections of the general public. The 1969 Report 
of the Federal Capital Commission (re fe rred  to in C hapter 
I ) ,  for example, re fe rs  to in terference from and p ressu re  
by politicians and political organisations. The Report does 
not detail the n atu re  of in terference and p re ssu re , bu t
w hatever form they  took, they were said to have impeded 
the efforts  made by the local au thority  to contrpl the
expansion of squatting  and appeared to have fru s tra te d  
some officials in local governm ent. The Report thought it 
appropriate to call for a policy on squatting  th a t was free 
from political in terference and p re ssu re  ( p .20).

The 1978 Report by  City Hall also alluded to earlier 
in C hapter I, on the o ther hand, notes th a t some 
sq u a tte rs  in Kuala Lumpur aligned themselves with certain  
political p artie s  and tha t a few squatte rs  became p a rty  
activ ists  and political leaders at the squatment level and 
used th e ir  positions in the p a rty  to apply p re ssu re  on 
officials of the u rban  authorities to give th e ir  squatm ents 
all k inds of basic amenities ( p .8).
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Research w orkers who . have stud ied  sq u a tte r  
communities in the capital also note the  dominant role 
played by  politicians and political parties  at th e  squatm ent 
level and supra-squatm ent level, in helping to champion 
the sq u a tte rs ' cause. However, they  usually make little 
more than  just passing references. Adnan Maarof (1967) 
and Mahsun Taib (1972) describe briefly  how Malay 
sq u a tte rs  in two different sections of Kampung Kerinei 
formed political p a rty  branches in the squatm ent and la ter 
used  the p a rty  branch  to pro tect them selves against
eviction. Hamdan Haji Nordin (1977), in his s tu d y  of 
resid en ts  of Pantai Halt, many of whom were sq u a tte rs , 
observes how the local p a rty  b ranch  was u sed  to get 
public amenities from the local au tho rity . Ishak Shaari 
(1976), whose main focus of s tudy  was the squatm ent in 
Kampung K elantan, re fe rs  simply to "political in terference" 
which, according to him, restra ined  the local au thority
from demolishing sq u a tte r h u ts . And finally, Sen, M.K. 
(1979), who describes the sq u a tte rs  as politically conscious 
and with a high level of political partic ipation , contends 
th a t the sq u a tte rs  are greatly  influenced b y  th e ir  local 
level political leaders and th a t such leaders seek the 
assistance and support of supra-local politicians, especially 
th e ir  members of parliament.

The close links between sq u a tte rs  and politicians both 
from the ru ling  Barisan Nasional and the opposition parties  
are  also amply reported  in the national new spapers. Among 
the most publicised cases in recen t years is th a t of the 
Kampung Polo sq u a tte rs , comprising tw enty-tw o 
households, who were evicted by the City Hall housing 
enforcement u n it, the UPP, in mid-October 1981. The local
dailies gave the incident good coverage. The sq u a tte r
houses were repo rted  to have been demolished, and in the 
process of destroying  the houses, officials of the  UPP were
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said to have used  force on the sq u a tte rs , for example, by 
o rdering  a mother to take h e r very  ill baby out of the 
house into pouring rain  so tha t th e ir  house could be axed 
down. Such rep o rts  not only brought an ou tcry  from some 
members of the public as evidenced by the number of 
le tte rs  from read ers  in the new spapers and of those 
received b y  the deputy d irector of the UPP condemning 
him and th rea ten in g  him for what happened, b u t they  also 
brough t some politicians runn ing  to the squatm ent and City 
H a ll( l) . Among the f irs t to respond immediately to the 
incident was the Member of Parliament for Kuala Lumpur 
B an d a r, Mr Lee Lam T h y e , from the opposition p a r ty , 
DAP. The day a fte r the incident he was repo rted  to be 
tak ing  up the case of the sq u a tte rs  with the Minister of 
the Federal T errito ry  (Malay Mail, 16 October 1981). The 
nex t day , an official of UMNO's National Youth Committee, 
Mr Tamrin G haffar, released a p ress  statem ent criticising 
the  City Hall officials involved in the demolition operation 
for th e ir  "inhuman and callous a ttitudes"  and in his 
capacity  as Chairman of UMNO's National Youth Committee 
Housing B ureau , he called on the M inistry of the Federal 
T e rrito ry  to discipline its s ta ff (Malay Mail, 17 October 
1981). A nother new spaper, the Sunday Times, 18 October 
1981, rep o rts  th a t an official of the Federal T errito ry  
UMNO, i .e .  the chairman of the p a rty 's  Housing and Land 
B ureau , Senator Abdul Razak Samah, visited the homeless 
sq u a tte rs  and told them of "UMNO's proposal th a t they  
(the sq u a tte rs )  rebuild  th e ir houses on an adjacent piece 
of land". The senato r, the repo rt says, also " . . . to ld  the 
sq u a tte rs  th a t if they  were not happy with the alternative 
land they  could rebuild elsewhere in the v icin ity". The 
sq u a tte rs  of Kampung Polo evidently too his advice, for 
the  Malay Mail on 10 O ctober, 1981 repo rts  th a t they  were 
still living in the area , having built tem porary longhouses 
with the "blessing of UMNO and the governm ent".
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Needless to say , the political functionaries' manifest 
in te re st in the sq u a tte rs  is induced b y , among o ther 
th in g s , the fact tha t the sq u a tte rs  have the rig h t to 
partic ipate  in political organisations and to vote in the 
national and state elections despite the ir anomalous position 
in the capital. Political p a rty  leaders, from both the ru ling  
Barisan Nasional and the opposition, as seen in the 
new spaper rep o rts  mentioned above, make no secre t about 
the ir in te rest in and liaison with the sq u atte rs  and of their 
commitment to the cause of the sq u a tte rs , including their 
quest for titles  to the land they occupy illegally. However, 
none of the politicians interview ed would openly admit tha t 
th e ir  in te re st in the sq u a tte rs  is motivated by th e ir  desire 
to win the votes and get the political support of the 
sq u a tte rs . Instead , they  a ttrib u te  their 'commitment' to 
helping the sq u a tte rs  to 'hum anitarian reaso n s ', and to 
th e ir  desire to berkhidmat ( lit. serve or give service) 
and , in the case of the politicians from the opposition, to 
th e ir  quest for social justice as well.

Two opposition MPs, Mr. Lee Lam T hye, who 
rep resen ts  the constituency of Kuala Lumpur Bandar since 
1969, and Mr. V. David, who rep resen ts  th a t of Damansara 
(1978-1982), both from the DAP, explain th a t they  
champion the in te re st of the sq u a tte rs  because they  are 
the  u rb an  poor who, they  say , have been grossly  
neglected by the local au thority  and the Federal 
Government. The p resen t Government, they  contend, does 
not understand  the real cause of urban  squatting  and has 
failed to solve the sq u a tte r problem. Its  p resen t attem pts 
to overcome th is  problem, they  say , have led to serious 
hardsh ips to so many sq u a tte r families. It is therefo re  , 
they  claim, th e ir du ty  as Members of Parliament to fight 
for the  cause and in te re st of the squatte rs  and to help 
them .(2)
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Like these two MPs, the MP for Setapak (1974-1982) 
Hj. Id ris  Ibrahim, who was until 1982, also the  chief of 
UMNO Setapak Division, openly admits h is support for the 
s q u a tte rs <3) "There is no doubt", he said , "that the 
sq u a tte rs  are on the wrong side of the  law. But they  are 
forced to b reak  the law, to be sq u a tte rs . They deserve to 
be helped. If politicians like us don’t help them , who 
would? We can 't simply throw them out of th e ir  homes, 
th e re  are a q u a rte r  of a million of them . . . " .  He is proud 
to be in a position to pro tect and help them . He claims 
th a t he spent 60% of his financial allocation as an MP on 
the  sq u a tte rs  in his constituency , for such purposes as 
build ing roads, and providing piped water and electric ity . 
This earned  him the title  Raja Setinggan (King of the 
sq u a tte rs ) , a title of which he feels p roud . (A lattas S .H ., 
1979:109).

Political leaders from the o ther component parties  of 
the coalition Barisan Nasional, the MCA,MIC and Gerakan 
are  equally involved with the s q u a tte rs . The close 
association of the MCA with the sq u a tte rs  v iz . Chinese 
sq u a tte rs  goes back to the late forties du rin g  the 
formative period of the p a r ty , when the sq u a rte rs  formed 
the  main bulk of its  supporters  and members. In the 
s ix ties , with the emergence of o ther Chinese dominated 
political p a rtie s , the sq u atte rs  support for MCA is believed 
to have declined and as p a rt of its  attem pt to regain the 
sq u a tte rs  support the p a rty  coducted a su rvey  of Kuala 
Lumpur sq u a tte rs  in 1976. A confidential rep o rt by Siaw 
L .K . emphasised the need for MCA to accelerate its  efforts  
to b rin g  more sq u a tte rs  into the p a rty . There is no doubt 
th a t MCA is cu rren tly  doing all it can to achieve just th a t. 
The MCA Federal T errito ry  appears to be doing its  best to 
help the sq u a tte rs . For example, at a meeting with fire 
victims in Kampung Furlong, Setapak which the w riter
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attended  in November 1981, the secre tary  of MCA Setapak 
Division, Mr. Dim Kim Pong donated $2,000/- on behalf of 
h is p a rty  and $200/- on behalf of his tra n sp o rt company to 
the  fire victims. In addition he offered the services of his 
p a rty  officials to the sq u a tte rs  in the afterm ath of the 
f ire . Help of a more permanent n atu re  will soon be 
implemented, according to an official of the Federal 
T errito ry  MCA, in the form of a k indergarten  project in 
Chinese sq u a tte r a reas. Such help , which may be 
construed  as abetting  squatting , is deemed necessary  for 
the  sq u a tte rs ' sake. As Mr. Lim Kim Pong(4) told the 
w rite r ,

"The sq u a tte rs  are poor people. Some are 
not familiar with the  local au thorities. They 
don 't know how to deal with officials, how 
to get th ings done. MCA is here to serve them

The Gerakan p a r ty , which has its  origin and base in 
the  n o rth e rn  sta te  of Penang, is try in g  to broaden its 
base to include Kuala Lumpur and the sq u a tte rs  are among 
its  main ta rg e ts . The p a rty  leaders have not been vocal in 
th e ir  support for the  sq u a tte rs , nevertheless, the  w rite r's  
own investigation shows th a t quite a few h igh -rank ing  
officials of the p a rty  are active in the squatm ents. In 
Kampung Baru Shaw, the community leader says he is 
getting  the help of one Gerakan politician, a junior 
m inister, to get w ater supply and o ther basic amenties for 
the  squatment and he hopes with th is m inister's help to 
get titles  to th e ir land.

The w riter came across several instances where the 
MIC became involved with the sq u a tte rs ' in te re s ts . In 
Kampung U dara, the  sq u a tte rs  received a community hall 
and water supply with the  help of the  MIC. When the
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sq u a tte rs  in Kampung K hatijah, B rickfields, were to be 
evicted to make way for a road and office buildings in 
1981, it was the MIC leaders in Brickfields, besides the 
UMNO Senator from Damansara, who undertook the task  of 
negotiating with City Hall and the private developer on the 
best possible term s to compensate the sq u atte rs  and the 
best means to remove them from the area . And in the 
squatm ent of Kampung Berembang, six new sq u a tte r 
houses th a t were served  eviction notices and to be 
demolished by  the UPP in October 1981, were saved by the 
in tervention  of MIC officials from Ampang.

The relationship between the sq u a tte rs  and some 
political leaders from the various political organisations, 
especially political parties in the Barisan Nasional, is 
acknowledged in high political c ircles. A junior minister in 
the M inistry of the  Federal T errito ry  in 1980, now a full 
m inister in the  Prime M inister's Departm ent, re fe rs  to it in 
a paper subm itted to a workshop on sq u atte rs  in 1979,

" . . .  the sq u a tte rs  . . .  have close links with 
political parties  which act as action groups 
to help solve th e ir  problems and act as th e ir  
rep resen ta tiv es  in dealings with the government 
departm ents. The political parties are  formed 
instan taneously  in the  squatm ents . . .  in o rder 
to obtain basic amenities . . . "  (T ranslated  from 
the  original tex t in M alay).

Indeed , political - p a r ty  branches are formed 
everyw here in the sq u a tte r areas in the capital. Party  
signboards are prominently displayed in almost every 
sq u a tte r kam pung, proclaiming the presence of p a rty  
b ran ch es. The majority of these signboards belong to 
political p artie s  of the Barisan Nasional. As iLaiLL. Ching, 
w riting on the adm inistration of the Federal T e rrito ry , 
o b se rv e s ,



"Politically sq u a tte rs  have political power of 
th e ir  own. There are  many instances where 
the sq u a tte r community forms the branches 
of certain  political p a rtie s , especially those 
in the ru ling  government . . . "  (1978:91).

There are UMNO, MCA, MIC and Gerakan p arty  
branches in the squatm ents as testified by  the p artie s ' 
signboards. The opposition parties are conspicuously 
poorly rep resen ted . The DAP, for example, which is based 
in Kuala Lumpur and which has a very  large following 
th ere  as evidenced by the resu lts  of four successive 
general elections, in 1969, 1974, 1978 and 1982, has only a 
few signboards in the squatm ents. During the  w rite r's  
v isit to more than  one hundred  squatte r kam pungs, which 
include parliam entary constituencies considered to be DAP 
strongholds (Kepong, Sungai Besi and Kuala Lumpur 
B andar), only eleven DAP signboards were sighted  as 
against more than  eighty  signboards of the government 
political p a rtie s . The o ther opposition p a r ty , PMIP, which 
also has some sup p o rte rs  in the capital, especially in the 
parliam entary constituencies of Setapak and Damansara as 
testified  by  the number of votes it polled in the  1978 and 
1982 general elections, had no p a rty  signboards displayed 
at all.

The absence of signboards of the opposition parties 
does not mean th a t the sq u a tte rs  are all for the political 
parties of the government in power. There are many DAP 
and PMIP supporters  in the squatm ents, bu t th ey  are not 
keen to display th e ir support openly. This is consonant 
with the resu lt of a survey  by  the Kuala Lumpur MCA 
Research B ureau, in 1981. On the political participation of 
the  sq u atte rs  in Kampung Pakar, Kuala Lumpur, the 
su rvey  concludes,
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"The precentage of those respondents who were 
non-committal or reluctan t to answer constitu ted  
44% of the sampling. Although 1.1% of responden ts 
indicated th e ir  moral o r active support for DAP, 
the percentage for th e ir  support may be h igher 
and may comprise those within the 44% ca teg o ry ."  
(1981:10)

Some PMIP and DAP supporters  may also reg is te r  as 
members of the ru ling  coalition p a rtie s . This phenomenon 
can be term ed as overt and covert political affiliation, th a t 
is overt support for the p a rty  in power and covert 
support for the opposition p a r ty . This overt and covert 
support is due to the widespread belief among the 
sq u a tte rs , and to some extent among the general public as 
well, tha t the government bureaucracy  is controlled by 
politicians from the political p a rty  in pow er. It is feared 
that open support for the opposition would incense those 
politicians within the government who might retaliate 
utilizing the u rb an  bu reaucracy , i .e .  the  M inistry of the 
Federal T e rrito ry  and the City Hall. The retalia tion , it is 
believed, may take various forms: eviction, harassm ent, 
s tric t enforcement of existing laws on sq u a ttin g , denial of 
services and basic u rban  am enities, e tc . A show of 
support for the  p a rty  in power is considered necessary  
whether or not they  believe in the p a rty  concerned or its 
policies.

The p a rty  signboard in a sq u a tte r kam pung does not 
therefore tru ly  reflect the political affiliation of all the 
sq u a tte rs  in th a t kampung, bu t it is an indication of the 
political inclination of the majority. And judging by  the 
p a rty  signboards displayed, it can be said th a t sq u a tte r 
politics connote ethnic divisions, a reflection of p revalent 
demographic and political segregation. As has a lready been 
stated  earlier in C hapter I, the major political p a rtie s , 
UMNO, MCA and MIC are ethnic parties  which limit their



membership to th e ir  own respective ethnic category only, 
and each p a rty  champions the cause of its p articu la r ethnic 
group . Political parties  which are not constitu ted  as ethnic 
p a rtie s , such as the DAP, Gerakan and PMIP, are 
nonetheless generally identified with a p articu la r ethnic 
group . The DAP and G erakan, originally constitu ted  as 
m ulti-racial p a rtie s , draw most of the ir support from the 
Chinese community and are therefore identified by the 
general public as Chinese p a rtie s . Similarly, PMIP, formed 
as a p a rty  based on Islamic ideology, and which draws 
most of its  support from Malays, is identified as a Malay 
p a r ty . In conformity with th is p a tte rn  of political 
affiliation, the sq u a tte rs  invariably support political parties 
of th e ir  own ethnic groups or one which is associated with 
them. Thus one finds UMNO in Malay squatm ents, the 
MCA, Gerakan and to a lesser ex tent the DAP, in Chinese, 
and MIC in Indian squatm ents.

Usually, only one p a r ty 's  signboard is seen in a 
particu lar squatm ent. This is hardly  su rp ris in g  as the 
majority of the squatm ents consist of a single ethnic 
group. In the few cases where more than  one ethnic 
groups live together within the boundaries of a squatm ent, 
more than  one p a r ty  signboards are displayed. An example 
is Bukit C2 in the Pantai a rea , where the UMNO and MIC 
banners stand  side by  s id e , an epitome of the ethnic 
division and dual political affiliation of its  residen t 
s q u a tte rs .

In Kampung Selamat, where the population is entirely  
Malay, only one p a rty  signboard is visible, th a t of UMNO. 
The signboard , which is displayed in a promiment position 
at the main en trance to the squatm ent, is seen by  some as 
proof of th e ir  support for the political p a rty  in power. 
Giving tangible proof of th e ir  support for the government
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is extrem ely im portant, particu larly  because they  are 
sq u a tte rs , as one of the ir leaders explains,

"Because we stay  here without permission ( tan pa 
izin) , some people at the top tend  to have a 
negative view of u s . There are people who th ink  
sq u a tte r kam pungs like ours are cen tres  of crimin­
al and subversive activities . . .  it is im portant th a t 
we show them we are n o t. We are for law and 
o rd e r. We are for the government as you can see 
from our signboard . . . "

Most im portantly, the signboard is seen by  the 
sq u a tte rs  as a perisai sakti ( lit. magic shield) which they 
believe p ro tects  them from harassm ent by  the local 
au thorities. It is for th is  reason th a t such signboards are 
placed a t s tra teg ic  positions in the squatm ents, along the 
road where vehicles belonging , to officials of local 
au thorities are likely to pass  th ro u g h . The signboard 
symbolizes the sq u a tte rs ' close association w ith, and the 
protection they  receive from, the p a rty  and it is expected 
to caution the officials before they  take any action against 
the s q u a tte rs .

5 .2 . The S q u a tte rs ' Association with UMNO -
The Early Stage

We have seen in C hapter III how the sq u a tte rs ' 
association with UMNO began . The p a rty  helped the 
sq u a tte rs  of Kampung Selamat, as well as o ther sq u a tte r 
areas in Kuala Lumpur, to achieve what they  had earlier 
thought was an impossible objective, namely the reten tion  
of the land they occupied illegally. The Menteri Besar , 
intentionally or o therw ise, had dem onstrated to the 
sq u a tte rs , especially the sq u a tte r leaders, the ex ten t of 
h is power. The sq u a tte r  leaders who were involved in the
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negotiation with the Menteri Besar in 1967, saw how swiftly 
and effectively he dealt with the problem of eviction. He 
was able to have the eviction o rders stayed simply by 
making a telephone call; whereas the sq u a tte r leaders had 
tried  and worked hard  for days without success. They 
were overwhelmingly impressed and some were quick to 
realise the potential of such powers and its  relevance to 
th e ir  own needs as individuals or as a community. As 
A tan, one of the pioneer sq u a tte r leaders who met the 
Menteri Besar at the meeting in 1967, says,

"He was certainly  the man we were looking fo r, 
someone with power and influecne to be our 
p ro tec to r. He is like a big tree  with a lot of 
shade (pohon rendang). Only a man like him can 
help us with our problem s."

What appealed to him most, it seems, was the Menteri 
B esar's  willingness to listen to th e ir  problems, his show of 
sympathy for the the ir plight and most of all the fact th a t 
he appeared v ery  accessible to them, unlike some other 
politicians they  knew. He was in A tan’s words "a real 
leader of the people" (pemimpin rakyat betul-betul) .

The sq u a tte r leaders were convinced he was the sort 
of man with whom they  ought to ingratiate  them selves, and 
one who could be relied on for protection and help in 
fu tu re . Joining his p a r ty , thus becoming his su p p o rte rs , 
was seen as an excellent way of establishing and 
maintaining a close relationship with him.

It was the sq u a tte r leaders who firs t joined the p arty  
in 1967, and the  re s t of the sq u a tte rs  followed, some at 
the  insistence of the leaders, o thers of the ir own free will. 
They enrolled as members of an UMNO branch in the tra d i­
tional village of Pantai Dalam, about half a mile away from
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Kampung Selamat. S tarting  a new p arty  b ranch  in the 
squatm ent was out of the question th en , since the  number 
of adults was less than  fifty , the minimum num ber requ ired  
to form a b ran ch . Even if there  were enough people, 
opening a new branch  was beyond the capability of the 
leaders as they  were not familiar with p a rty  organisation 
and management. Joining the Pantai Dalam branch  was the 
best course of action th a t they could take under the 
circum stances, especially because some officials of th is 
b ranch had given them moral support and guidance in 
th e ir stru g g le  against eviction by the u rban  au thorities. 
O ther sq u a tte rs  in the neighbourhood had also joined this 
b ranch .

Their e n try  into the p a rty  marked the beginning of a 
close relation between them and some functionaries of the 
p a rty  a t the  b ran ch , division and state  as well as national 
levels. The n a tu re  of the sq u a tte rs ' participation in the 
p arty  b ranch  in th is  initial period can only be seen 
th rough  th e  recollections of some of the pioneer sq u a tte rs  
who are still living in Kampung Selamat today. The branch  
did not keep records at the time largely because the 
officials did not deem it important to do so and also 
because th e re  was no p roper place or office where such 
records could be sto red . Political activities of the 
sq u a tte rs  at th is  period , according to Leman, one of the 
pioneer sq u a tte r  le a d e rs , were lim ited. For most sq u a tte rs  
they  were confined to paying annual subscrip tions, 
a ttend ing  p a r ty  gatherings to hear speeches delivered by 
h ig h -ran k in g  p a rty  politicians, attending p a rty  m eetings, 
especially the annual general meetings of the local b ran ch , 
and voting for the p a rty 's  candidates or candidates 
supported  by  the p a rty  at the general elections. They 
were largely  passive members; only five or six community 
leaders were p a rty  ac tiv ists . These leaders acted as
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middlemen between the sq u a tte rs  in Kampung Selamat and 
p a rty  officials at the b ranch  in Pantai Dalam. They helped 
branch officials to organise p a rty  functions and mobilised 
the sq u a tte rs  to partic ipate in them and, at the same time, 
relayed to the officials the problems and difficulties of the 
sq u a tte rs  with which they  wished the p a rty  leaders to 
help .

The sq u a tte rs  relied on the head of the local UMNO 
branch  to seek the help of his p a rty  superio rs especially 
the sta te  p a rty  chief to p ro tect and promote the in te re s ts  
of the sq u a tte rs . Iniatially, the sq u a tte rs ' expectation of 
the  p a rty  functionaries was minimal, merely to seek 
protection against eviction and harassm ent from local 
au tho rities . However, as they  became more involved with 
the p a r ty , they  were exposed to political leaders from the 
supra-squatm ent level who came into the squatm ent, 
particu larly  before the 1969 general elections to solicit 
th e ir  su p p o rt, and during  such v is its , the sq u a tte rs  were 
given political ’p ep -ta lk s’. They were reminded of the ir 
r ig h ts  and privileges as Malays and of the need to 
continue to give the ir support to the p a rty  s in ce , they  
were to ld , only the p a rty  was committed to p ro tecting  th e ir  
r ig h ts  and priv ileges. And in re tu rn  for the  sq u a tte rs ’ 
support for the p a rty , these  leaders promised they  would 
do every th ing  they  could to help the  sq u a tte rs . One such 
leader, a Senator, is reported  by  some sq u a tte rs  as having 
said ,

” . ..We are Malays, the sons of the soil, and we 
have every  righ t to stay  on th is  land. You have 
every  righ t to stay  on your land. I will defend 
your righ t with my life and blood”

The promise which until today remains unfulfilled and 
which was received , according to some sq u a tte rs , with
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thunderous applause, had at least two im portant effects. 
F irs t, it ra ised  the sq u a tte rs ’ hope and expectation. 
Second, it inculcated in them a sense of consciousness of 
th e ir  r ig h ts  and privileges as Malays as opposed to the 
non-M alays. They began to see themselves as a 'priv ileged1 
group whose needs had to be given p rio rity  by  the 
governm ent. They became v ery  optimistic of th e ir  fu tu re  
on the land . By the end of the six ties, the  sq u a tte rs  were 
not merely expecting the p a rty  to pro tect them against 
eviction, b u t were also contemplating perm anent stay  in 
the squatm ent and expecting to get titles  to the land they  
occupied illegally.

Convinced tha t th e ir  p a rty  officials would be able to 
help them realise th e ir  dream s, many of the sq u a tte rs  
began to invest more money extending or repairing  their 
houses, or building ex tra  houses for ren tin g  o u t. Some of 
them th en  u rg ed  th e ir  community leaders to get th e ir  p arty  
leaders to help secure basic amenities, especially w ater and 
e lectric ity .

By early  1971, they  received their f irs t communal tap 
from th e  local au thorities. One tap was certa in ly  not 
enough to ca ter for the needs of over th ree  hundred  
people, neverth e less , the sq u a tte rs  were grateful to 
b ranch  officials for th e ir  help . The installation of th is  tap 
was construed  by  many as a sign th a t the local authorities 
were softening th e ir  stand towards the sq u a tte rs . Hopes 
for more basic amenities were raised even h ig h er. They 
were promised b y  the p a rty  tha t more was to come and 
were u rg ed  to be patien t, for the orang atas ( lit. top 
people, i .e .  the supra-squatm ent politicians in position of 
power in the  government) were doing all they  could to 
help them . But the wait for more largesse proved to be a 
long one and patience was beginning to wear th in  among
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the s q u a tte rs .

By the beginning of 1974, the sq u a tte rs  had still not 
heard  anyth ing  about the ir petition for water and 
electric ity , let alone for land title s . A rift began to grow 
between the  sq u a tte r leaders and branch officials, with the 
former accusing the  la tte r  of not doing enough to promote 
th e ir  in te re sts  as sq u a tte rs . According to Leman, they  had 
every  reason to be an g ry . Living conditions in the 
squatm ent were going from bad to worse in the early 
seven ties. More people were coming into the squatm ent and 
the daily scramble for water was creating  dissension among 
the resid en ts . F ights broke out occasionally with women 
shouting at each o ther and the men flicking knives or 
b randish ing  m achetes. The unlit settlem ent invited 
b u rg la rs , making it almost impossible for some to leave 
th e ir  home in the evening to take part-tim e work. Life 
became h a rd e r for the sq u a tte rs  and all these problems, 
they  believed, would be solved if th e re  were more 
communal tap s  and electric ity . But such amenities did not 
seem forthcoming and the sq u a tte rs  blamed the local 
b ranch  officials.

The sq u a tte r leaders, who had all along assumed the 
role of spokesmen, accused the p a rty  officials of tak ing  a 
’casual a ttitu d e ’ (indah tak indoh sahaja) tow ards their 
p ligh t. The branch  officials, the sq u a tte r leaders alleged, 
did not give any p rio rity  to the sq u a tte rs ’ in te re s ts  in the 
local p a r ty ’s agenda, and were not utilizing the p arty  
machinery at the local and supra-local level to help the 
sq u a tte rs . The sq u a tte r  leaders believed th is  was because 
the  b ranch  officials regarded  the sq u a tte rs  in Kampung 
Selamat as peripheral members of the b ran ch , who were 
new to the p a rty  and whose loyalty to the p a rty  was yet 
to be proven. A nother reason , which was considered more
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important by  the sq u a tte rs , was the b ranch  officials' 
s ta tu s  as n o n -sq u a tte rs . The p a rty  b ranch , being at tha t 
time in a traditional Malay village, was controlled by 
landow ners, descendants of the original se ttle rs  in Pantai 
(see C hapter I II ) , many of whom were re la ted  to one 
ano ther. Because they  were landow ners, the sq u a tte rs  
believed, they  were not in a position to appreciate fully 
the hard sh ip s experienced by the sq u a tte rs . They also 
suspected th a t the p a rty  officials' 'ind ifferen t' (sambil 
lewa) a ttitude  towards them was due to 'jealousy' 
(cemburu) . The sq u a tte r areas in Kampung Selamat, as 
explained in C hapter I I I , had belonged to them until 
reclaimed by  the sta te  for mining. The sq u a tte rs  assumed 
the landowners to be somewhat jealous of, if not angry  
with, them for occupying the  area which th e ir  people had 
toiled to open from a thick virgin  jungle. And what was 
more, the  sq u a tte rs  believed, the landowners must be 
annoyed with them for living on the land free , while they  
had to pay taxes.

The fact th a t many of the land-owning political 
leaders were also landlords ren ting  out houses to the 
in-coming m igrants from the countryside, was also seen as 
a significant disincentive for them to help the sq u a tte rs . 
S quatting was bad for th e ir  house-ren ting  trad e  as people 
would ra th e r  squat than  live in ren ted  accommodation. 
Should squatm ents like Kampung Selamat be provided with 
basic am enities, squatting  would be made even more 
a ttra c tiv e . It was in the landow ners' in te re s t, the 
sq u a tte rs  believed, tha t the living conditions in the 
sq u a tte r villages in the neighbourhood be left as 
deplorable as it was.

The landowner b ranch  officials(5) denied these 
allegations vehem ently. They blains they  understood fully
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the  plight of the sq u a tte rs  and had every sympathy with 
them. The b ran ch , the previous branch chief in s is ts , did 
its  best for the sq u a tte rs , submitting th e ir  petitions to 
th e ir  superio rs in the p a rty  h ierarchy , and if these 
req u ests  went unheeded, the fault was not th e irs . By 
blaming them, the b ranch  officials contend, the squatte rs  
were making an e rro r  of judgement and showing 
ingra titude (tak mengenang budi). As one of the branch 
officials said,

"We helped them in th e ir  fight against eviction. We 
secured a communal tap for them. That is proof 
enough of our concern for them. We cannot get 
every th ing  they  asked fo r. There is a limit to 
what we can do ."

The sq u a tte rs , the branch officials believe, were 
inexperienced in u rban  politics, ignorant of the dealing 
th a t went on between leaders and supporters  within the 
p a r ty . It was th is  inexperience, they  th in k , which made 
the sq u a tte rs  impatient and an g ry .

The fact is the p a rty  officials did t ry  to help the 
sq u a tte rs  by  b ring ing  to the attention of th e ir  superiors 
the  sq u a tte rs ' req u ests  for basic amenities, bu t the state 
p a rty  chief was slow to respond . T his, it was believed, 
was due to an im portant political developm ent. A fter the 
race rio t of 1969, the Malaysian Parliament was suspended 
and the country  was adm inistered, until 1974, by the 
National Operations Council. This had the effect of 
reducing the influence and powers of politicians elected 
e ither to the Parliament or State Assembly, and as such 
the Menteri Besar was not in a position to do very  much to 
help the sq u a tte rs . In 1974, Kuala Lumpur was taken out 
of the State of Selangor to form a separate adm inistrative 
and political e n tity . Kampung Selamat, together with the
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traditional village of Pantai Dalam and o ther squatm ents in 
the Pantai a rea , found themselves no longer p a rt of the 
State of Selangor; they  became p a rt of the new s ta te , 
called the Federal T errito ry  and subject to the jurisdiction 
of City Hall, a government adm inistrative agency headed 
by  a government appointed mayor. The sq u a tte rs  and their 
local p a rty  b ranch  were now outside the area of influence 
of th e ir  major political p ro tec to r, the Menteri Besar of 
Selangor. As Selangor and City Hall were now separate 
political and adm inistrative en tities, the Menteri B esar had 
no more control or influence over the local governm ent of 
Kuala Lum pur, and thereby  ceased to be able to give 
direct help and protection to the sq u a tte rs .

The sq u a tte rs  in Kampung Selamat were aware of the 
formation of the National O perations Council and the b irth  
of the new s ta te , the Federal T e rr ito ry . T hey, however, 
failed at f irs t to realise the implications of th is  new 
political development upon th e ir  relationship with the ir 
political p a rty  in the State of Selangor. As fa r  as they  
were concerned, the ir failure to get basic amenities was 
due to the  indifference o r inaction of th e ir  immediate 
political lead ers . Relation between the sq u a tte rs  and 
branch officials began to de te rio ra te . At th is  junctu re , 
according to some of the pioneer sq u a tte r  lead ers , some 
sq u a tte rs  in Kampung Selamat felt th a t they  should vote 
the p a rty  officials out of office and replace them with 
sq u a tte rs . But they  soon realised th a t th is  was no easy 
ta sk . The p a r ty  officials had been in control of the p a rty
since the b ranch  was established in 1950 and they  had
strong  backing from o ther landowners in Pantai Dalam. 
What is more, they  were determ ined to hold on to their
posts and firmly believed th a t they  had every  r ig h t to be
leaders in the Pantai area because they  were the original 
se ttle rs  whereas the sq u a tte rs  were what ‘they  called
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pendatang baru ( lit, new com ers). The sq u a tte rs  resen ted  
th is  a tti tu d e , especially because some of the sq u a tte rs  
reg ard ed  themselves as Melayu jati (real Malays) and were 
not p repared  to have a group whom they  re fe rred  to as 
orang awak ( th e ir derogatory term for Minangkabau
Malays) impose th e ir  political domination over them. This 
resentm ent finally led to the sq u a tte rs  dissociating 
them selves from the Pantai Dalam UMNO branch  altogether 
and forming th e ir own p a rty  branch  in Kampung Selamat.

By th is  time, 1974, s ta rtin g  a new branch  was no 
longer beyond the means and capability of the community 
lead ers . They had been p a rty  activ ists for some y ears , 
since 1967, and had acquired some knowledge and skill in 
p a rty  organisation and had made contacts with a few 
h igher level p a rty  officials whom they could approach for 
help in se tting  up the new b ran ch . Moreover th ere  were 
now more than enough people in the squatm ent than  the 
requ ired  minimum of fifty  to form a b ranch .

5.3 The P arty  Branch in Kampung Selamat

The general elections in April 1974 delayed the
formation of the new b ra n c h . With the en tire  party
machinery at b ran ch , division, sta te  and national levels 
geared towards the elections, the sq u a tte rs  were forced to 
shelve the ir plan tem porarily . N evertheless, th ey  made the 
most of the pre-election period to draw the atten tion  of top 
level politicians in the p a rty  to th e ir  p lig h t. 
Supra-squatm ent p a rty  functionaries who a rriv ed  to 
campaign for the p a r ty ’s candidate are said to have had 
rough receptions from the sq u a tte rs . The sq u a tte rs  aired 
th e ir  grievances and dissatisfaction with the a ttitu d e  of the 
government tow ards them in no uncertain  term s. P arty



-  252 -

officials in positions of power, they  said , were not tak ing  
enough in te rest in th e ir  welfare and had been trea tin g  
them bad ly , like anak tiri ( s te p -c h ild re n )(6 ) . As a re su lt, 
they claimed, some of the sq u a tte rs  were feeling dejected 
and if the top p a rty  officials were not carefu l, they  
warned, the sq u a tte rs  might lose th e ir  faith in the p a rty  
altogether and go over to the opposition. O ther sq u a tte rs  
in the neighbourhood in Kampung Limau, Pantai Halt, 
Kampung Kerinci and Abdullah Hukum, were likewise 
making th e ir  grievances known to the p arty  cam paigners.

The actions taken by the sq u a tte rs  in Pantai, who by 
now num bered several thousands, must have been viewed 
with great concern by  the top p a rty  officials in the  p a rty  
fo r, a few days before polling day, no less than  the Prime 
Minister himself, the national leader of UMNO, descended 
upon the Pantai area to 'meet the people' who, ap art from 
the traditional villagers of Pantai Dalam, were mainly 
sq u a tte rs . The Prime Minister implored the people to vote 
for the B arisan Nasional candidate, an Indian from the 
MIC. His governm ent, he is repo rted  to have said , had 
devised a plan to develop the Pantai-K erinci-A bdullah 
Hukum area into a modern Malay kam pung, in its  attem pt 
to 'modernise' the residen ts and it was incumbent on the 
sq u a tte rs  to vote for the Barisan Nasional if they  wanted 
to benefit from the plan. The sq u a tte rs  and o thers  in the 
area regarded  th is  as a promise of help and since the 
promise came from the h ighest au thority  in the country  
who was a Malay, they  found no reason at all to doubt Ms 
s in ce rity .

The sq u a tte rs  of Kampung Selamat claim th a t they  did 
indeed vote for the Barisan Nasional in the 1974 general 
elections, and when the coalition was re tu rn ed  to power, 
they looked forw ard eagerly and hopefully to the  day when
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the Prime M inister's promise would be fulfilled. They were 
keen to keep th e ir  p a rt of the bargain , to continue giving 
th e ir  support to UMNO and they set about forming their 
new branch  as soon as the elections were o v er. The 
necessary  procedures took months to complete and it was 
not until the beginning of 1975 tha t the new b ranch  was 
finally constitu ted . In the subsequent y e a rs , o ther 
sq u a tte rs  in the neighbourhood also broke away from the 
Pantai Dalam branch  and formed the ir own p a r ty  b ranches, 
all apparen tly  for exactly the same reason, namely clash of 
in te re s ts  between them and branch officials at Pantai 
Dalam.

There are no witten records of the organisation and 
activ ities of the new p a rty  branch  in th is  initial period. 
Again we have to r e ly . upon . the recollections of the 
pioneer sq u a tte rs . According to some of them, the p arty  
b ranch  records for the years 1975 and 1976 were all lost. 
Minutes of m eetings, correspondence, e tc . ,  were in the 
custody of the chief of the b ranch and the secre ta ry  who 
subsequently  left tak ing  the p a rty  records with them.

According to some of the pioneer sq u a tte rs , who are 
now branch  officials, the p a rty  branch in Kampung Selamat 
began with about one hundred  members. It had  two 
committees, the main committee, known as the Jawatonkuasa 
Cawangan UMNO, (UMNO B ranch Committee) consisting of 
a b ranch  chief, his depu ty , a sec re ta ry , an information 
officer and five committee members; and a youth committee, 
known as the Jawatankuasa Pergerokan Pemuda UMNO, 
(UMNO Youth Movement Committee), whose organisational 
s tru c tu re  was similar to th a t of the main committee to 
which it was accountable. Normally, an UMNO branch 
would have another committee, the women's committee, 
known as the Jawatankuasa Pergerakan Wanita UMNO
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(UMNO Women's Movement Committee); bu t the women in 
Kampung Selamat in 1975 were not te rrib ly  keen to be 
actively involved in political organisation. P arty  activities 
were geared towards achieving community objectives which 
involved extra-com m unity rela tions, and these political 
activ ities were seen as a public domain inappropriate for 
women. Women were content to be o rd inary  members.

The p a rty  officials consisted of the community leaders 
in the  squatm ent who had all along been p a rty  activ ists 
and who had engineered the break-aw ay from the former 
b ran ch . The sq u a tte rs ' p rincipal leader, the Ketua 
Kampung (Village Chief) as he was re fe rred  to , became the 
b ranch  f irs t p a rty  chief or Ketua UMNO. Thus the post of 
the  b ranch  p a rty  chief and th a t of the community leader 
were held by  the same person , a p a tte rn  of leadership 
becoming increasingly  popular in ru ra l v illages. Being both 
p a rty  chief and community leader sim ultaneously, the p arty  
chief was able to utilise the local p a rty  machinery in 
Kampung Selamat as a basis for community organisation and 
th is  mode of 'local governm ent' in the squatm ent has been 
re ta ined  un til now (see Chapter V II).

This b ranch  in Kampung Selamat, together with 
tw enty o thers  form the UMNO Damansara Division, which in 
tu rn  forms the Federal T errito ry  UMNO together with four 
o ther divisions (Setapak, Sungai Besi, Kepong and Kuala 
Lumpur B a n d a r) . The Federal T errito ry  UMNO is p a rt of 
UMNO Malaysia, whose President is the Prime M inister. 
T hus, th rough  the p a rty  h ierarchy  the  sq u a tte rs  are 
linked to the most powerful person in the country  (see 
F igure 10;.

The Kampung Selamat b ranch  began with a serious 
handicap . I ts  principal p ro tec to r, the Menteri Besar of



FI
GU

RE
 

10
 

KA
M

PU
NG

 
SE

LA
M

AT
 

UM
NO

 
BR

AN
CH

 
W

IT
HI

N 
TH

E 
NA

TI
ON

AL
 

PA
RT

Y 
H

IE
R

AR
C

H
Y

-  255 -

, mm
o

}M
CD Mi
4M 0
CO v-Q

•iM a
P 0

*iM s
s

»>
32 0

• s rO
•iM 0
u PQ

CM •
Mi rH

QJ 0
X MM O
4M MM Pi

0 p
P-. , P o

0
*tM

fQ O C J

CO 'X 0r> 0 •H 0
4*J cd Td o 0
R i—i cd c Mi
QJ cd 0 w CM

T 3 J g . P P
•H >> CO

CO MM 0 0 rQ
QJ O i"-. CO
Ml 1 Ml —

CM Mi 0 O
QJ r--. 4 J >̂ 1

0) 4J cr» 0
r R CO t— I- 1 P
4-1 •H

ro 0q) a
0  mi
Q) CM
cd

o  to

to 0

H  CO

ro 0

pci
a
m
hi
w

M-l
0

•H

6
XOsM
P0

>->
iO

hP
0tJ
00

Ed

M /
CO /
W A

O  m
S  hM r

B  <! vP  o V
CO \

0 P 
o  «h

• H  0) 
4 J  >  
td 0  a  hd

+J QJa >a> <u
s '"!> QJ 

*H  4-1
P 0
CT1 4Jm to

p O 
•rM 
CO i—I 

*iM 0  
>  >  •H 0)
P  hd

O  i—I
P QJ 
cd > 
Mi Q) m hd



-  256 -

Selangor, as we saw earlie r, was no longer in a position to 
help and p ro tec t them. The Menteri Besar was fu rth e r  
incapacitated when he was convicted of fraud  and 
corruption  which involved a local bank and was sentenced 
to five y ears  imprisonment though la ter was g ran ted  a
royal pardon . The f irs t task  of the b ranch  p a rty  chief was 
to look for a s trong  political leader within the p a rty
h ie ra rch y , someone with influence and power who would be 
in a position to pro tect them against eviction and help 
secure th e ir  o ther objectives. Finding the rig h t person 
proved to be difficult. The highest office in the Federal 
T errito ry  p a r ty  s tru c tu re  was held by the Prime Minister 
himself (see F igure 1). On the face of it he would have 
made an ideal p ro tecto r or pa tron , bu t he was too remote
and far too bu sy  with affairs of state to be able to find
time to a tten d  to th e ir  limited locally orienta ted  in terests  
and w elfare. Furtherm ore, the sq u atte rs  thought he was 
not so readily  accessible as the former Menteri B esar. Also 
Kuala Lumpur was not the political base of the Prime 
M inister and as such the squ a tte r leaders did not th ink  
th a t he would be fully committed to helping them. They 
believed th a t only a politician who would stand  to benefit 
d irectly  from the sq u a tte rs ' votes and political support, 
e ither in the  general elections or p arty  elections, would go 
all out to help them.

There were two persons who would benefit and were 
benefitting  from the sq u a tte rs ' votes: f ir s t ,  the MP for 
Damansara, and second, the UMNO p a rty  chief at the 
divisional level. The MP was an Indian from the MIC, one 
of the main component parties in Barisan Nasional, whom, 
in th eo ry , UMNO members like the sq u a tte rs  in kam pung 
Selamat could easily approach for h e lp ; bu t in p rac tice , 
the sq u a tte rs  found it hard  to solicit help from him which, 
as will be explained la te r in C hapter VI, was due to their
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■apprehension of and lack of tru s t  in political leaders of 
o ther ethnic orig in . Thus they  had to depend on their 
p a rty  division chief for help and protection; th is  division 
chief became th e ir main p ro te c to r , replacing the Menteri 
B esar. The division chief had every reason to be 
in terested  in the sq u a tte rs , being dependent on the  votes 
of b ranch  leaders to remain in office; hence the sq u a tte r 
p a rty  leaders were convinced he would take care of their 
in te re s ts . The post of the  division chief is one which is 
much sought a f te r , because, to quote Datuk H arun Id ris , 
a member of UMNO National Executive Council,

" . . .  P arty  p o s ts , even at the lowest level, c a rry  
a number of advantages . . . "  (8)

The office of the division chief is one of the highest 
offices in the sta te  p a rty  h ierarchy , and it is the key  to 
the  door to im portant political appointm ents, as is 
evidenced by the .fact tha t th is division chief was 
appointed a Senator in 1978. There are  also economic 
advantages attached  to it as high ranking  p a r ty  officials 
usually  have access to business opportunities sponsored by 
the  p a rty  or the government (see Shamsul Amri, 1983).

How the contact between the branch chief and the 
division chief was f irs t established was anybody 's guess. 
The former b ranch  chief left in 1976, and h is p arty  
colleagues at th a t time left such m atters en tire ly  to him 
and so knew little  of what tran sp ired  between him and the 
division chief. It is assumed that the p a rty  chief in 
Kampung Selamat took the initiative because he was in 
need of the division chief's help , without which he could 
not hope to fulfil the expectations of his su p p o rters  in 
Kampung Selamat. Such expectations by th en , according to 
A tan , a political leader and a pioneer s q u a tte r , had
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increased trem endously. Some of the more im portant ones 
were:

(a) Securing protection against eviction and to 
seek legal ownership of the land.

(b) Obtaining basic amenities, such as piped 
w ater and electricity  supply .

(c) Obtaining social serv ices, such as postal 
delivery serv ice, a religious instruction  
c la ss , e tc .

(d) Obtaining funds to build a p ray er house, 
community hall, badm inton,court, e tc .

The sq u a tte rs  expected their local p a rty  lead ers, 
especially the b ranch  chief, to secure these objectives for 
them b y  using  the p arty  m achinery. As fa r as the 
sq u a tte rs  were concerned, these were th e ir political aims, 
th e ir  raison d ’etre  for partic ipating  in p a rty  politics. Their 
aim was to b rin g  changes into th e ir  community and into 
th e ir  squatm ent and not to change the outside world of 
which they  knew v ery  little . Their objectives were limited 
and inward looking, very  much the same as the communal 
needs of o ther sq u a tte rs  in the Third World coun tries, 
such as those studied by Ross (1973) and Ray (1969). And 
very  much like the sq u a tte rs  in Ray's Venezuelan s tu d y , 
the Kampung Selamat sq u a tte rs  used the p a rty  machinery 
to achieve these objectives. It so happened th a t in the 
case of the Kuala Lumpur sq u a tte rs  th e ir  own objectives 
were not inconsistent with the official objectives of the 
p a r ty .

D uring the f irs t year in office 1975/76, the  p a rty  
officials were quite successful in the ir attem pts to b rin g  
political largesse into the squatm ent. A communal tap , the 
second one for the squatm ent, and a surau (a p ray er
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house smaller than a mosque) were acquired . The communal 
tap , which was sited perhaps not en tire ly  by accident in 
an open space next to the residence of the b ranch  chief, 
was believed by the sq u a tte rs  to have been given by the 
local au tho rity . In addition to the tap , funds were given 
to buy building materials such as cem ent, b rick , 
corrugated  iron sheets and timber for the construction of a 
common bath  and wash a rea . The la tte r was built by a 
voluntary  work force, a gotong royong group mobilised by 
the branch officials. As for the surau which was also built 
by  a voluntary  w orkforce, the p resen t sq u a tte rs  are 
un su re  where the financial allocation for it came from. All 
they  know is p a r t of the money for the surau came from 
donations from the residen ts  in the squatm ent and the re s t 
was from the orang atas (top people), which in the local 
vernacu lar could mean from the pockets of some high level 
po liticians, from the allocations of an MP or from the local 
au th o rity . To the people of Kampung Selamat what is 
im portant is tha t they  got the money, not where it came 
from. Looking for funds for community pro jects is 
considered the task  of the elected branch  p a rty  leaders, 
especially the chief cum community leader, and for the 
sq u a tte rs  to enquire into such m atters is considered 
im pertinent and d isrespectfu l; it is tantam ount to having 
little confidence in the p a rty  chief's ability and 
resourcefu lness and to d is tru stin g  him. The sq u a tte rs  
believe th a t leaders, especially benevolent ones, are to be 
followed and not questioned; only leaders who act con trary  
to th e ir  followers' in te rest can be questioned. This is the 
essence of the leader-follower relationship in the Malay 
society as explained b y  Chandra Muzaffar (1979). The 
b ranch  leaders have shown enough care for the people as 
evaluated by th e ir  success in securing some of their 
community goals and in so doing proved themselves to be 
more competent than  th e ir  p redecessors. They have done



iasa (deeds) for which the sq u a tte rs  are morally bound to 
feel terhutang budi (g ra te fu l) and one way of expressing  
g ra titude  is to re fra in  from enquiring into or questioning 
the ways in which the leaders perform the ir ro les.

The b ranch  p a rty  chief, too, some sq u a tte rs  
explained, would have felt slighted if such enquiries were 
made. Thus there  is an aura of m ystery regard ing  the 
sources of funding , and in such mystification lie some of 
the powers of the p a rty  chief.

The 'p o rk -b a rre l' p rojects known to the sq u a tte rs  as 
projek pembangunan ( lit. development pro jects) no doubt 
gave the image of the local p a rty  officials, especially the 
branch  chief, a great boost. They proved to the sq u a tte rs  
th a t they  were effective leaders, who could 'deliver the 
goods' and im pressed by  th e ir performance more sq u a tte rs , 
it seems, joined the p a r ty . The p a rty  officials and the 
committee members were re -e lected  in 1976.

The success of the  p a rty  officials in b ring ing  some 
projek pembangunan, as the public and social amenities are 
re fe rred  to in the squatm ent, created more demands from 
the sq u a tte rs .

Projek pembangunan, as it is used and understood by 
the politicians and sq u a tte rs  is a blanket term for all kinds 
of projects sponsored and implemented by the government 
which are designed to improve the living standards or 
change the lives of the people. These projects range from 
multi-million dollar physical development of a new town to 
the  provision of social services and amenities as well as 
aids and subsidies provided by  the governm ent. Hence the 
sq u a tte rs  can ask for almost anything in the name of 
projek pembangunan. Now they  were not content with just
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two communal tap s , they wanted more taps as well as o ther 
th in g s , especially p ray er mats, religious books such as the 
mukadam and al-Quran, p ressu re  lamps and such like, and 
the p a rty  officials were expected to find ways and means 
to ra ise  money from outside sources to buy them . The 
youth wing of the p a rty  had o ther needs, more mundane 
than  those of the e lders. They wanted a community hall as 
well as games and sports  facilities. These were communal 
needs of the sq u a tte rs , expressed  to the p a rty  officials at 
formal or informal m eetings, over and above th e ir  demand 
for legal r ig h ts  to the land . And it is incumbent on the 
leaders to satisfy  p a r t , if not all, of such needs if they  
are to retain  the support and loyalty of p a rty  members. 
The sq u a tte rs  were full of high hopes bu t these were soon 
to be dashed in the middle of 1976 when they  h eard  of the 
Federal Government’s plan for physical developments of 
some areas in Pantai which might involve the eviction of 
some of the sq u a tte rs , including them selves. This plan, 
which would include the construction of sewerage dams, 
had in fact been mooted years ea rlie r, bu t none of the 
sq u a tte rs  knew of i t .  Only when the plan was made public 
and incorporated in the T hird  Malaysia Plan (1976-1980) 
th a t the sq u a tte r population got to know about it and 
became aware of its  serious implications. N onetheless, 
nobody knew the full details of the plan and speculation 
was rife as to which groups of sq u a tte rs  would be moved 
and which would no t. It was rumoured th a t Kampung 
Selamat was one of the squatm ents th a t would be affected 
by  the sewerage plan and as the rumour sp read , the 
sq u a tte rs  began to feel alarmed and incensed. Their fu ry  
is best described by A tan,

"We felt cheated. We were promised by the Prime 
Minister a modern Malay kam pung. We believed 
him and voted for the Barisan Nasional. Now 
what happened? We have to move out for a
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kolam najis ( lit . sh it pond, i .e .  sewerage dam).
How do you expect u s  to feel? Angry? Of 
course we are a n g ry !"

The sewerage plan for Pantai was reg ard ed  b y  the 
sq u a tte rs  as a gross insult by  the government and more 
especially by  the local au thority  to th e ir  s ta tu s  as Malays 
and Muslims. Najis (sh it) to the  Malays is one of the  most 
unclean Kinds of waste m atter according to th e ir  religion, 
so u tte rly  deplorable tha t one who comes into contact with 
i t ,  even in the course of normal biological functions, has 
to perform ablutions. To move people out in o rd er to make 
way for kolam najis amounted to saying tha t people thus 
affected by the sewerage dams were less im portant than  
the najis. The wrath of the sq u a tte rs  was profound. Pak 
Awang, the original se ttle r , who had his dream of owning 
his piece of land in Kampung Selamat sha tte red  in 1971, 
when the land was reclaimed for mining, was perhaps the 
angriest of all. He said,

"People at the top must be mad. They are without 
feelings and totally lacking in understand ing  of 
the  poor man's problem s."

O th e rs , too , in the neighbourhood, such as the 
sq u a tte rs  and landowners in Pantai Halt and Pantai Dalam 
were similarly annoyed. So angry  were they  th a t one City 
Hall official told the w riter tha t he was warned by  a couple 
of sq u a tte rs  to be more concerned about th e ir  welfare in 
fu tu re  or they  would chop his head off (penggal leher).

For most of the sq u a tte rs  in Kampung Selamat, th e ir 
anger was d irected towards City Hall, the agency th a t  was 
to implement the sewerage p ro jec t. A few , how ever, saw 
th is as a failure on the part of th e ir  p a rty  politicians, 
especially those in positions of pow er, to p ro tect the
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in te re sts  of the sq u a tte rs . They felt they  had been
"played out and trea ted  like children"(9) and they  were
disgusted . It was at th is po in t, it seems, that a few of the
sq u a tte rs  began to associate themselves with politicians
from the PMIP and DAP. The p a rty  branch began to lose
the solid support of the sq u a tte rs . This tren d  was also
said to be occuring in o ther squatm ents in the vicinity as
well as in the traditional village of Pantai Dalam. Their
association with the opposition DAP was no more than  just
a very  b rie f 'flirta tion1 designed to jolt some top level
politicians within UMNO and to draw the ir a tten tion  to
th e ir p lig h t. But the ir association with the PMIP was
d ifferen t. The PMIP then  was not an opposition p a r ty , bu t 

0

a component member of the coalition Barisan Nasional, 
since 1974, and the UMNO d issen ters saw it as an 
alternative Malay p a rty  to UMNO. They joined the PMIP 
and the number of PMIP sup p o rte rs  in Pantai must have 
been large enough to merit the formation of a PMIP branch  
in Kampung Pantai Dalam a few weeks before the general 
elections in 1978, at a time when the PMIP had been 
expelled from the  Barisan Nasional. The b ran ch , how ever, 
proved to be sho rt-lived .

This ’sewerage scandal’ not only cost UMNO p a rty  
branches in the Pantai area some of the ir members, it also, 
as in the case of Kampung Selamat, underm ined the 
sq u a tte rs ' faith and confidence in th e ir leaders. S quatters  
in the squatm ent began to doubt if th e ir  p arty  officials in 
the 1976/77 committee had the necessary  political contacts 
to be able to stop the implementation of the sewerage plan 
and thereby  save the ir land . The p a rty  chief and o thers 
in the b ranch  committee used p a rty  meetings and communal 
gatherings to explain and emphasise to the sq u a tte rs  the 
need to pu t th e ir  faith in the  upper level p arty  leaders, 
who they  understood were d iscussing the sq u a tte rs ' p light
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with the orang atas ( lit , top people), i .e .  the Minister in 
the M inistry of the Federal T e rrito ry , officials of the 
Ministry and City Hall involved in the implementation of 
the sewerage dams. As fa r as they  were concerned, they  
had"" perform ed th e ir  role as the local political leaders 
which was to raise the sewerage issue with th e ir  political 
superio rs. It is up to these political superio rs to fight on 
th e ir  behalf. But such explanations did not im press many 
of the sq u a tte rs  who went on accusing the local p a rty  
leaders of inefficiency and the p a rty  of neglecting the ir 
welfare. Throughout the la te r period of 1976, relations 
between the sq u a tte rs  and some of the p a rty  officials
became very  s tra in ed . Some sq u a tte rs , increasingly  
anxious about th e ir fu tu re  in the squatm ent, began 
accusing the p a rty  officials of not doing th e ir  job properly  
and hin ted  th a t they  should res ig n . Some of the p a rty  
officials took offence at such criticism s, especially because 
they  felt th a t they  had done a lot of fasa (deeds) for the
sq u a tte rs . This finally gave rise  to factions within the
b ran ch , with one faction supporting  the leadersh ip , one
against and yet another remaining n eu tra l.

Amidst th is in tra -p a rty  friction , the p a rty  chief of 
the b ranch  was tra n sfe rred  by  his employer to another 
s ta te ; he had to leave and before leaving he sold his
house in Kampung Selamat. His deputy  was left to cope 
with the growing tension in the  p a rty  until the following 
general meeting of the b ranch  during  the f irs t half of 
1977; the post of branch chief remained vacant un til the 
annual general meeting as the deputy chief was re luctan t 
to assume i t .  The deputy chief continued as deputy  chief
while at the same time becoming the community leader.
According to him , he was not keen to be the principal
p arty  leader in the squatm ent; the task  was too difficult 
and too much for him. He had all along been in the shadow
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of the p arty  chief, le tting  the p arty  chief handle most 
p a rty  m atters, especially extra-cum m unity relations. 
Consequently, his contacts with politicians at the upper 
echelon of the p a rty  was limited and he acknowledged tha t 
th is  would affect his performance as a community and 
p a rty  leader. Moreover, he lacked the time for p arty  
work; h is job as a watchman called for long hours and 
n igh t sh ifts . Given all these limitations, he was not in a 
position to help the sq u a tte rs  very  effectively in securing 
the ir goals. No p rogress whatsoever was made towards 
halting the implementation of the sewerage plan and of 
securing  the legal r ig h ts  to the land. The sewerage plan 
was carried  out despite the sq u a tte rs ’ p ro te s t.

The tense relationship between the sq u a tte rs  and the 
local level political leaders was very  much felt during  the 
1977 annual general meeting. The deputy chief, who was 
supposed to chair the meeting in the absence of the p arty  
chief, failed to tu rn  u p . He went back to his native village 
on 'u rgen t b u sin ess ' and asked his younger b ro th e r, the 
p a rty  sec re ta ry , to take his place. The w rite r’s 
investigation reveals th a t he deliberately went away in 
o rder to avoid a showdown at the meeting. True to his 
expectation, the incumbent leaders p resen t were bombarded 
with questions relating  to the sewerage project and 
tem pers ran  h igh . The meeting went on regard less  and in 
the election of office b e a re rs , most of the old officials were 
not re -e lec ted . They were replaced by what the squatte rs  
called darah baru ( lit. new blood) consisting largely of 
young men in th e ir  m id-th irties. The new p a rty  chief was 
not a pioneer sq u a tte r , though related  to one, who had 
a rriv ed  in the  squatment only th ree  years before. The 
election of the new office b ea re rs  for the p a rty  branch 
marked the end of the era in which pioneer squatte rs  
played major leadership roles in the squatm ent. The new 
leadership was still in power in 1983.
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NOTES

( 1 )  I n t e r v ie w  w it h  Mr Sam ri S a in u d d in , an  o f f i c i a l  o f  
C it y  H a l l  (UPP) on 2nd D ecem ber 1981 a t  h i s  o f f i c e .

(2 )  I n t e r v ie w  w ith  Mr L ee Lam T h y e , Member o f  P a r lia m e n t  
f o r  K u a la  Lumpur B an d ar , on 2 5 th  Ju n e 1 9 8 0 , a t  h i s  
o ' f f i c e ,  a t  2A J a la n  P a sa r  B a ru , Pudu, K u a la  Lumpur and  
w it h  Mr V D a v id , Member o f  P a r lia m e n t  f o r  Dam ansara  
( 1 9 7 8 - 1 9 8 2 ) ,  on 16 th  May 1 9 8 0 , a t  th e  G e n e r a l T r a n sp o r t  
U n ion  B u i ld in g ,  P e t a l in g  J a y a .

( 3 )  I n t e r v ie w  w ith  H a j i  I d r i s  Ib r a h im , Member o f  
P a r lia m e n t  f o r  S e ta p a k  ( 1 9 7 4 - 1 9 8 2 ) ,  on 1 8 th  J u ly  1980 a t  
Kumpulan S y a r ik a t  H a ji Ib ra h im , J a la n  S e r e k e i ,  O ff  J a la n  
P udu, K u a la  Lumpur.

( 4 )  I n t e r v ie w  w ith  Mr Lim  Kim P o n g , S e c r e t a r y  o f  S e ta p a k  
MCA, on  3 rd  D ecem ber 19 8 1 .

(5 )  I n t e r v ie w  w ith  D ato T a ta , V i l l a g e  C h ie f ,  in  May 1 9 7 7 , 
who h a s  s i n c e  d ie d .

(6 )  In  M alay f o l k  l i t e r a t u r e ,  s t e p  c h i l d r e n  a r e  u s u a l l y  
m a lt r e a t e d ,  a b u sed  and u n ca red  f o r .  To th e  M a la y s , o n e  i s  
l i k e  a s t e p - c h i l d  i f  one s u f f e r s  su ch  a f a t e .

(7 )  I n t e r v ie w  w ith  Mr Y u s r i  Ahmad, P a n t a i  Dalam  UMNO 
o f f i c i a l ,  in  November 1982 a t  h i s  h o u se  in  Kampung P a n ta i  
D alam .

(8 )  D ato  Harun I d r i s 1 s p e e c h  on 1 3 th  D ecem ber 1982 a t  a 
t h a n k s g iv in g  c e l e b r a t i o n  a f t e r  h i s  r e l e a s e  fro m  p r i s o n .

(9 )  One i s  assum ed  to  b e  ig n o r a n t  i f  on e i s  t r e a t e d  l i k e  
a c h i l d .
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CHAPTER VI

THE POLITICAL PARTY AND 
EXTRA-COMMUNITY RELATIONS

C hapter V examined the political developments in 
Kampung Selamat from the time of its  inception in 1967 to 
1977 when the w rite r's  f irs t survey  began, coinciding with 
the coming into power of the presen t political leaders at 
the local (squatm ent) level. This chap ter focuses on 
in teractions between the sq u atte rs  and these political 
leaders in th e ir  attem pts to attain  the sq u a tte rs ' goals. 
The chap ter begins by  examining the reasons for the 
sq u a tte rs ' continued support for the p a rty  despite the 
p a r ty 's  obvious failure in helping them to achieve most of 
th e ir  dem ands, and considers the n atu re  of sq u a tte rs ' 
expectations of th e ir  political leaders. It then  looks into 
the local p a r ty  machinery which rep resen ts  the national 
p a rty  in the village and analyses the  socio-economic 
background of p a rty  officials to establish the source of 
th e ir power and influence. Finally, it deals with 
transactions between sq u a tte rs  and political leaders, at 
squatm ent and supra-squatm ent levels, and elucidates ways 
in which sq u a tte rs  attem pt to use the local p a rty  branch 
and its  officials to secure their objectives and how the 
political lead ers , in tu rn ,  manipulate them for th e ir  own 
ends as well as for the sake of the p a rty .

When th e  pioneer sq u a tte rs  f irs t joined the p arty  in 
1967, they  did so with one main objective in mind, which 
was to seek protection against eviction by  the local 
au tho rities . A few years  la te r , the sq u a tte rs ' expectations 
of UMNO increased . They now set for themselves new 
objectives: f ir s t ,  a long-term  and the most im portant one,



-  268 -

to secure legal titles to the land they  occupied illegally; 
second, a short-term  objective, to secure amenities and 
social serv ices for the community, so as to facilitate the 
f irs t objective.

In the previous chapter we have seen how UMNO 
largely failed to meet these expectations. Yet despite 
disillusionment with the p a r ty , the sq u a tte rs  never actually 
severed th e ir  ties with UMNO, and they  continue to seek 
the protection of th is p arty  to th is day. In Kampung 
Selamat, as in o ther squatm ents in the  Pantai-Jalan 
B angsar-K erinci a rea , the local p a rty  b ranch  has always 
had a high number of reg iste red  members. According to 
the secre tary  of Kampung Selamat UMNO, in the five years 
before 1980, the local branch maintained an average annual 
membership of two h u n d red , and in 1980 there  were two 
hundred  and tw enty members or some 90% of the adult 
(above 18 or m arried) population in the squatm ent, with an 
average of two members coming from each household. Why 
the majority of the sq u a tte r community still supports  UMNO 
can only be understood by looking at the demographic 
changes in the  community, the sq u a tte rs ' approach to 
political organisation, the ir ethnic sentim ents as well as 
changes in a ttitude of the ruling p a rty  towards sq u a tte rs .

6.1 The S quatte rs : Reasons for Sustaining UMNO

(a) Demographic C hanges. One factor which may 
account for the continuing support for UMNO is the 
tran sito ry  n a tu re  of the population. In Kampung Selamat, 
there  is a constant flow of people in and out of the 
squatm ent. S quatter tenan ts are the most tra n s ito ry , while 
ow ner-occupiers also have many reasons for leaving. Some 
families become b e tte r  off financially and th u s  can afford
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alternative accommodation in the city; o thers  are 
tra n sfe rre d  elsewhere by  th e ir  employers; some household 
heads reach re tir in g  age and re tu rn  to their villages of 
orig in ; and a few may get o ffers of accommodation from the 
em ployers. When house owners leave they e ither sell or 
ren t out th e ir houses, thus b ringing  in new se ts  of
sq u a tte rs  into the squatm ent.

D uring fieldwork in 1980, only 10% of households were 
pioneer sq u a tte rs ; the re s t were recen t a rriv a ls , having 
stayed in Kampung Selamat on average seven years only. 
In 1980, six households (13%) moved out; the houses they 
vacated were immediately occupied by o thers from outside 
Kampung Selamat. Every year since 1977, at least one
household moves o u t. T h u s , the sq u a tte r population is 
changing almost all the time and th is has an effect on
UMNO and its  relationship with the sq u a tte rs . It acts as a 
sort of safety-valve for the p arty  as it reduces the
num ber of disillusioned p a rty  members, since it is th e y ,
who, seeing v ery  little  fu tu re  in the squatm ent, are the
most likely to leave . Hence the strained relationship
between some sq u a tte rs  and the political leaders never 
deterio ra tes to a stage where the sq u a tte rs  see fit to 
re ject the political leaders and the p a rty  altogether.

When new sq u a tte rs  arrive they usually re g is te r  as 
p a rty  members almost immediately replacing those who have 
le ft. This is done, according to them, in o rder to be in 
the  good books of the village leadership which is 
synonymous with the p a rty  b ranch  leadership who, as we 
shall see more clearly in the next chap ter, control all
community activ ities. Most sq u atte rs  feel they have to be 
p a rty  members if they  are to s ta r t life in the squatm ent on 
the r ig h t footing, regard less  of w hether they  believe in 
what the national p a rty  stand  for.
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The new members often know little of the performance 
of the p a rty  in the past and even if they  did few would 
readily share the old sq u a tte rs ' disenchantm ent with the 
p a r ty . O ther considerations would also tend to make them 
overlook such m atters and give the p a rty  and its  leaders a 
t r y .  The newly arrived  sq u a tte rs  might have invested  in a 
house in the squatm ent or paid deposits and ren ts  for 
accommodation. Knowing how difficult it is to get 
accommodation within th e ir  means in Kuala Lum pur, they 
have little choice bu t to pu t their immediate in te re st f ir s t ,  
even if it means hypocritically supporting  a political 
organisation in which they  have little  fa ith .

T hus, th e re  is always, at any one time, a relatively 
high number of people reg iste red  as p a rty  members. Some 
will be optimistic and enthusiastic  su p p o rters  w hether for 
personal or community reasons, while o th ers  will be 
passive and sceptical, and a few may even be cynical.

(b) U tilitarian A ttitude to Politics. It has been 
established th a t the sq u a tte rs  approach politics in a 
u tilitarian  m anner. They see the political p a tty  as a means 
to an e n d , as a channel th rough  which they  hope to 
achieve th e ir  goals. This is what keeps them in UMNO and 
p rev en ts  them from severing th e ir  ties with the  p a rty  and 
seeking help elsew here. They believe tha t only the political 
p a rty  in power has the potential and capacity to help them 
realise th e ir  objectives.

The sq u a tte rs ' political a ttitude is inward looking; 
they  involve themselves in a political organisation merely to 
b rin g  changes for themselves and th e ir  neighbourhood, not 
to change the world outside. This a ttitude  to politics is 
best illu stra ted  by tha t of one of the sq u a tte rs , Pak Ali, 
who says,
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"What is the use of joining a political p a rty  
if one doesn 't get anyth ing  out of it . The 
professional politicians (orang politik) get 
paid and are getting r ic h e r. We help them to 
get where they  a re . We vote for them. In 
re tu rn  they  and the p a rty  should help us 
get w ater supply , electricity  . . . "

What the sq u a tte rs  hope to achieve with the help of 
th e ir  political leaders is no longer confined to communal 
goals only. By 1980 they  were also expecting the leaders 
to help them secure individual goals as well. These la tte r  
objectives are much easier for the political leaders to 
a tten d  to successfully and th is compensates for the 
politician 's lack of success in achieving communal goals. 
Most sq u a tte rs  play down th e ir individual goals and are 
not willing to discuss them as openly as they  would 
communal goals. The local p arty  leaders, especially the 
p a rty  chief, s tre ss  th a t using  p a rty  machinery for 
personal advantage is im proper. The chief, together with 
the head of the youth and women's committees repeatedly  
sta te  during  p a rty  meetings and in informal conversations 
with the w riter th a t th e ir  active participation in the p a rty  
is motivated solely by selfless dedication to the community 
and to Malays in general. They are simply perform ing 
khidmat (service to the people). As the b ranch  secre tary  
say s,

"We are try in g  to help the people who requ ire  
our serv ices. If we don 't lead them, who will?
We expend a lot of our time and energy  for the 
p a r ty . We serve the people. We don't get 
any th ing  out of it . . . "

What the political leaders like the b ranch  secre tary  
profess is one th ing , what they p rac tise , how ever, is 
an o th er. It is quite well known among the sq u a tte rs  and 
the general public th a t UMNO p a rty  activ ists  receive
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personal rew ards for th e ir services to the p a r ty ; and 
some, who have not been rew arded , work h a rd  for the 
p a rty  in anticipation of such rew ards. Personal rew ards 
are  given both d irectly  and indirectly . P arty  activ ists  in 
Kampung Selamat^ are given preference in the selection of 
sta ff to man community development pro jects such as 
pre-school classes or religious classes for ch ild ren . Party  
officials have b e tte r  access to government sponsored 
schemes designed to uplift the socio-economic s ta tu s  of the 
Malays, S quatters  in general, irrespective of th e ir  level of 
educational attainm ent, are not unaware of what working 
for the p a rty  means. As Shamsiah, a food vendor who 
never went to school, rem arked,

"You think p a rty  activ ists work for nothing?
Look at the p a rty  chief. Of course he is not 
paid nor does he receive any allowances for 
being the head of th is  b ranch . But he has a 
business concern, his own, besides h is job as 
a c le rk . He uses h is p a rty  contacts to get 
custom ers or to get loans from the bank . With­
out his p a rty  contacts where would his business 
be?"

Like th is  lady , many o ther sq u a tte rs  do not believe in 
altruism  in politics. They th ink  political involvement must 
be geared towards ends which include personal advantage. 
They see nothing wrong in th is . In the  w rite r’s 
conversations with them , many make it clear th a t they  join 
the  p a rty  in o rder to have access to the orang 
berpengaruh (influential p eo p le ), so that in times of need 
such as in dealings with government agencies, th ere  are 
people they  can reso rt to for h e lp . They see the p arty  
and its politicians as th e ir  p ro tector and as agents who 
can procure them ben efits , which they  as o rd inary  citizens 
cannot possibly obtain th rough  th e ir  own e ffo rts .

The utilitarian  approach to politics appears to be
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similar to th a t of some o ther Malays in Kuala Lum pur. Noor 
Sharifah Saidi (1980:19) implies the presence of such an 
a ttitude  to political parties  among u rban  sq u a tte rs  in the 
cap ita l,

M. . .in  sq u a tte r areas . . .  the ^support for and 
s tro n g  attraction  towards the p arty  in power 
is obvious as long as they  are given special 
trea tm en t. On the con trary  afte r they  are moved 
into fla ts or resettlem ent a reas, which the majority 
of the  sq u a tte rs  dislike, there  is a tendency for 
'anti-estab lishm ent' a ttitudes to emerge . . . "  
(T ransla ted  from the original tex t in Malay)

Abdul Maulud Yusof, too, implies th a t a u tilitarian  
approach to politics ex ists  among Malays in a traditional 
village, Sungai Pencala, in the Federal T e rrito ry . He 
s ta tes  th a t despite the presence of a PMIP b ran ch , the 
villagers are in the main UMNO su p p o rters  and they 
exp ress  reluctance to be politically active (presum ably to 
criticise the  p a rty  in power and act co n trary  to the 
p a r ty 's  in te re s t)  for fear of getting  out of favour with the 
government which in tu rn  will jeopardise the ir chances of 
securing  benefits from the authorities (1976:163).

Elsew here, too, especially in ru ra l villages, u tilitarian  
politics is very  much the o rd er of the day. Husin Ali 
(1976:5-20) in h is s tudy  of th ree  peasant villages in the 
sta tes  of Pahang, Johore and Kedah, notes th a t the 
peasan ts give th e ir  support to political organisations and 
th e ir  votes in the general elections in exchange for or in 
anticipation of community development pro jects -  b rid g es, 
ro ad s, p ra y e r  houses, water supply , e tc . The w rite r's  own 
experience in political campaigns among the peasan try  in 
the State of Negeri Sembilan, in the d istric ts  of Jelebu and 
Kuala Pilah in the 1974 elections, as well as h er 
observations of politics in these d is tric ts  in subsequent
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y ea rs , confirm th a t a similar approach to politics prevails 
in Negeri Sembilan. In the Negeri Sembilan case, 
utilitarianism  had reached such an extreme sta te  tha t in 
the 1974 general elections, UMNO supporters  and potential 
vo ters for the p a rty 's  candidate in the parliam entary 
constituency of Jelebu and the state  constituency of Seri 
Menanti, demanded tangible benefits to be delivered to 
them before polling day. Hence before the peasants
marched to the polling stations to cast their v o te s , they  
saw, among o ther th in g s, roads and b ridges being hastily  
co nstruc ted , works s ta rted  on the ir mosque, wooden poles 
for electrical wiring being laid out along the roadside,
ostensibly for erection, b u t in actual fact taken away again 
as soon as the elections were over.

A pragmatic approach to politics can therefo re  be said
to be typical of the country  as a whole. In the sq u a tte rs '
case, it could be a ttrib u ted  to the ir relatively low economic 
s ta tu s  which forces them to look for outside help for social 
and economic advancem ent. Devoid of any kind of formal or 
informal associations which can ca ter for their needs and 
pro tect th e ir  in te re sts  such as the Chinese clan 
associations or trade  gu ilds, the Malay sq u a tte rs  have to 
re ly  on political organisations such as UMNO.

Political p a rty  functionaries, especially officials of 
UMNO, are largely responsible for cultivating a u tilitarian  
view of politics among the citizen ry . In Kampung Selamat, 
for exam ple, p a rty  officials at squatm ent and 
supra-squatm ent levels, emphasised repeatedly  the need 
for people to join the p a rty  if they wanted anyth ing  from 
the governm ent, and warned of the consequences of not 
doing so. At the fourth  annual general meeting of the 
p a rty  branch  in 1979, the b ranch  chief said , among other 
th in g s ,
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" . . .  It is my hope th a t . . .  all of you will be 
more active and united  and will help increase 
our membership so th a t ou r plans th a t have 
been formulated (by the  b ranch) will be 
realised  for (only by joining the p a rty )  th a t 
we can get more attention from the au th o ritie s ."  
(The w rite r's  b rack e ts . T ranslated  from the 
AGM minutes in Malay)

The Division Chief of UMNO Damansara em phasised, if 
somewhat b landly , what p a rty  politics should mean to the 
sq u a tte rs  in his speech at the Kampung Selamat UMNO 
branch  annual general meeting in F ebruary  1982, which the 
w riter a tten d ed . Among o ther th in g s , he said ,

" . . .  without UMNO, where would sq u a tte rs  in 
Kuala Lumpur be? You might not even be here 
today . You would have been driven out by  the 
local au thorities a long time ago. Now, you have 
community ta p s , e lec tr ic ity , a p ray er house . . .  
all these  came th rough  the p a r ty , th rough  our 
e ffo rts . You want more projects to come to your 
kam pung, support the p a r ty , be loyal, stand  firm 
by our leaders . . . "

Top level officials of the  p a r ty , too, adopt th is  kind 
of tac tics; they  expend a great deal of time and energy  in 
o ra to ry , promising the sq u a tte rs  'development p ro jec ts’ in 
exchange for th e ir support and vo tes. In the last chap ter 
we saw how the Prime Minister himself promised the 
sq u a tte rs  a modern Malay kampung should the sq u a tte rs  
help re tu rn  his p a rty  to power in the 1974 general 
elections. He died in 1975, before fulfilling the promise, 
and his successor, likewise, made a somewhat similar 
promise to the sq u a tte rs  in 1978, a few weeks before the 
general e lections. Only th is  time the bait came in a 
d ifferent package; what he offered was not a modern Malay 
kam pung, bu t a ’sq u a tte r  u p -g rad in g 1 p ro ject, namely 
legalisation of sq u a tte r settlem ents, and the two 
squatm ent s to be immediately affected were Kampung
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Kerinci and Kampung Abdullah Hukum, and the provision 
of electricity  and water supply to sq u a tte rs  in the Pantai 
area (U tusan Melayu, 14 June 1978).

Politicians in UMNO are in a position to offer largesse 
because the p a rty  is in control of all k inds of resources 
and the political cu ltu re  in the country  is such tha t 
politicians in power can d istribu te  public funds 
discrim inatingly for partisan  causes. UMNO politicians do 
not just make promises; they do fulfil some of the 
prom ises, some of the time. Hence the public, like the 
sq u a tte rs  in Kampung Selamat, are conditioned to believe 
th a t the p a rty  in power is the channel for favours from 
government agencies. Opposition p a rtie s , without access to 
government reso u rces, cannot d istribu te  political largesse 
in the same way or to the same extent tha t the p a rty  in 
power can. The opposition p a rtie s , th ere fo re , are 
perceived as being of little use by the sq u a tte rs . As the 
deputy  p a rty  chief in Kampung Selamat explains,

"Have you heard  of opposition leaders helping 
sq u a tte rs  get anything from the authorities?
They cannot do any th ing , they  have no power.
They can only talk and criticise the governm ent.
T h a t’s all. Criticisms get us nowhere. If we 
join the  opposition we, too, likewise will be 
criticising  the governm ent. The more we 
critic ise , the angrier those in power will be.
In th a t even t, you think they  will give us 
anything? If you have any th ing , would you 
give it to someone you’re  ang ry  with? I would 
certainly  n o t!"

The majority if not all of the sq u a tte rs  share th is 
view. To them , the political p a rty  in power and the 
government machinery are one and the same th in g . UMNO 
is seen as the government and vice v e rsa , and officials of 
the p a rty  and government bureaucracy  are orang kerajaan 
(governm ent people). Hence if they  want anything from
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the government they  must support UMNO and not the 
opposition p a rtie s , which are seen as lame h o rses , more of 
a liability than  an a sse t. Such a view is endorsed by 
politicians within the government whenever it su its  them. 
For example, they  invariably claim credit for any kind of 
development projects carried  out successfully by the City 
Hall and which are of benefit to the sq u a tte rs . At the 
same time they are quick to dissociate them selves from and 
blames government agencies such as City Hall for any 
development project th a t fails, is delayed or which creates 
inconvenience to or d isrup ts  the sq u a tte rs ' life.

The preference for the p arty  in power was well 
illu stra ted  in the squatm ents in Pantai th roughout the 
period between 1973 and 1978 when the ru ling  coalition 
B arisan Nasional had the PMIP as one of its  component 
members. During th is period, some sq u a tte rs  in the area 
including a few in Kampung Selamat were said to be quite 
open in th e ir  support for the PMIP. PMIP leaders from 
outside were invited to give talks and the sq u a tte rs  felt 
free  to a ttend  them. But th is overt support for the  party  
slowly diminished when the PMIP was expelled from the 
coalition in 1977. P resently , no PMIP su p p o rte rs  in the 
squatm ent will declare th e ir support for the p a r ty  openly, 
although they  would do so in p riv a te .

Preference for the p arty  in power is the logical 
consequence of the sq u a tte rs ' inward looking, u tilitarian  
approach to politics and as long as UMNO remains in 
pow er, chances are tha t the relationship between the 
sq u a tte rs  and the p a rty  will be sustained.

(c) Ethnic Consideration. If utilitarianism  was the 
only factor accounting for the sq u a tte rs ' continued support
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for political organisations, then one would expect tha t they 
would choose to join any of the political p artie s  within the 
Barisan Nasional. But they  confined themselves to UMNO,
a choice th a t can only be understood in the light of ethnic
relations in the coun try . The th ree  main ethnic groups 
have the ir own political p a rty ; each p a rty  confining its 
membership to its own ethnic group only. T hus, of the 
four political parties  of the coalition, the MCA and MIC are 
out of the question for the Malays. Only the fourth  p a r ty , 
the G erakan, besides UMNO is opened to the Malay 
sq u a tte rs . Gerakan is a m ulti-racial organisation, bu t to
the sq u a tte rs , as well as to the public in general, it is a
non-Malay p a rty  where the leadership is controlled by 
Chinese. As Chinese they  are expected to pu t the
in te re sts  of Chinese f irs t and would not be seriously
concerned about Malays, especially sq u a tte r Malays who, 
a fte r all, are on the wrong side of the law.

Like the ir p redecesso rs, the pioneer sq u a tte rs , the 
p resen t residen ts  of Kampung Selamat d is tru s t non-Malay 
lead ers. Such d is tru s t is sometimes based on concrete 
experience. S quatters can recall a number of instances
when a non-Malay MP ignored appeals for help by Malays 
in Kuala Lumpur. One such instance concerned Malay 
sq u a tte rs  in Pantai, in the neighbourhood of Kampung
Selamat. Some of the  sq u a tte rs  were given notice of 
eviction in the early  seventies and as a last reso rt 
implored th e ir  non-Malay MP to help them save their 
houses from demolition. Said one of the UMNO officials in 
Kampung Selamat,

"The sq u a tte rs  made nasi minyak (ghee rice) 
to receive the MP; he came, ate and promised 
to h e lp , b u t never kep t h is prom ise, The 
sq u a tte rs  lost th e ir  h o u ses , they  became home­
less . Did he care? No! We d idn 't even see his
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i .e .  h is face) a fte r th a t.

This MP was a member of the opposition p a rty  and 
they  sought his help when all o ther attem pts had failed. 
Being in the opposition camp, as the sq u a tte rs  very  well 
knew , there  was not much he could do to save the  houses 
except to ,make public p ro te s ts  through the local media. 
N evertheless, the sq u a tte rs  ascribed his failure to help 
them not so much to his being in the opposition, b u t most 
im portantly to his being a non-Malay, who would therefore 
not do his best to help Malays.

The subsequent non-Malay MP, too, the sq u a tte rs  
claim, ignored the plight of the Malay sq u a tte rs  and th is 
intensified the ir d is tru s t of non-Malay politicians. The MP
for Damansara (1974-1978), an Indian from the MIC, th is
time not an opposition p a rty  bu t UMNO's ally in the ru ling  
coalition and for whom the sq u a tte rs  claim they  voted in 
the 1974 elections, is alleged to have taken a v ery  casual 
and negligent a ttitude tow ards them. While he made a habit 
of v isiting  Indian squatm ents frequen tly , the sq u a tte rs  
claim he never stepped into a Malay sq u a tte r area  in Pantai 
until a few months before the next general elections in 
1978, when he was to stand  for re-election . In Kampung 
Selamat, the sq u a tte rs  said the only time th a t he 'showed 
his face' was two months before the elections, when he
opened a community hall.

This MP did in fact attem pt to meet the demands of 
the sq u a tte rs  during  his ten u re  of office. For example, the 
community hall he came to open was financed from his 
annual allocation as an MP; so was the badminton court 
built in the squatment in 1977. There were also o ther gifts 
from him, such as the straw  mats for use in the p ray er
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house. But because such gifts were d istrib u ted  through 
UMNO b ran ch , the MP got little credit for them compared 
to th a t accorded by the sq u a tte rs  to the ir b ranch  p arty  
leaders who, according to them, "worked very  h a rd , day 
and n ight to secure 'development pro jects ' for them ."

As explained earlier in Chapter V, the sq u a tte rs  do 
not usually enquire where the funds for community 
development projects come from, and the b ranch  officials 
will or will not disclose the sources of funding depending 
on the ir in te re s ts . In th is  case the officials d id , at the 
b ranch  annual general m eeting, held in April 1979, which 
was held in conjunction with the official opening of the 
community hall. In his speech at the AGM, the p arty
branch  chief said,

»

" . . .  in 1977 th is UMNO branch can be considered 
'b lessed ' (bertuah)  for in 1977 our b ranch  has 
succeeded in securing some allocations from the  
Hon. MP, with the cooperation of UMNO Damansara 
D ivision. The allocations I am re fe rrin g  to a re : 
we have secured a badminton court and a hall in 
which we are now having our AG. . . . "
(T ranslated  from the  AGM Minutes in Malay)

Note th a t only a passing  reference was made to the 
MP and his name was not m entioned, while at the same 
time, as the w riter has underlined , emphasis was given to 
the  p a rt played by UMNO in securing the allocation funds. 
This case dem onstrates how local p a rty  officials can 
manipulate g ifts from outside to th e ir  advantage at the 
expense of the donor and th a t m istrust of non-Malay 

.politicians is not always based on lack of concrete support 
for the Malay sq u a tte rs ' cause by  non-Malay politicians.

The MP's political spoils therefore did not do him 
much good; they  failed to produce the desired  resu lt which
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was to gain the confidence and tru s t of the Malay 
sq u a tte rs . On the co n tra ry , the ir d is tru s t of him seemed 
to have increased by the end of his term of office, so th a t 
many of the sq u a tte rs  in the Pantai a rea , according to 
some UMNO officials in Damansara, did not cast th e ir  votes 
in his favour in the 1978 general elections, which cost him 
his office.

Their d is tru s t of Indian political leaders is best 
described by a sq u a tte r who said,

"How can we tru s t  non-Malay politicians. And 
an Indian politician at that! Did not our 
ancestors remind u s , should you see a snake 
and an Indian, kill the Indian first?"

That may be a h arsh  and an unkind judgment of the 
Indian people, bu t it does show the extent of d is tru s t the 
sq u a tte rs  had of non-Malays. To the general public ethnic 
stereo typ ing  is widespread and the laymen do not 
d ifferentia tes between individual and group behaviour.

Chinese politicians and Chinese in general, on the 
o ther h and , are even more d is tru s ted  than  the Indians. In 
th e ir  relations with the C hinese, d is tru s t is accompanied 
by  fear and dislike. The Malay-Chinese relationship , unlike 
tha t with the Indians, has been marked by  in ter-rac ia l 
antagonism throughout its  h is to ry , and such antagonism 
sometimes eru p ted  into violent clashes as happened in 1945 
and the racial rio t in Kuala Lumpur in 1969. The form er, 
which was a w idespread occurence in the co u n try , took 
place during  the twilight period between the su rren d e r of 
the Japanese in Malaya a fte r  the Second World War and the 
re tu rn  of the B ritish colonial adm inistration. D uring th is 
period some members of the Chinese dominated communist 
p a rty  committed atrocities against the Malay population in
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the coun tryside . Some of the older resid en ts  of Kampung 
Selamat still recall the incidents tha t happened during  that 
time vividly and with te r ro r .  The 1969 race r io ts , as 
explained in C hapter III, was confined only to the capital 
and th is riot saw the Malays and Chinese literally 
slaughtering  one another on some s tree ts  in the city 
leaving hundreds dead and wounded and considerable 
destruction  to p roperty  (see Gagliano 1970 & Goh Cheng 
Teik 1978). And the p resen t squatte rs  who lived through 
the rio t remember the incident b itte rly , especially bee.ause 
of the hardship  they  had to endure due to the shortage of 
food caused by Chinese tra d e rs ’ refusal to sell food to the 
Malays. What incensed them most was the fact th a t the riot 
itself in th e ir  view was provoked by the Chinese, when 
jubilant supporters  of the DAP threw  insu lts  at Malay 
p asse rs-b y  while on a victory procession a fte r the 1969 
general elections.

For most of the sq u a tte rs , the 1969 rio t is still fresh  
in th e ir memory, causing many of them to h arbour deep 
resen tm ent, d is tru s t and to some ex ten t fear of the 
Chinese. Such feelings which remain dormant much of the 
time account for the unpopularity  of the Chinese-dominated 
bu t m ulti-racial political p a rtie s , such as the Gerakan, 
among Malay sq u a tte rs  and there is no question of their 
joining th is  parti Cina (Chinese p a rty ) as they  call it , 
although it is a component member of the ru ling  coalition. 
The sq u a tte rs  seem convinced that Chinese, like the 
Indians, can never make good political leaders and that 
should they be in political power, the Malays would be 
doomed. Such convictions are dem onstrated by  one p arty  
official at the local b ran ch , who says,

"When some Chinese began to taste  power during  
the Bintang Tiga period in 1945, what did they  
do? They killed and to rtu red  innocent Malays.
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In 1969, when the DAP increased the number 
of seats won in the general elections, the 
Chinese showed the ir tru e  colour again.
They paraded  in Kuala Lumpur and told the 
Malays to re tu rn  to the ir kampung (v illag es) . 
They thought they  were in control of the 
capital and th a t they owned it . They became 
arrogan t overn igh t. Remember, they  were 
not in power th en , the sta te  government was 
not formed y e t. Imagine what will happen if 
they  actually hold power?"

A nother sq u a tte r who lived in Singapore most of his 
life and who had since left the island for good, say s,

"Look at what happens to the Malays in Singapore. 
Now the Chinese are in power, they  step  on 
(pijak) the Malays. It was a Malay land, w asn't 
it? Now, where are the Malays in Singapore? 
Malays are pushed o u t, they  have no voice ( tak 
mendecit, lit. do not even squeak). Do you h ear 
the Malays there  criticising Lee Kuan Yew govern­
ment, like the DAP does here? No. T ha t's  
Chinese power for you ."

No doubt what he was re fe rrin g  to was power as held 
by  Lee Kuan Yew and not 'Chinese pow er1, b u t as s ta ted  
earlie r, to the sq u a tte rs , as to most Malays, a distinction 
is seldom made between individual and group action in 
th e ir discussions of ethnic relations. A nother sq u a tte r , 
from the n o rth e rn  State of Penang, p resen ts  the  case of 
his homeland where the Gerakan is in control in a similar 
lig h t. He asks,

"Do Malays benefit as much as the Chinese from 
the government projects? They expand the 
town, widen the industrial zones and Malays 
have to re tre a t fu rth e r into the uiu (remote 
in te r io r ) . What do you expect when the Chinese 
are in power?"

These statem ents which reflect the ex ten t of the 
sq u a tte rs ' d is tru s t of the Chinese and th e ir  rac ist ideology
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can in p a rt be a ttrib u ted  to ’political conditioning’, done 
th rough  the speeches of political leaders in the p a r ty . 
UMNO, like the MCA and MIC, is an ethnically based  p a rty  
whose very  survival depends on ethnic so lid arity ; th is 
being the case p a rty  leaders feel it is incumbent on them 
to inculcate ethnic consciousness and th is  is often 
achieved, among o ther means, by instilling a sense of 
th rea t from the o ther ethnic g roups. P arty  leaders at the 
squatment and supra-local level frequently  speak of the 
'th rea t to Malay surv ival' in the event th a t the  kaum 
mendatang ( lit. the immigrant g roups, especially the 
Chinese) assume political power. And not only th a t ,  they  
constantly remind the sq u a tte rs  of the non-Malay clashes, 
such as the 1969 race rio ts to reinforce th e ir  argum ent. 
Indian political power is seldom discussed as they  are not 
seen as a th rea t because of th e ir  much weaker demographic 
s tre n g th .

Examples of speeches imbued with rac ist ideology are 
those delivered at the annual general meetings of the  p a rty  
b ranches. In Kampung Selamat, the best examples can be 
found in the p a r ty 's  AGM on 14 F ebruary  1982. Amidst 
speculation of an early  general elections in the middle of 
the year, supra-local politicians attended the AGM in full 
force and some delivered highly charged speeches. The 
chief of the Damansara UMNO Division outlined at great 
length  the consequences if non-Malays (presum ably the 
DAP) were in control of the government and he reminded 
the  audience of the 1969 r io t, especially the 'a trocities ' 
committed on people of their 'own blood'. He admonished 
the sq u a tte rs ,

"If you don't unite as Malays and support UMNO, 
you will see yourself and your offspring shedd­
ing tea rs  of blood in time to come. You won't 
have a fu tu re , not in th is squatm ent, not any­
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where in th is co u n try . You will probably be 
pushed out into the jungle to live on tre e s  . . . "

The Deputy Youth Leader of the Division also spoke of 
a non-Malay th rea t to Malays, in economic and political 
sp h eres , and equated the plight of Malays in general to 
th a t of Red Indians in North America. He said,

"You see on your TV screens what happened to 
the Red Indians. See how they  were robbed of 
th e ir  land by the immigrant population. This 
will happen to you if you are divided, if you do 
not support th is p a rty  . . . "

Such speeches p erpetuate  the Malays' d is tru s t and 
dislike of non-Malays, especially the Chinese, and act as 
the g rea test d e te rren t for most of them to joining a 
political organisation led by  non-M alays, be it the 
opposition DAP or the Gerakan which is UMNO's ally in the 
ru ling  Barisan Nasional. With the doors of MCA and MIC 
closed to them, they are left with only one p a r ty  in the 
ru ling  coalition - UMNO. They thus see them selves as 
having no choice bu t to sustain  th e ir  support for UMNO, 
given th e ir  s trong  ethnic sentim ents, d is tru s t of the 
non-Malays as well as th e ir  pragmatic approach to politics.

(d) Changes in Government A ttitudes to S q u a tte rs . 
A nother factor which accounts for the sq u a tte rs ' prolonged 
affiliation to UMNO is the change in the a ttitu d es  of 
officials in the government bureaucracy  and top level 
UMNO machinery towards sq u a tte rs  in Kuala Lumpur in 
1978. National level politicians in the ru ling  p a rty  never 
paid much attention to the plight of the sq u a tte rs  despite 
p re ssu re s  from subordinates within the p a r ty . The local 
au th o rity , on the o ther hand , had all along tre a ted  the 
sq u a tte rs  with indifference if not comtempt. This was to
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change in 1978 when a rep o rt on sq u a tte rs  was published 
by  City Hall, outlining what was described  as their 
'hum anitarian' approach towards the sq u a tte r  problem. 
Some concessions were made to the sq u a tte rs : those who 
occupied government land prio r to 1978 were not to be 
evicted unless the land was u rgen tly  needed for physical 
developm ent. In the event of eviction , they  were to be 
rehoused , bu t until such time when th ey  were to be
removed, attem pts would be made by the au thorities to 
provide them with basic amenities and social se rv ices.

Officers in City Hall charged with the implementation 
of the new policy towards the sq u a tte rs  explain th is 
change simply as a resu lt of 'direction from the top '
which, in th is case, means from the Minister of the Federal 
T e rrito ry  to whom they were responsib le . The Deputy 
Minister in the same m inistry , the man in charge of 
runn ing  the m inistry, a top UMNO official, a ttr ib u te s  th is 
change to a growing awareness among top level politicians 
in his p a rty  of the need to do more for the u rb an  poor, 
most of whom are sq u a tte rs . S q u a tte rs , he a d d s , have
been neglected far too long and steps must be taken  to
check the sq u a tte rs ' expansion, and to improve th e ir  living 
conditions before they become a th re a t to the stab ility  of 
the co u n try . This policy must not be seen as an attem pt 
by  the government to condone squatting , bu t as p a r t  and 
parcel of the New Economic Policy (NEP) whose 
tw o-pronged objectives include eradication of p o v erty .

Considering that the u rb an  sq u a tte rs  have always 
been regarded  as a th rea t to the stability  of the country  
by  officials of the u rb an  government bureaucracy  (Report 
On the S q u atte rs , 1969), why did the government not take 
positive steps to help the sq u a tte rs  earlier? P art of the 
answer lies in the resu lts  of the 1978 general elections
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which showed that the ru ling  p a rty  perform ed very  badly 
among the u rban  populace. The Barisan Nasional surv ived  
the elections with only two of the five parliam entary seats 
in the  Federal T e rrito ry , and on the whole doing less well 
than  in the previous general elections in 1974 (see Table 
13). The Barisan Nasional won in the Kepong constituency 
with a very  narrow  m argin, and lost Damansara, which was 
considered a safe seat, to the opposition DAP. In terms of 
percentage of votes cas t, the Barisan Nasional did much 
worse than in 1974, compared with the opposition p a rtie s . 
In Damansara, the percentage of votes cast for the Barisan 
Nasional dropped by 7.8%, while those cast for the DAP 
increased by  19.7%; in Kuala Lumpur B andar, Barisan 
Nasional votes decreased by  6.9% and DAP's votes 
increased by  13.8%.

The 1978 general elections resu lts  clearly showed tha t 
the Barisan Nasional was increasingly losing support in the 
Federal T e rrito ry . The p a rty  was not getting  the  support 
of the u rban  Chinese as its  principal ally, the Chinese 
p a r ty , MCA, was not very  popular in Kuala Lum pur, nor 
was the o ther ally , the Chinese dominated m ulti-racial 
Gerakan, whose base is in Penang. Barisan Nasional was 
rely ing  on the  support of the Malays th rough  UMNO; 
hence, the Barisan Nasional's victory in the 1974 elections 
was in the two areas where the number of Malays is 
substan tia l, namely Setapak and Damansara. The coalition's 
defeat in Damansara in 1978 indicates tha t even the Malays 
were no longer giving full support to the B arisan Nasional. 
The election resu lts  show th a t 11.8% of the total votes 
were cast in favour of the PMIP, the theocratic Islam/Malay 
p a rty  in the opposition. Evidently, a large num ber of 
Damansara Malays, the majority of whom are sq u a tte rs , had 
secretly  shifted  their allegiance from UMNO to the PMIP. 
This is hardly  su rp risin g  in view of the grievances over 
the sewerage project in Pantai discussed earlier.
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TABLE 13

PERFORMANCE OF THE RULING BARISAN NASIONAL (BN)
IN THE 1974 AND 1978 GENERAL ELECTIONS

(Parliamentary Constituencies of the Federal Territory)1

Constituency
2Percentage of votes polled % of gains/5 

losses to BN
1974 1978 cf. to DAP

Kepong Pekemas
BN
DAP

40.4
37.7
17.2

BN (MCA)
Pekemas
DAP

41.3
36.7
20.5

+3.6(BN) 
+2.7 (DAP)

Setapak BN(UMNO)70.0 
Pekemas 15.2 
DAP 14.0

BN (UMNO) 
unopposed

won
I3

Damansara

<

BN (MIC) 
DAP
Pekemas

47.8
27.4
20.1

DAP
BN
PMIP
Pekemas

47.1
40.0
11.8
0.4

-7.8(BN) 
+19.7(DAP)

K.L. Bandar DAP
BN
Pekemas

64.5
27.7

DAP
BN

78.3
20.8

-6.9(BN) 
+13.8(DAP)

Sungaei Besi DAP
BN
Pekemas

55.8
36.2
7.2

DAP,
PMIP
Ind

74.4 4 
12.0 
5.7

0,0(BN) 
+18.6(DAP

Notes: (1) The Federal Territory, unlike other states in
Malaysia, has no state constituencies.

(2) % of total votes cast including spoilt votes.
(3) The opposition party PMIP candidate was disqu­

alified due to technical error in his nominat­
ion papers.

(4) BN's candidate (from MCA) was disqualified due 
to technical error in his nomination papers.

(5) Comparison is not made with Pekemas because 
the party is hardly functioning though not yet 
disbanded.
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The 1978 elections dem onstrated, especially to UMNO, 
th a t the sq u a tte rs  were not only politically conscious bu t 
they  were also becoming1 politically shrewd to be able to 
use th e ir  votes as a leverage against the p a rty  in power. 
They now had to be taken seriously if the p a rty  was to be 
assu red  of th e ir  support. It was th is  eventual aw areness 
of the importance of the sq u a tte rs ’ votes which trig g e red  
national leaders in UMNO to reappraise  th e ir  a ttitu d es  
tow ards the sq u atte rs  and to in s tru c t u rban  governm ent 
agencies, especially City Hall, to come up with specific 
m easures to cope with the squatte rs ' problem s. Indeed, 
many programmes aimed at uplifting the socio-economic 
s ta tu s  of the squ a tte rs  were devised by  City Hall as well 
as o ther government agencies in the capital. All th is 
helped to placate the sq u a tte rs , especially those in the 
Pantai-Bangsar-K am pung Kerinci a rea . The stra ined  
relations between UMNO and its supporters  in Kampung 
Selamat, as elsewhere in the vicinity began to ease off.

Development programmes for the sq u a tte rs  take 
various forms and are run  by various governm ent 
agencies. Projects carried  out by d ifferent government 
agencies sometimes overlap one another as the list below 
shows. This overlapping, which is recognised by  officials 
of government agencies involved, reflects , , on the one 
h and , the lack of a comprehensive programme on sq u a tte r  
community development and, on the o th e r, the enthusiasm  
on the p a rt of the government to ’appease’ the  sq u a tte rs . 
Some of the projects also give emphasis on religion and 
education and the s tre ss  on religion is consonant with 
religious revival now taking place, especially in the  capital 
city  and th is rev ival, if appropriately m anouvered, can be 
beneficial to the p a rty  as it enhances ethnic u n ity  among 
the Malays. The emphasis on education is in line with the 
NEP; education is seen as the main avenue th rough  which
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Malays can improve th e ir  economic s ta tu s . The projects 
a r e :

(1) The M inistry of National and Rural Development 
p rovides, if somewhat enigmatically, a community 
development service under its Kelos Kemajuan 
Masyarakat (KEMAS). Under th is  p ro ject, the 
Ministry provides several facilities which include 
religious and domestic science classes for women 
as well as k in d erg arten  for ch ildren .

(2) The Islamic Religious Department in the  Federal 
T errito ry  provides facilities for religious educa­
tion for children in the form of Sekolah Ugama 
Rakyat  (Peoples’ Religious School).

(3) National Unity Division in the Prime M inister's 
Department give facilities for k indergarten  for 
sq u a tte r ch ildren .

(4) Ten government departm ents in the Federal 
T errito ry  join forces to form the Nadi Programme, 
which is coordinated by  City Hall. This p rog ­
ramme includes, among o ther th in g s , th ree  types 
of community development projects re fe rre d  to
as Projek Sang Kancil (the Mousedeer P ro jec ts), 
which are now being implemented, v iz. mother 
and child health  care serv ices, k in d erg arten  and 
incom e-generating pro jects.

(5) The City Hall allocates one million Malaysian dol­
la rs  p er annum for 'development of kam pungs’ 
in the Federal T errito ry  (including traditional 
Kam pungs), and the funds are used to provide 
basic amenities such as water supply , e lec tric ity ,
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sanitation facilities, p ray er houses, community 
halls, public telephones, e tc . In addition, it 
is to give p rio rity  to sq u a tte rs  involved in 
eviction exercises by the au thority  in the 
allocation of fla ts and low-cost houses such as 
those in the 's ites and serv ices’ scheme. S quatt­
e rs  not affected by u rban  development are to be 
considered for 'u p -g rad in g ' which involves sub­
sidising redevelopment of the ir squatm ents in 
line with u rban  requirem ents and s tandards as 
well as giving them titles to th e ir  respective 
plots of land .

These programmes are widely publicised. Politicians 
(as well as th e ir  spouses) from the ru ling  coalition, 
especially UMNO, mention them at every  available 
opportun ity , especially in public speeches which are 
usually given extensive coverage by  the 
governm ent-controlled mass media, television and radio , 
and new spapers, especially the UMNO-controlled Utusan 
Melayu. Hence these programmes are well-known to the 
sq u a tte rs  who, afte r all, have access to all such media. 
What most sq u a tte rs  do not know, how ever, is the fact 
th a t these programmes, though impressive in number have 
limited budgets to work with. Even if all the programmes 
were combined and implemented to g e th er, they  would not 
be enough to provide basic amenities and social services 
for one fifth of the q u a rte r  of a million sq u a tte rs  in the 
c ity . The Sang Kancil P rojects, for instance, between 1978 
and 1982, managed to provide services to only four 
squatm ents. The sq u a tte r communities, th e re fo re , have to 
compete strenuously  with each o ther to get even one of 
these p ro jects. Not only th a t ,  applying for them involves a 
lengthy process and several bu reaucra tic  channels. 
Intentionally or otherw ise, th is provides the en terp ris in g
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politician with an excellent opportunity  to play an 
im portant role, as an interm ediary, to lobby in favour of 
one community or o ther under his wings and to cut 
th rough  government red  tape.

The sq u a tte rs  do not see these programmes as the 
work of the government bureaucracy , bu t ra th e r  as tha t of 
the ru ling  political p a rty , especially UMNO. This is hard ly  
su rp ris in g  since th a t is how such programmes are 
in troduced to them by the p arty  leaders. In speeches by 
UMNO leaders to the sq u a tte rs , it is very  common for them 
to say , "Our p arty  has devised these development projects 
for you, to help uplift your s tandard  of living . . . " ,  and 
to s tre s s , "UMNO is the governm ent, the government is 
UMNO." The sq u a tte rs  therefore  assume th a t these 
resources are solely for UMNO political leaders to dispose 
off at th e ir own will and tha t only UMNO su p p o rte rs  have 
p rio rity  as beneficiaries. T hus, once again, they  are made 
to feel obliged if they  wish to benefit from such 
programmes, to join or continue to support the p a r ty . By 
form ulating and implementing these community development 
programmes, the p arty  in power and governm ent agencies 
have created  an ideal environment for p a rty  patronage to 
th r iv e .

Now the sq u a tte rs  have raised th e ir  expectations to a 
h igher level and at the same time th e ir  dependence on the 
government bureaucracy  and the political p a r ty . How well 
the politicians respond to the sq u a tte rs1 increasing  
expectations will now be discussed.

6.2 The Local Party  Machinery and Extra-Community
Relations



-  293 -

The national p a rty  is rep resen ted  at the squatment 
level by  the local p a rty  b ranch , which is the only power 
s tru c tu re  available. The branch  comprises th ree
committees: the main committee, the women's committee, for 
women members of all ages, and the youth committee, for 
male members under the age of fo rty . These committees are 
almost identical in s tru c tu re : each has a chief, a deputy 
chief, a sec re ta ry , assistan t sec re ta ry , tre a su re r ,
assis tan t tre a su re r  and a number of committee members. 
The only difference between them is th a t the main
committee has an ex tra  official, the Public Relations 
O fficer, and th a t it has twelve committee members, while 
the o thers  have seven each . The youth and women 
committees are responsible to the main committee, on which 
some members of the two committees sit as ex-officio 
members (see Figure 11). Membership of these committees 
quite often overlaps.

Each committee has its own responsibilities and area 
of influence. The women's committee ca ters  for the needs 
of women and children; the youth committee for those of 
younger men. The main committee superv ises the o ther two 
committees, coordinates the ir activities and a ttends to 
m atters outside the spheres of responsibility  of the two 
subordinate committees.

P arty  officials are the local political ac tiv is ts , and the 
h igher they  are within the p a rty  h ierarchy  the more active 
they  often are . Among these officials, the most im portant 
is of course the chief of the main committee, who is a 
b ranch  leader. On election as p a rty  chief he automatically 
becomes community leader, Ketua Masyarakat, with the 
task  of keeping 'law and o rd e r' in the squatm ent as well as 
looking a fte r the well-being of his community. Next to him, 
in o rd er of im portance, is the deputy p a rty  chief, who
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deputises for the p a rty  chief in his absence. Then come 
the women and youth chiefs.

These are the p arty  leaders who keep the p a rty  going 
and who liaise between p a rty  members and p a rty  officials 
at the supra-local level; bu t mediating is not th e ir  only 
function, they  are also in a position to d istribu te  
resources of the ir own, w hether in material or o ther form, 
albeit in a limited way.

These sq u a tte r p a rty  officials have limited economic 
reso u rces; they  do not own or control land in the city , 
nor are they  rich  by u rban  standards in Kuala Lumpur. 
However, in comparison with o ther sq u a tte rs  in the
community and elsew here, they  are economically and 
socially b e tte r  off. They are the ’most advantaged ' in the 
community, being b e tte r  educated usually and therefo re  
hold b e tte r  jobs with h igher levels of income. If they  were 
m arried, th e ir  spouses, too, are likely to be b e tte r
educated and holding good jobs, and as a re su lt th e ir  joint
household income is much h ig h er. Their relatively  high 
income enables them to own p restige  goods which fu rth e r 
enhances th e ir  standing within the community (see Table 
14).

As shown in Table 14, ten  out th irteen  p a r ty  officials 
in 1980/81, had  secondary education, some up to Form 
Three level, having sat and passed the ir Sijil Rendah
Pelajaran (SRP) examinations. O thers, including the p a rty  
chief, the  youth and women chiefs, had all passed  the ir 
fifth  year secondary school examinations, the Sijil Pelajaran 
Malaysia (SPM}, equivalent to ”0 "  Level. The youth chief 
is the most ’educated ' among the local political leaders; he 
went to an elitist government residential school until his 
Sixth Form and la te r went for a one-year course in
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glass-blow ing techniques at a Belgian u n iv e rs ity . P arty  
officials with secondary education are bilingual, fluent in 
and can read  both Malay and English.

The p a rty  chief and the chief of the women's 
committee are both clerks, the former works in a private 
firm and the la tte r in a government departm ent. The 
deputy  p a rty  chief is a production operator in a fa c to ry , 
having worked there  for the past seven y ea rs . The youth 
chief, who claims to be unable to secure a job 'appropriate 
to h is tra in in g ', is a research  assistan t at a government 
ag ricu ltu ra l research  cen tre .

The occupations of these th ree  p a rty  chiefs are 
viewed as prestig ious jobs both by  sq u a tte rs  and o ther 
Malays. They are described as kerja opis ( lit. office jobs) 
which do not involve d irty ing  one's hands or soiling one's 
c lo th es . Such occupations normally entail not only 
relatively  h igher pay and a more stable income, bu t also 
reg u lar working hours. P arty  activ ists therefo re  have more 
free time and perhaps also ex tra  money to spend on p a rty  
activ ities. The nature and requirem ent of th e ir  regu lar 
jobs also enable them to know something of the s tru c tu re  
and working of the government bu reaucracy . They can 
also ty p e , are conversant with meeting p rocedures, e .g .  
tak ing  down and p reparing  m inutes, and can write th e ir  
own speeches. The deputy branch chief, whose work is 
confined to the factory floor, has some of these skills and 
knowledge acquired th rough  long experience as a p a rty  
ac tiv is t. These skills and knowledge together with 
willingness to sacrifice time and to some extent money, as 
well as organising ability , are qualifications for leadership 
ro le s .

These leaders also have o ther qualities th a t appeal to
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to most of the sq u a tte rs . The p arty  chief is knowledgeable 
in religion and can easily officiate at religious ceremonies 
or ritua ls  if called upon to do so. Such an a ttrib u te  seems
essential for a leader to possess in a close-knit and
conservative community like Kampung Selamat, especially in 
view of what is popularly called 'Islamic rev ival' which
seems to be sweeping the city at p resen t (see Nagata, J . 
1980). The sq u a tte rs  describe such a person as the branch 
chief as dunio bofeh, akhirat pun boleh (knowledgeable in 
both worldly and o ther worldly m a tte rs ) , a complimentary 
phrase often used  to describe someone who is deemed to 
have a p roper balance between the old (ru ra l)  and the new 
(u rb an ) way of life.

The women chief, on the o ther h an d , is a keen 
sportswoman, who excels at badminton, as testified  by h er 
large collection of troph ies . A confirmed sp in s te r  of fo rty , 
she has ample time for p a rty  activities -  organising 
functions for women, mobilising th e ir  support and
attend ing  p a rty  functions at the supra-local level. Her 
sporting  powess is a cred it to the women’s committee; she 
plays on th e ir behalf in sports  events organised by  the 
p a rty  annually.

The youth chief is considered somewhat of an expert 
pho tographer. He is the squatment cameraman, in g reat 
demand on such occasions as w eddings, religious rituals  at 
the p ray er house or p riva te  b irthday  p a rtie s . He also 
knows kara te  and is cu rren tly  learning to play a musical 
instrum ent. The deputy  branch  chief is a good mechanic, 
having acquired the skill by  tinkering  with old ca rs . Such 
ex tra  knowledge and skills make him, and the o ther p arty  
officials, a cut above the re s t of the sq u a tte rs  and pu t 
them in a position to ren d er serv ice, berbudi ( lit . to do 
good deeds) to o th e rs .



The four main p a rty  officials have a h igher economic 
s ta tu s  than  o thers in the  squatm ent. This is manifested by 
the general conditions of the ir houses and material 
possessions. Their houses are b e tte r  built and b igger and 
having sitting  room equipped with se ttees and cushions. 
They have electricity  supplies and electrical appliances 
such as re fr ig e ra to rs , television se ts , record  p lay ers , tape 
reco rd e rs , e tc . Each one of them owns a c a r . These 
material possessions ap a rt from th e ir practical value, are 
prestige  indices reflecting th e ir  ow ners' high earn ing  and 
capacity to spend.

Their relatively high economic s ta tu s , together with 
th e ir ex tra  skill and knowledge are the only personal 
resources available which they  can transla te  into favours. 
A television se t, for example, a ttra c ts  people to the house 
every  n igh t; a car can be used to provide much needed 
tra n sp o r t, especially in times of em ergency. Mechanical or 
photographic skills can be utilised when the need a rises . 
Such serv ices, which are frequently  rendered  free , have 
two im portant im plications: f i r s t , the p a rty  officials
re ite ra te  th e ir  h igher s ta tu s  in relation to the recip ients of 
th e ir  favours; second, the recipients are pu t under 
obligation to reciprocate . Being of relatively  weaker
economic s ta tu s , they  ra re ly  have means or opportunity  to 
reciprocate immediately, and th is  p u ts  them in a state of 
terhutang budi  (indebtedness) to the p a rty  officials and 
th is  ren d e rs  them open to political manipulation by the 
officials. For example, p a r ty  officials seeking re-election or 
support for a p articu la r project they  wish to push 
th ro u g h , can ex trac t support by  gently reminding those
'indeb ted ' to them of favours received. The 'd eb to rs ' are
compelled to give th e ir  support or ru n  the r isk  of
damaging th e ir  reputation and tha t of the ir family.
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Thus p a rty  officials do have some personal resources 
a t th e ir  disposal bu t these cannot be transla ted  into power 
in the way land lord-patrons can use their land or house to 
control the ir ten an t-c lie n ts . Squatter politicians do not own 
means of production and have no economic grip  on the 
p a rty  members; th e ir  reso u rces, when u tilised , can only 
create moral obligations which in tu rn  can be used to 
involve or re tain  people in the party  m achinery. Their 
main power lies in th e ir  position within the p a rty  h ierarchy  
as political b rokers  between p a rty  members (sq u a tte rs )  and 
supra-local p a rty  officials. Removed from the p arty  
h ie ra rch y , they become useless to the sq u a tte rs . How this 
power is derived and how it is utilised by  leaders and 
o ther sq u a tte rs  will be d iscussed fu rth e r la te r.

(a) Communal Goals: Question of P rio rity . The prime 
raison d'etre for the sq u a tte rs ' involvement with the 
political p a rty  is the ir desire to use the p a rty  to secure 
certain  goals, especially communal goals. These goals, as 
we have seen, are many and relate d irectly  to their 
relatively deprived living conditions, bu t while squ a tte rs  
are  unanimous in the ir need for security  of ten u re  and for 
physical and social development, they fail to agree on the 
p rio rities of the ir many o ther goals. S quatters  of different 
denominations have different p rio rities. While house-ow ners 
reg a rd  legalisation of occupancy should be th e ir  f irs t 
concern , tenan ts  do no t, p re fe rrin g  instead to a ttend  to 
th e ir  more immediate need for water and e lec tric ity . Those 
with ample supply of water from wells pu t electricity  
supply at the top of th e ir  p rio rity  list; b u t sq u a tte rs  with 
generators for power supply cite piped water as th e ir  main 
requ irem en t. Even between the sexes and different age 
g roups, what is considered the most im portant community 
needs varies. Homebound housewives, bored with the
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routine of house ta sk s , want domestic science and religious 
classes to b reak  the monotony, while young people want 
games and sp o rts  facilities. Elderly folks on the o ther 
h and , who are religiously o rien ta ted , see the needs of the 
women and the youth as insignificant compared to their 
desire for a p ra y e r  house. Thus at any one time, different 
sections of the community have differing requirem ents 
which they  hope could be met by outside institu tions 
especially by  governm ent agencies in the capital.

Communal needs are widely discussed; they are the 
constant subjects of conversations on the frequent 
occasions when people congregate. In the morning 
housewives meet at the community standpipes to wash 
clothes or at the local sundry  shops to buy th e ir daily 
g roceries. In late afternoon the men crowd at the 
community hall while waiting for their tu rn  to bathe at the 
standp ipes; la te r  many adjourn to the p ray er house for the 
evening p ra y e rs . Occasionally there  are the feasts and 
p a rty  sales re fe rred  to in chap ter IV and Vll. These are 
occasions when communal needs are articu lated  and 
conveyed informally to p arty  officials who will then  take 
them to th e ir  monthly p a rty  meetings. Women p a rty  
officials will d iscuss women's needs at the women committee 
m eetings; sim ilarly, the youth at th e irs , and w hatever 
resolutions a rriv ed  a t will la te r be brought before the main 
committee for approval.

P arty  officials, familiar with bureaucratic red  tape 
and the  d ifficulty  of securing assistance from government 
agencies, do not a ttend  to all the sq u a tte rs1 needs at any 
one tim e. The various goals are listed  in o rder of 
p rio rities  as seen from the p a rty  b ranch  and p a rty  
officials' point of view. Only goals which have the highest 
chance of being  realised are pu rsu ed . The credibility of
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the officials and the branch have to be m aintained, and 
th is  can be done only by proving to the sq u a tte rs  that 
they are in a position to b ring  in political la rg esse . Hence, 
it is considered essential not to pu rsue goals which, in the 
p a rty  officials' judgem ent, are impossible to a tta in . This 
accounts for the local p a r ty 's  obsession with physical and 
social development projects and why it plays down the  most 
crucial issue of land title s . The former are easier to 
sec u re , in view of the widely publicised government 
programmes to help the u rban  poor. The la tte r , though 
not impossible to attain  in view of the sq u a tte r u p -g rad in g  
scheme, is difficult and time consuming to achieve.

The p a rty  officials’ need to maintain the ir s ta tu s  quo, 
th ere fo re , is one of the overrid ing  factors tha t determine 
which of the sq u a tte rs ' varied  goals is to be attended  to 
f ir s t .  This was amply illu stra ted  in 1980. The sq u a tte rs  
were concerned about the ris in g  number of children with 
rashes and sores and some felt th a t th is was directly  
related  to the apalling san itary  conditions. They s tre ssed  
the need for some lavatories to alleviate the san itary  
problem s. In one of the w rite r's  interview s with one City 
Hall official, the w riter b rough t the m atter up and 
enquired if City Hall could ren d er some help to solve the 
problem s. The w riter was told th a t City Hall h ad , in fac t, 
allocated some funds for pour-ou t lavatories and th ere  was 
enough left for six . City Hall could give the funds to the 
w rite r's  'sq u a tte rs ’, to be used  for buying building 
m eterials, such as cem ent, wood and co rrugated  iron 
sheets and the sq u a tte rs  would have to build the lavatories 
them selves. However, the official said he could not channel 
funds to a squatm ent unless th ere  was a formal req u est for 
them. So, he asked the w riter to tell the b ranch  p a rty  
officials to come and see him in one week's time to complete 
the form alities. The w riter relayed what she thought was a
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piece of really  • good news to the youth chief, who was 
en thusiastic  about it and he in tu rn  brought the m atter to 
the atten tion  of the local p a rty  chief. The p a rty  chief, 
how ever, received the news coldly; he refused to a tten d  to 
it immediately and insisted  tha t the matter be b rough t to 
the p a r ty 's  monthly committee meeting. The m atter was 
'considered ' -  and rejected . They said it would create  a lot 
of tro u b les; it would cause quarrels among the sq u a tte rs  
and th e re  would be problems as to who should keep them 
clean. The sq u a tte rs  themselves were in favour of
accepting the City Hall's o ffer. N evertheless, the officials' 
decision prevailed  and no lavatories were bu ilt. The offer 
was tu rn e d  down not for the reasons given by the p a r ty . 
The w riter discovered la te r , the real reason was th a t the 
local p a rty  chief did not like development projects to come 
into the squatm ent through any o ther channel except his 
own. The w rite r 's  offer of help was seen as a challenge to 
his position within the p arty  and by rejecting the offer he 
was of course p u ttin g  his own personal in te re sts  before 
the sq u a tte rs '.  And it seems his pride was h u r t ,  too,
because the w riter did not convey the good news d irect to 
him which, in re tro sp ec t, was perhaps an unfortunate
oversigh t by the w riter.

P arty  officials are keen to prove the ir efficacy as
political b ro k ers  and to boost the p a rty 's  image for the 
sake of the general elections; they therefore usually  s trive  
for maximum resu lts  in the shortest possible time in th e ir  
attem pt to. b r in g  political largesse to the squatm ent. They 
confine th e ir  effo rts  to communal needs which can be met 
quickly from government assis tance , and such needs are 
usually  the least u rg en t. Cases of low priority  needs being 
met are num erous; two may serve to illustrate  the point. 
In 1978, in the wake of the sq u a tte rs ' grievances against 
the p a rty  over the issue of the proposed sewerage project



which they thought was a th rea t to the ir squatm ent, the 
p a rty  officials p ressu red  the ir superiors in the p arty  
h ierarchy  to show tangible proof of th e ir concern for the 
sq u a tte rs  by giving funds to build a new community hall 
and a new p ray er house. This request seemed ra th e r  odd 
to many members because the sq u a tte rs  already had a 
community hall and a p ray er house. The community hall 
was still quite new, built only a year before and the 
p ray er house was about th ree y ea rs ' old, bu t still in good 
condition and was quite adequate for their purpose . A new 
community hall and a p ray er house were therefore very  low 
on the sq u a tte rs ’ p rio rity  lis t, bu t the p a rty  b ranch  chose 
to apply for funds for them simply because they  were the 
easiest and quickest to obtain in an election y ea r, when 
p o rk -b arre l projects are allocated by the ru ling  p a r ty . 
Indeed , with the help of supra-local p a rty  officials, the 
local b ranch managed, as alluded to in Section 6 .1 .(c ) ,  to 
persuade the incumbent Member of Parliam ent, who was 
keen to seek re-election , to fork out $5,000/- from his 
MP's allocations for the community hall and to piersuade
some UMNO politicians to donate towards the building of 
the new p ray er house.

Many sq u a tte rs , while g ra tefu l, felt th a t the whole 
exercise of demolishing newly built premises was w asteful, 
b u t p a rty  officials made every  effort to convince them of 
the great need to do so. They insisted  th a t the existing 
community hall was too small and was not built according 
to u rban  building s tandards as it was built en tire ly  of 
wood. What they  needed was a la rg er hall, with concrete 
foundation, louvre windows and walls partia lly  of b ric k . 
The p ray er house, too, was small and badly located; it
should be replaced with a b igger one , built on a new
site , convenient to every householder. In the end the
officials' will p revailed , the old community hall and p ray er
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house were demolished and new ones were b u ilt, although 
there  was really no u rgen t need for them.

In the annual general meeting of the  b ranch  in 
F ebruary  1982, before the general elections, the community
hall was once again a dominating issue. This time the
p a rty  officials appealed to the Senator for funds and th is 
time for the purpose of extending the community hall and 
for the costs of wiring the building for power supply . The 
sq u a tte rs ' activ ities, it seems, had increased and they
needed more space. The Senator agreed to provide the 
money; promising $15,000/- for the purpose. By early  
1984, the promise had yet to be fulfilled. P erhaps, it may 
have to wait till the next election y ear, possibly 1986.

So, the sq u a tte rs  may have numerous community
goals, b u t it is the p a rty  officials who decide which among 
these goals are to be pursued  and what the local branch  
decides depends very  much on what is available in the 
governm ent's k itty  and the coffers of the p a rty  and its 
supra-level officials. Generally, as long as some form of 
assistance comes into the squatment and the survival of 
the squatm ent itself is not th reatened , the sq u a tte rs  seem 
content to leave m atters re lating  to the physical and social 
development of the squatment to the p a r ty  * officials, 
apparently  in the belief tha t they  know b es t. A fter all the 
p arty  officials themselves are p a rt of the sq u a tte r 
community and th e ir  in terest is assumed to be basically the 
same as th a t of the sq u a tte rs  them selves. It is only when 
funds stop coming in and the ir survival on the land is 
th reatened  th a t the sq u a tte rs  begin to worry and s ta r t to 
scru tin ise  the actions of the ir p arty  officials. When th is 
happens, as in 1976, they have no qualms about removing 
the  p a rty  officials and replacing them with o th e rs , if they 
feel th a t it is in th e ir  futu're in terest to do so.
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(b) P rocedures for A cquiring A ssistance and Meeting
Communal Goals. The main concern of the local p a rty  

b ran ch , as sta ted  repeatedly  by the p a rty  officials at its 
annual general m eetings, is to secure government aids to 
meet the communal needs of the sq u a tte rs . To achieve th is 
objective, the th ree  committees work sometimes jointly 
sometimes independently  of each o th er, dividing areas of 
responsibilities among them selves, the main committee 
dealing with m atters wider than  the sectional in te re s ts  of 
youths and women.

Each committee determ ines the sort of communal goals 
it will a ttend  to (or in the sq u a tte rs 's  jargon, its  projek) 
immediately afte r being elected to office at the beginning 
of the y ea r. For the re s t of the year the officials, 
especially the chief of each committee and the sec re ta ry , 
devote th e ir  effo rts  to achieving their objectives. Much of 
the work involves dealing with the various government 
bureaucracies in the capital. But p a rty  officials often do 
not approach these bureaucracies d irect; they  seek the 
help of th e ir  political superio rs, especially the p a r ty 's  
divisional chief. The p resen t Division Chief, a Senator,
knowledgeable about government policies and p ro jects, 
especially those to be implemented in the Federal
T e rrito ry , which is h is political arena, is in a very  good
position to advise the sq u a tte rs ' p a rty  officials on the sort 
of benefits he can apply for and when and how. Such 
advice is essential to the sq u a tte r politicians as it lessens 
the possibility of failure th a t may ru in  th e ir political 
career in the squatm ent.

T hus, most applications whether to government or 
non-governm ent institu tions are made by  the sq u a tte r
politicians th rough  the Division Chief, widely re fe rred  to 
as ’the Senator’ or Yang Berhormat (lit. the Honourable)



-  308 -

among the sq u a tte rs . The Senator then  forw ards the 
application to the appropriate au thorities with his 
recommendations. The reluctance of the local p a rty  officials 
to deal d irect with the government is due to the 
w idespread belief among the sq u a tte rs  th a t it is futile to 
submit an application for assistance from the authorities 
without the recommendations of a prominent government 
p a rty  politician. As one sq u a tte r politician p u ts  i t ,

- "Such a le tte r  will only end up in the w aste-paper 
b ask e t. Why should the government officials bo­
th e r  to help us? To them we are a nuisance; they  
want to get r id  of u s , not help u s ."

The belief is not without foundation. An official of
City Hall, who deals with the distribution of aid to the
s q u a tte r s , admits tha t while in theory  most City Hall 
officials th ink  they  should not discriminate against
sq u a tte rs  known to support the opposition p a rtie s , bu t in 
practice they  d o . Some do so because of p re ssu re  from 
politicians from the government p a rty , o thers out of their 
own desire to c u rry  favour with the Minister of the
Federal T e rr ito ry , to whose m inistry City Hall is
responsib le . T hus, by having their le tte r  of application 
subm itted th rough  the Division Chief, the sq u a tte rs
increase th e ir  chances of success. In addition, it ensures 
th a t the le tte r  is sent to the righ t officer in the righ t 
government departm en t. P arty  officials, despite ' the ir
relatively  good knowledge of government bu reaucracy , are 
never absolutely su re  to whom applications are to be 
ad d ressed , or w hether the le tte rs  have been properly
d rafted . The Division Chief's help in correcting  e rro rs  and 
so on is invaluable.

The few cases when applications for communal benefits 
are not made th rough  the Division Chief usually  concern
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the sectional needs of the women in Kampung Selamat. The 
women’s chief in the squatm ent takes such m atters up with 
the Division Women’s Chief, known affectionately as Ibu 
( lit. m other). A good example of how the women’s leaders 
deal with th e ir own needs was when they  wanted to s ta rt 
the domestic science and religious classes. Before deciding 
to embark on the p ro ject, the women's chief in Kampung 
Selamat consulted the Division Women's Chief, and on being 
informed by the la tte r  th a t such services were available, 
she (the sq u a tte r women's chief) in struc ted  the secre tary  
to write a le tte r  of application to the Division Women's 
Chief, Ibu, It was Ibu who approached the Religious 
Department and the Ministry of National and Rural 
Development, and who arran g ed  for two women teachers to 
be sent to s ta r t  classes in the squatm ent. She also saw to 
it th a t the  women got a kerosene cooker so th a t their 
cookery classes could function p roperly . All these 
arrangem ents were made with the full knowledge and 
consent of the main committees at the local and divisional 
lev e ls .

Nearly all applications made to the au thorities for 
w hatever purpose take a long time to produce re su lt , the 
length  vary ing  according to the k ind of assistance 
req u ested . Those involving more than one government 
departm ents may take y ea rs . For example, the application 
for water supply took th re e  years until the standpipe was 
installed . The delay was due to the fact th a t two 
government departm ents, City Hall and Department of 
W aterworks, were involved. It took almost a year before 
City Hall approved the application. Then it had  to liaise 
with the Waterworks Department which took another year 
before it agreed  with City Hall's decision. It then  took 
several months before the decision was implemented and 
works actually began and the  standpipe installed.
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D uring the long waiting period, some sections of the 
sq u a tte r  community may get impatient and apply p ressu re  
on the local p a rty  officials, especially the local branch  
chief, who in tu rn  will counsel h is superio r, the Division 
Chief. The la tte r  will then p ressu re  the particu lar 
governm ent official who received the application. 
Depending on the urgency of the m atter, he may either 
telephone the official concerned or pay him a personal visit 
a t h is office, and if afte r all tha t he is still not convinced 
th a t the application will be approved, he will see the 
D eputy Minister of the Federal T errito ry  or the Minister 
him self. In the meantime, the sq u a tte r p a rty  chief who 
faces the sq u a tte rs  everyday will have the unpleasant task  
of finding suitable excuses to explain the delay. 
F req u en tly , he pu ts  the blame on the government 
b u reau cracy , i .e .  City Hall, s tressing  tha t he and his 
committee members have done all they  can and th a t the 
m atter is out of the ir hands.

Should, how ever, the squ a tte rs  become even more 
impatient and begin to show signs of disaffection with the 
leadership  and the p a rty , the b ranch  chief and his 
lieu tenan ts will t ry  to find some ways of appeasing them.
The p a r ty  officials may try  to procure some short-term
largesse for the sq u a tte rs , from non-governm ent
institu tions or individual p h ilan th rop ists . They may even 
req u est th e ir  Division Chief to donate some material goods 
which they  th ink  the sq u a tte rs  may n e e d . T h u s , 
periodically , one sees in the squatment the d istribution  of 
lo u d sp eak ers , p ray er m ats, e tc . ,  usually at a p arty  
ga thering  of some sort and with great fanfare and a great 
deal of speech-m aking. The distribution of small 'g ifts ' in 
th is  manner is not peculiar to Kampung Selamat, it is a 
phenomenon which is widespread among the sq u a tte r 
population ‘in the capital. In one case, namely the
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parliam entary constituency of S etapak , the Member of 
Parliament (1974-1982), who is a millionaire, was even 
requested  by p a rty  branch officials in the squatm ents in 
the constituency to donate foodstu ffs , such as milk and 
su g a r, to p ray er houses (mosques and suraus)  du ring  the 
fasting  month of Ramadhan. The MP concerned tells the 
w riter th a t he is ever willing to make such donations as it 
is p a rt of h is religious obligations as a Muslim.

There are times when occasional d istribution  of p e tty  
g ifts is not enough to pacify some sq u a tte rs . One such 
occasion was before the 1978 general elections. The 
sq u a tte rs  had requested  the local p arty  officials to apply 
for additional community taps and electricity  supply as far 
back as 1975 and afte r th ree  years of waiting th e re  were 
no signs th a t the services would be forthcoming. To make 
m atters worse there  were rum ours th a t City Hall was 
planning to evict them and repossess the land for the 
construction of a sewerage plant (to which reference has 
been m ade). According to the w rite r's  inform ants, the 
sq u a tte rs  were extremely disappointed and very  an g ry  with 
the  p a rty  and the p arty  officials at all levels. The bolder 
ones among them used the annual general meeting in 1977 
to exp ress  th e ir anger and criticism s openly. A few joined 
the PMIP, and yet o thers approached the DAP p arty  
officials to help air the ir grievances against the treatm ent 
given them by the local au thority  and the national 
governm ent. All th is  was an exercise which was meant to 
compel the ru ling  p arty  to take a serious look at the ir 
plight and to do something about i t ,  and not really  as a 
dem onstration of th e ir  genuine support for these apposition 
p a rtie s , as th e ir  officials would like to believe and often 
claim.

When discontentm ent among sq u a tte r p a rty  members
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becomes too obvious to the local and supra-local p a rty  
officials, the la tte r are obliged to d is trib u te  more 
substantial largesse, as in the case of Kampung Selamat in 
1977, when local officials hurried ly  applied for and were 
given funds to build their new community hall and new 
p ray er house, as already mentioned. The two build ings 
were officially and ceremoniously opened by  the donors, 
and it was during these ceremonies th a t the local p a rty  
chief, on behalf of the v illagers, announced h is g ra titude 
for the donors' jasa baik (good deeds) and reminded the 
sq u a tte rs  to repay  th is debt by  giving them and the ir 
p a rty  political support, especially during  the general 
e lections.

A part from material aid, sq u a tte rs ' communal goals, as 
alluded to earlier, include protection against any actions 
by City Hall which are con trary  to the ir in te re s ts , such as 
attem pts at eviction or rep risa ls  for the contravention of 
regulations pertain ing to squatting . S quatters  are liable to 
eviction especially when the land they  occupy is needed 
for physical development, as p art of Kampung Selamat was 
in 1977 when the sewerage plant was underw ay. In th is 
case, the sq u a tte rs  implored the local branch to secure the 
backing of the national p arty  to forestall eviction and when 
that proved impossible, to negotiate on th e ir behalf for the 
best possible terms under which to move o u t. The 
negotiation was left to the p arty  chief as well as the 
Division Chief and some officials at the division level. 
Indeed in 1979, a fter years of negotiations, 'the best 
possible term s' were obtained for the tw enty households 
(one hundred  and one people), in Kampung Selamat, whose 
houses were to be demolished tô  make way for tran s it 
q u a rte rs  (or longhouses): they  were given the opportunity  
to buy low-cost houses in the 'sites and serv ices ' housing 
scheme in Sungai Besi. But o thers in neighbouring Pantai
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H alt, who were similarly affected , were moved into tran sit 
q u a rte rs  in Kampung Kerinci. These so-called tran sit 
q u a rte rs  are no more than just s ing le-sto rey , wooden 
longhouses, divided into sections with each section 
consisting of a living-room-cum-bedroom and a k itchen , 
intended for a household, irrespective of the size of the 
household. The special treatm ent given to the tw enty 
households from Kampung Selamat is believed to be due to 
th e ir loyalty to the p a r ty , while the sad fate of those from 
Pantai Halt is a ttrib u ted  to the fact th a t some of them had 
shown disloyalty to the p a rty  at some tim e, such as in 
1978, when they  opened a b ranch  of the opposition PMIP in 
the area .

Squatters in Kampung Selamat have to cope with 
existing  regulations imposed on them (and o ther sq u a tte rs  
in the capital) by City Hall since 1979. Under these 
regu lations, sq u a tte rs  are not allowed to rebu ild , extend 
or rep a ir th e ir  houses without permission from the UPP of 
the City Hall. No new houses are to be constructed  and no 
profiteering  from squ a tte r houses or land is allowed. Such 
ru les are not easy to observe. S quatters  have several 
reasons why they  want to a lter th e ir  houses: houses made 
of wood frequen tly  need to be repaired  or renovated; the 
size of the household may increase over time th rough  
natu ra l process of b irth  or incorporation of in-m igrating 
kin  from the ru ra l a reas. When any of these happens, the 
house may need to be extended to add more rooms. The 
house owner may want to install electrical w iring, in which 
case the house has to be improved to lessen the possibility 
of fire . There is always some need to re p a ir , renovate , 
reb u ild , extend or even shift the house to some o ther 
location. All th is req u ires  dealings with the officers of the 
UPP and in all such dealings the role of the p a rty  officials 
becomes extrem ely im portan t.
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S quatters are req u ired  to apply formally for 
permission to make house alterations which some of them 
do, through and with the recommendations of the local and 
division chiefs. The UPP will then  give them the necessary  
forms to fill and the departm ent will then  send field 
officers to check on site to see w hether or not the 
information given in the forms is co rrec t. Only when the 
UPP is satisfied tha t the application is genuine and th a t all 
particu lars given are correct will the application be 
considered. These bureaucratic  processes can take months 
and at the end of the day there  is no guaran tee tha t the 
application will be approved. Faced with th is  so rt of 
problem sq u atte rs  have two courses of action open to 
them: f ir s t,  they may follow the regulations faithfully  and 
urge the local p a rty  leaders to hasten the process and 
secure the desired re su lts , o r , secondly, they  may ignore 
the regulations and depend on th e ir  local p a r ty  b ranch  for 
protection in case the ir activities are found out by the 
UPP field officers. The second course of action is the more 
popular; none of those who made alterations to th e ir 
houses illegally has been repo rted  to the UPP by  the local 
power s tru c tu re , or by individual sq u a tte rs  and as such 
the UPP has little means of discovering them . On the few 
occasions when the field officers detected illegal activ ities, 
the local p a rty  chief was quick to in tervene and , with the 
help of his superio rs, managed to persuade the UPP not to 
prosecute the sq u a tte rs  who had broken the ru les and 
regu la tions.

Intervention by local and supra-local p a rty  officials to 
p reven t rep risa ls  by the UPP on sq u a tte rs  engaged in 
illegal activities in th is  manner is widespead in all 
squatm ents in Kuala Lumpur. In some areas where local 
politicians have a very  strong  backing from supra-local 
political figures in the ru ling  p a r ty , such activ ities are
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executed in broad daylight. In the parliam entary 
constituency of Sungai Besi, for instance, some sq u a tte rs  
employed contractors to build their houses and the w riter, 
on a number of occasions in October 1980, saw house 
construction being carried  out under the very  eyes of the 
UPP officers, while at the same time sq u a tte rs  elsew here, 
such as in Kampung Polo, who were engaged in the same 
type of activ ities, were seeing the ir houses razed  to the 
g round . When questioned on th is  inconsistent action of 
th e irs , the UPP field o fficers’ reply  was simply,

"In Sungai Besi, we are told to shut o.ur eyes to 
such activ ities. These people have strong  poli­
ticians p ro tecting  them. If we tried  to follow 
and enforce the law on them , we'd ru n  the risk  
of endangering our own periuk nasi ( lit. rice 
p o t, i .e .  means of liv ing ). In Kampung Polo, 
they  don't have any backers; so it is all r ig h t 
to enforece the law on them . . . "

Another form of protection sought by the sq u a tte rs  
from the local p a rty  b ranch  is against prosecution for 
p ro fiteering  on sq u a tte r land and houses. In Kampung 
Selamat, p rofiteering  takes two forms: ren tin g  out houses 
or rooms, and buying and selling houses. Such activities 
are  illegal and it is incumbent on the local power 
s tru c tu re , in th is case the political p a rty  b ran ch , or 
individual sq u a tte rs  to rep o rt such m atters to the  City 
Hall. This is not something which anyone in th is  close-knit 
community likes to do, more especially the p a rty  officials, 
some of whom are sq u a tte r landlords. Such profiteering  
therefore is never rep o rted , unless such activ ities run  
counter to the in te re s ts  of the community as a whole or to 
the p a rty  or p a rty  officials personally . One case which 
came to City Hall's knowledge was house No. 96, in 
November 1981. The original owner of the house had 
earlier agreed to sell the house on an instalm ent basis to a
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friend  of a frien d , bu t before the full price of the house 
had been paid , the ’vendor* changed h e r mind and wanted 
h er house back claiming th a t she had merely been ren ting  
h er house to the o ther person . This led to b itte r  
squabbling between the parties  involved, something which 
many in the community, including the p a rty  officials, 
thought was bad for the community. D isgusted with the 
b ickering , the p a rty  officials refused  to get involved, and 
in so doing forced the 'purchaser* to approach City Hall 
personally for h e lp , an action which la te r  proved 
coun ter-p roductive . The house was in the end bulldozed, 
to the loss of both 'vendor* and 'p u rc h a se r ', and the 
community r id  itself of two unwanted members. This case 
dem onstrates th a t without the help of the local p a rty  
b ranch , sq u a tte rs  are exposed to prosecution and action 
by the local au thorities. S quatters are therefo re  as 
dependent on the local p a rty  officials, with the backing of 
the national p a r ty , for protection from action and eviction 
by the local au tho rities , as they are for financial 
assistance. The sq u a tte rs , how ever, do not reg a rd  house 
extension and rep a ir and letting  as 'illegal* activ ities. 
A fter all, as one lady explained, , they  are not harming 
(merosakkan) anyone by  such activities; they  are  in fact 
doing the community a service by improving th e ir  housing 
environm ent. Breaking u rban  housing regulations is not 
seen as an offence, like d ru g  traffick ing  or b u rg la ry , 
which the sq u a tte rs  see as heinous.

(c) Political B rokers and Individual Goals. In addition 
to expecting local p a rty  officials, especially the  p arty  
chief, to help secure communal goals, sq u a tte rs  also expect 
the ir chief to h e lp , if to a lesser e x te n t, secure personal 
benefits for them selves and members of th e ir  family. 
Occasionally, some people in the squatment have to deal
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personally with government and extra-governm ent agencies 
in the capital. Some want to get scholarships and free 
school books for their ch ild ren , or financial help from the 
Social Welfare D epartm ent, e tc . ;  o thers want to apply for 
small loans from banks or government financial in stitu tions, 
for perm its to operate school buses or tax is , or for 
licences to ru n  food s ta lls . In m ost, if not a l l , of these 
cases, the applicant needs references and strong  
recommendations from people of high social s tand ing . It is 
not easy for the sq u a tte rs , whose social in teractions are 
confined to the squatm ents and th e ir  workplace and who 
are mostly recen t a rriv a ls  in the city , to find a suitable 
person to be th e ir  referees or to give them strong  
recommendations. The local p a rty  chief, by  v irtu e  of his 
position as the community leader, like h is ru ra l 
co u n te rp a rt, the Ketua Kampung, is in a position to be a 
re fe ree , b u t not to give recommendations because he is not 
a person of high social s ta tu s  outside the boundaries of 
h is squatm ent and is perhaps not well-known enough. What 
he can do, and often does, is to seek favours on behalf of 
h is sq u a tte r  followers from his own superio r, the Division 
Chief, the Senator. He p u ts  in a word or two for the 
sq u a tte rs  to the Yang Berhormat and makes an appointment 
for the sq u a tte rs  to see him. All th is is e ith er done by 
telephone while he is at w ork, or by  calling a t the 
Senator's office on his way home from work in the evening 
or during  the lunch h o u rs.

The mediatory role of the p a rty  chief in such cases is 
extrem ely important because the  S enator, who is also a 
businessm an, is a busy  man and is d ifficu lt, if not 
impossible, to see. People seeking his help are so 
num erous th a t those with appointments -  including the 
w riter on once occasion when she wanted to meet him - 
have to wait for hours before getting  a chance to see him.
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Those without appointments are  usually tu rn e d  away and 
asked to come some o ther time, as in the case of Biah, 
from Kampung Selamat.

Case 1; Biah.

She is a divorcee with four ch ildren , th ree  of whom 
are in school. Living on h er income as a sweeper and 
on alimony from h e r husband , life is a s tru g g le , so 
Biah went to see h e r ch ildren 's teachers to get 
exemption from paying assorted  fees for them. She 
was given forms to fill and needed someone to be h e r 
referee  and to verify  the accuracy of particu la rs 
given in the form s. The local p a rty  chief was not 
around as he was on leave in his native kampung in 
Johore. Thinking tha t she could gain access to the 
Senator easily, she decided to dispense with the help 
of the deputy  chief and went stra ig h t to the Senator's 
office. She failed to see him on h er f irs t attem pt; the 
Senator's  secre tary  made an appointment for h e r  to 
see him. On the appointed day and time she came and 
was still unable to see him. She tried  for the th ird  
time, still without success. It was only at the fourth  
attem pt tha t she managed to see him. Even th en , she 
said , she found it difficult to explain to him what she 
wanted as she was not used to speaking to orang 
berpangkat  ( lit. a titled  person , i .e .  person of high 
s ta tu s ) ,  and she th inks th a t it would have been 
b e tte r  if she let the local p arty  officials mediate for 
h e r .  It would have saved h e r time and money, viz. 
four tr ip s  on four afternoons and bus fa res . " It 's  all 
r ig h t for me," she say s, "I work only half-day , in 
the morning. O ther people may not have time to spare 
in the afternoon ."

Biah was eventually successful and is g ratefu l for the 
Senator's help . However, not every  application made to the 
u rban  bureaucracies tha t bears  the stamp of the Division 
Chief, is successful, because not everybody in the city  
concurs with the notion th a t people with affiliations with 
the p a rty  in power should be given p rio rity  and 
p references over o th e rs . N evertheless, past failures do not 
stop people from continuing to seek the help of the local 
p a rty  officials and the supra-local officials; the sq u a tte rs , 
like many o th e rs , seem to believe th a t they  are inadequate
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and must p rocure  anything from the urban  au thorities and 
extra-governm ent institu tions with help from those in 
power. The recommendations given by the p a rty  officials 
and the use of p a rty  rubber-stam p offer ex tra  hope to the 
applicants.

Besides seeking the help of the local p a rty  to secure 
material help for individual p u rp o ses, some sq u a tte rs  even 
think of asking p a rty  officials to lend a hand in solving 
legal problem s. The two cases given below will illu stra te  
th is point:

Case 2: Noni.

Noni, one of the sq u a tte rs , was involved in an 
accident in 1981. She was knocked down by  a scooter 
while cycling to sell cakes early  one m orning. She 
was badly h u r t in the legs and had to be tre a ted  in 
hospital for a couple of days and was not able to walk 
for m onths. She was not familiar with laws perta in ing  
to accidents and compensations. So, when the
scooterist offered to pay for h e r medical bills and 
give h e r  $100/- as compensation (ganti rugi) ,  she 
agreed  not to repo rt the m atter to the police. When 
news of the  deal reached the squatm ent, the case was 
d iscussed  widely and many felt th a t she had been 
trick ed , and th a t if the case went to co u rt, she could 
have got more than $1,000/- in compensations. She 
was persuaded  by some of her enlightened friends 
and neighbours to sue the scooterist, and on being 
told th a t she did not know how to go about doing 
such th in g s , they  advised h e r to approach the p a rty  
chief and the Division Chief to help h er pu rsue the 
m atter. T his, however, she did not do because she 
thought she would not have the time to a tten d  court 
if the m atter was b rough t to court and th a t she might 
lose more money in the en d , as by having to a ttend  
court frequently  she would have to cut on working 
days and incur ex tra  expenses on bus fa res , e tc .

This case also illustra tes  th a t before the sq u a tte rs  
utilize the services of the p a rty  officials, they  sometimes 
weigh the pros and cons of doing so and will make use of 
such services only if they  feel certain  th a t th e ir  chances
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of achieving th e ir  objectives are quite good. Sometimes, if 
in tervention by the politicians is considered likely to delay 
m atter or be counter-productive, the services of the p arty  
chiefs are dispensed with. In such cases, the sq u a tte rs  
will seek o ther avenues for help , as illu stra ted  by  the 
following case of the Rahman family, from house N o.45, in 
1980:

Case 3: The Rahman Family.

In 1980, Hayati, a 17-year old girl in the family
sought employment in a fu rn itu re  facto ry . Two weeks
a fte r being employed she was involved in an accident
while at work in which th ree  fingers of h e r left hand 
were severed by one of the factory  machines. She 
was hospitalised, la te r dismissed by  h e r employer on 
the grounds th a t she became incapacitated by the 
accident and was therefore unable to c a rry  out her 
w ork, and on dismissal she was not given any 
compensations. Her family was fu rious. Hayati rs 
b ro th e r, Johari, took the m atter up with the
employer, confronting him and demanding th a t he-pay  
h is s is te r compensations for the accident which he 
considered was due to the negligence on the 
employer's p a r t .  The employer denied responsibility  
and refused  to pay. Johari's  option was to take legal 
ac tion , b u t he was not keen to take court action 
because it would mean engaging a law yer, which was 
beyond h is means, and there  was also the r isk  th a t 
the case might drag on for y ea rs . He thought of 
seeking the help of the local p a rty  chief as well as 
the Division Chief, bu t a fte r lengthy  discussions with 
the form er, he decided not to . He concluded that 
in tervention by UMNO's politicians might impede 
ra th e r  than expedite m atters and th a t it might not 
b rin g  about the desired re su lt. His s is te r 's  case, he 
th o u g h t, was within the jurisdiction of the M inistry of 
Labour and perhaps the Minister or h is parliam entary 
secre tary  could exert the necessary  p re ssu re  on the 
employer to make him pay . The Minister concerned 
was an Indian from the MIC and Johari surm ised tha t 
h is best course of action was to approach th is 
M inister. This he did, with the help of an Indian 
workmate whom he knew was a s trong  MIC su p p o rte r ,

. and with the M inister's in terven tion , Johari managed 
to get the employer to pay his s is te r $1,200/-.

t •
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This case illustra tes tha t in s triv in g  to achieve 
individual goals, the sq u a tte rs  are not totally dependent 
on the mediatory roles of the p a rty  officials at both the 
local and supra-local levels. They quite often explore all 
avenues of help tha t may be at th e ir  d isposal, their 
netw orks of k insh ip , frien d s, neighbours, workmates and 
p a rty  officials, and depending on the goals to be achieved, 
will utilise any one of these netw orks which they consider 
to be the most advantageous. The p a r ty , according to 
them, is only useful in dealing with m atters re lating  
directly  to government and semi-government bureaucracies 
over which the p arty  and its officials have considerable 
influence and power; and it is for such purposes only th a t 
the services of the p arty  officials would be en listed . The 
p a rty  officials, too, keen as they  are to do favours to 
enhance the ir own prestige  and th a t of the p a rty  and to 
sustain  the sq u a tte rs ' su p p o rt, will not attem pt to deal 
with m atters beyond th e ir  pow ers. P restige can only be 
attained th rough  success; any failure on th e ir  p a rt will be 
construed  by  the sq u a tte rs  as a sign of ineffectiveness 
and th is  may ru in  their political ca reers .

In conclusion, it can be said th a t it is only in m atters 
rela ting  to communal goals tha t the sq u a tte rs  are totally 
dependent on the p a rty . Even then  the p a r ty 's  capacity to 
help realise the sq u a tte rs ' goals are limited by a number of 
fac to rs , such as availability of resources and 
adm inistrative red  tape.
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CHAPTER VII

THE POLITICAL PARTY
<

AND COMMUNITY ORGANISATION

In the previous chap ter we saw how the sq u a tte rs  
strive  to attain  th e ir  communal goals by manipulating the ir 
relations with local and supra-local p a rty  leaders. The 
success of these endeavours as Lloyd (1980:96) points out 
depends very  much on two important fac to rs, v iz . the local 
leadership and communal cohesion. This chap ter attem pts 
to examine these two factors so as to throw some light on 
social relations between the s q u a tte rs , th e ir u n ity , 
conflicts and conflict resolution.

7.1 The Local Power S truc tu re

There are two kinds of power s tru c tu re  in Kampung 
Selamat. F irs t, the  formal one which is the local p a rty  
m achinery, as explained in Chapter VI, Section 6.2. 
Secondly, the informal or traditional power s tru c tu re , 
tra n sfe rred  from the ru ra l villages and which has 
undergone transform ations. The la tte r consists of the 
ketua masyarakat (community leader or c h ie f) , equivalent 
to the ketua kampung (village leader or chief) in the ru ra l 
villages, his deputy  and the local experts  (mainly males) in 
various fie lds, such as religion, customs (adat) , magic or 
even modern education. The use of a d ifferen t term  to 
describe the office of headship in the squatm ent from th a t 
used in the ru ra l villages is , some sq u a tte rs  explain, due 
to the need to emphasise the difference between the s ta tu s  
of the sq u a tte rs  in th e ir  relation to the land th a t they  
occupy from tha t of the ru ra l v illagers to th e ir land.
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Ketua, may be tran sla ted  as 'leader', 'chief' or 'head ', 
and the term kampung re fe rs  to the smallest te rrito ria l 
unit within the co u n try 's  adm inistration. The ketua 
kampung is the leader of all the people resid ing  within 
such an adm inistrative u n it, and the very  term therefore 
connotes de jure r ig h ts  of settlem ent; and the leader, who 
is (or used to be) very  often chosen by the villagers from 
among them selves, is recognised by the government as 
evidenced by the yearly  stipend given to him by  the State 
au thorities. He is p a rt of the government bureaucracy , 
albeit at the very  lowest ru n g .

Masyarakat, in Malay, means 'community' or 'society '; 
and ketua masyarakat is a community lead er/ch ief/h ead . 
The term ketua masyarakat therefore re fe rs  to a social unit 
and has no relevance or implication for the area of 
residence. The Ketua Masyarakat in Kampung Selamat is 
SSCQg&jgfcd by  the u rban  au tho rity , i .e .  City Hall, as the 
rep resen ta tive  of the sq u a tte rs . N evertheless, he is not 
considered a p a rt of the u rb an  adm inistrative m achinery.

Unlike in ru ra l villages, in the course of everyday 
life, the two forms of power s tru c tu re  converge: the head 
or chief of the p a rty  b ran ch , as we saw in C hapter VI, 
automatically assumes the role of community chief on his 
election as the local p a rty  chief. Likewise, his deputy 
automatically becomes 'deputy  community ch ief'. The local 
ex p erts , orang yang tahu, (lit. those who know ), are 
incorporated into the p a r ty , holding important positions 
within the p a r ty , in the committees and sub-committees 
formed to a ttend  to various community needs, as will be 
explained la te r . T hus, many of them function from within 
the p a rty  and th e ir  social roles become almost completely 
merged with th e ir  p a rty  ro les. In o ther words, th e ir  social 
and political roles become almost ind istinguishable.
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This overlap, between the p arty  h ierarchy  and the 
community power s tru c tu re  is traceable to the formative 
period of Kampung Selamat. As explained in C hapter III, 
sq u a tte r  community leaders were the firs t to become p arty  
activ ists  and when the p a rty  branch in the squatm ent was 
formed in 1975, community leaders, who were already p a rty  
ac tiv is ts , became p a rty  chief. Since then  th is  p a tte rn  of 
leadership has been followed stric tly  -  a p a tte rn  which also 
prevails in o ther Malay sq u a tte r  areas.

There, appears to be a conscious effort by  the 
sq u a tte rs  to d ifferentiate between community power 
s tru c tu re  and the p a rty  h ierarchy . P arty  officials, at 
various tim es, re fe r  to themselves either as pemimpin parti 
(p a rty  leaders) or as pemimpin masyarakat (community 
leaders) and the p a rty  chief as Ketua UMNO or as Ketua 
Masyarakat, depending on which role they are called upon 
to play- O thers in the squatment make a similar 
d istinction. When they  approach their chief to seek his 
help to settle a quarre l between neighbours, for example, 
they  are calling on his services as the community chief; 
b u t when they  approach him to secure help to get a taxi 
perm it, they  seek his help in his capacity as the p arty  
chief. Approach to o ther p a rty  officials is made in a 
similar m anner.

*

These examples reflect the sq u a tte rs ' idea of 
leadership at the squatm ent level. To them the p arty  
machinery is in theory separated  from the community power 
s tru c tu re , as the case is in most ru ra l villages; bu t in 
practice th is is hard ly  possible. It is the local p arty  
machinery which lends additional au tho rity  to the 
community power s tru c tu re . The community chief is made 
effective only by v irtue  of his position within the p arty  
h ie ra rch y ; removed from the p a rty  he becomes pow erless,
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consequently  useless to the squatters and will lose their 
recognition as a leader. Other community lead ers , too, 
derive most of th e ir  power from the p a rty . The community 
power s tru c tu re , therefo re , is dependent on the p arty  
machinery and because of th is , the local p a rty  b ranch  can 
be said to be the dominating power s tru c tu re  in the 
squatm ent, a point tha t will be explained fu rth e r  in the 
la te r  p a r t of th is  chap ter.

The absorption of the .'traditional' community power 
s tru c tu re  into the local party  machinery is facilitated by 
the practice at City Hall whereby, since 1978, informal 
recognition is given by  officers to p a rty  leaders as 
rep resen ta tiv es  of the squatter community. On many 
occasions, the w riter witnessed City Hall officials meeting 
local p a r ty  officials of various squatter kam pungs, e ither 
at City Hall or in the squatm ents, to d iscuss m atters 
re la ting  fo th e ir  respective communities. Their agenda may 
range from crucial issues such as squatter eviction or aid 
to sq u a tte r  fire victims to less crucial ones, such as how 
best officially to open a m other-and-child health  care clinic 
or what to p repare  for a forthcoming m inister's v isit to a 
sq u a tte r  kam pung. Through such m eetings, City Hall 
officials, consciously or otherw ise, positively sanction the 
local p a rty  officials as represen tatives of the sq u a tte rs  and 
as th e ir  lead ers, because only those with leadership 
qualities are considered fit to be their rep resen ta tiv es.

The p a tte rn  of leadership prevalent in Kampung 
Selamat is typical of mono-ethnic squatte r settlem ents in 
which UMNO predom inates. In areas where UMNO is not 
s tro n g , such as the many Chinese dominated squatm ents, 
community leadership is either diffused or is held by the 
Community Liaison Committee (CLC), formed u n d er the 
direction of the National Unity Unit of the Prime M inister's
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D epartm ent. Such also is the case with m ulti-ethnic 
sq u a tte r settlem ents, where Malays, Chinese and Indians 
live in separate q u a rte rs  within a single squatm ent and 
where there  are branches from more than  one political 
p a r ty . An example is Kampung Sentosa in the Sungai Besi 
parliam entary constituency, where th ere  are UMNO, MCA 
and MIC b ranches. The various ethnic groups are brought 
together by the CLC, in which each political p a rty  has 
rep resen ta tiv es and which is chaired by the UMNO chief in 
the squatm ent. The CLC members are recognised by City 
Hall as the sq u a tte rs ' leaders and rep resen ta tiv es . This 
committee, how ever, has little  difficulty in working 
together with City Hall because it is a government o rgan , 
established by and accountable to the National Unity Unit, 
and the political parties rep resen ted  on the Committee are 
all government p a rtie s .

Single-ethnic sq u a tte r villages, like Kampung Selamat, 
may or may not be involved in a CLC s e t-u p . If it i s , as 
in the case of Kampung Selamat, it is more likely to be 
involved in an in ter-squatm ent CLC, and such a committee 
would then  have some significance for the sq u a tte rs . 
Kampung Selamat is rep resen ted  by one of its  UMNO p a rty  
officials in the Bangsar CLC, and although the role of the 
CLC is not immediately a p p a re n t, the sq u a tte r  political 
leaders reg ard  the CLC as an important ex tra  channel 
th rough  which to ex trac t political largesse from the 
governm ent.

In Kampung Selamat, where the local p a rty  machinery 
is the dominant power s tru c tu re , the p arty  b ranch  controls 
the two main cen tres of community life, the surau (p ray er 
house) and the community hall and is responsible for most, 
if not all, community activ ities. The local p a r ty , th e re fo re , 
acts as some sort of 'local governm ent', a system which,
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although widely accepted, is not without its  c ritic s . 
Staunch UMNO su p p o rte rs , especially the p a r ty  officials, 
favour th is  type of 'local government' for obvious reasons. 
It enables them constantly to mobilise support for the 
p a rty  and even to coerce those not too keen on the  p a rty  
to join i t .  O thers, such as those from the six households 
whose loyalty to UMNO is su sp ect, resen t the local p a r ty 's  
control of community affa irs . They feel strong ly  th a t the 
p a rty  machinery should steer clear of community m atters 
and th a t the p a rty  machinery should be physically  distinct 
from the community power s tru c tu re . The p a r ty , they  
contend, ought to concentrate on 'political' m atters which, 
in th e ir  view, are those relating d irectly  to p a rty  
membership, government policies, p a rty  elections at 
various levels of the p a rty  h ierarchy as well as the 
general elections. The p a rty 's  control over community 
affairs in Kampung Selamat, they th in k , re s tr ic ts  the ir 
freedom and political choice. They are members of the 
p a r ty , bu t they  joined not through choice b u t out of 
obligation.

These dissenting squ a tte rs  from the six households 
also anticipate problems for the p resen t form of 'local 
governm ent' should th ere  be in tra -p a r ty  s tr ife . 
Factionalism within the p a rty  is common and th ey  are 
convinced th a t squabbles between the d ifferent factions 
would be d isastrous for the community. They cite cases 
where a single p a rty 's  control of local affairs had  been 
th reatened  by infighting between opposing factions, which 
worked against the in te re sts  of the  sq u a tte rs  and 
jeopardised the ir un ity . Two of these cases, confirmed by 
the w rite r, deserve mention here .
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Case 1: Kampung Kerinci, Bukit C2,
(1979 - 1981)7

In th is  squatm ent, UMNO was in full control of 
community a ffa irs , bu t the failure of the leadership  to 
b rin g  more largesse into the community made some of 
the members annoyed with the leaders. Some young 
men, staunch p a rty  su p p o rte rs , formed th e ir  own 
group and th reatened  to "throw out" the incumbent 
leaders if they "went on sleeping and not showing 
signs of doing something for the people". Incensed by 
the challenge from people who were still mentah ( lit. 
raw) in politics, the lead ers, consisting of p a rty  
v e te ran s, mobilised the ir supporters  and enlarged 
th e ir  following. In the ensuing fight to increase the ir 
influence among the s q u a tte rs , the two factions 
became extrem ely hostile and antagonistic towards 
each o ther as evidenced by sharp  verbal exchanges 
between them at p arty  m eetings. The community was 
sp lit, so much so th a t when the elected leaders of the 
p a rty  were able to procure financial aid for building a 
community hall, members of the opposing faction and 
th e ir su p p o rters  refused  to have anyth ing  to do with 
it . When labour was needed to build the hall, they  
refused  to give th e ir  serv ices. In the end , the hall 
was never bu ilt; timber bought for the purpose 
ro tte d , sacks of cement and piles of b rick s  were 
unused  and remained heaped in a corner of the 
squatm ent.

Case 2: Kampung Benteng.

In 1980, City Hall, the co-ordinator of the Nadi 
Programme, decided to implement an incom e-generating 
project in Kampung B enteng, in an attem pt to provide 
jobs for some home-bound women. A small ceramics 
factory was to be built in the squatm ent to employ 
the sq u a tte rs  them selves, and to s ta r t with a teacher 
was sent to teach some of the women p o tte ry . The 
project was implemented with the help of the local 
p a rty  b ran ch . However, some members of the b ran ch , 
especially those in the youth committee, were opposed 
to the chief and thus were not happy to see a 
socio-economic project identified with him succeed. 
They decided to sabotage the project. The class was 
d is tu rb ed , the teacher th reatened  and at one point 
clay a rtifac ts  modelled by  the women s tu d en ts  and 
th e ir kiln were smashed and sca tte red  in the 
schoolroom. As a re su lt, the class was suspended 
until City Hall investigated  the m atter and settled  the 
differences between the two factions in the local p a rty  
b ran ch .
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In tra -p a rty  s tr i f e , as the above illustrations show , 
can very  easily spill over outside the p a rty  mchinery to 
create complications for e x tra -p a r ty  m a tte rs . T h is , 
how ever, is not the only problem anticipated by those who 
are opposed to the prevalen t p a tte rn  of power s tru c tu re . 
In th e ir view , the p a rty  machinery can be used  as a 
framework for community organisation only when th ere  is 
only one p a rty  branch in the squatm ent, as in the case of 
Kampung Selamat now. There may come a time when other 
parties may gain influence among the sq u a tte rs  and other 
p arty  branches may be formed. In such an ev en t, these 
political p a rtie s , too, would want a share of control in 
community affa irs . The outcome is expected by them to be 
disastrous for the community and detrim ental to their 
cause. For these reasons, th is  group of sq u a tte rs  would 
p re fe r the p resen t p a rty  machinery to s tee r clear of 
community affa irs.

These criticisms are not unfamiliar to the p arty  
officials, exponents of the p resen t p a tte rn  of power 
s tru c tu re . They insist th a t squabbles within the p a rty  
should be contained , by  settling  them quickly and 
amicably. And competition from other political p artie s  can 
be avoided by checking the influence of o ther political 
parties from infiltrating  into the community, and one way 
of achieving such an objective is for them to prove to the 
sq u a tte rs  th a t they  are committed to th e ir  goals and are 
working towards such en d s. The p a rty  must formulate 
specific s tra teg ies to sustain  the full support of the 
sq u a tte rs , and no doubt the p resen t method of 'local 
governm ent', where the community power s tru c tu re  is 
incorporated into the p a rty  machinery, is p a rt of these 
s tra teg ies . The p a rty  therefo re  manages to control almost 
all community activities in the squatment and by doing so 
is in a position to stop leaders of o ther political parties
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from coming into the squatm ent to propagate th e ir  political 
beliefs and to solicit support from the sq u a tte rs . O ther 
political leaders are not allowed to give political ceramah 
(ta lk s) in Kampung Selamat or to use such public places as 
the surau or the community hall, which are identified with 
UMNO for such purposes, even during the few weeks 
before the general elections when free campaigning and 
canvassing by  the various political parties  took place. 
Such are the steps taken to ensure that no o th er political 
parties  can find a foothold in the squatment to challenge 
the p resen t power s tru c tu re .

However, ap art from those who are for or against, 
th ere  are sq u a tte rs  who take a neutral view and who do 
not care or mind who ru n s  community affairs or how so 
long as they  are taken care of. These are people who are 
not committed to community life in the village such as the 
stu d en ts  and young unm arried workers who live in the 
squatm ent as lodgers or ten an ts , and family men and 
women who are too involved in economic activities to have 
time to reflect on community life. The former category , 
quite often reg a rd s  the squatment merely as a 
p ie d -a - te r re , a place to stay  while at work during  the 
week; th e ir  community in teractions take place elsew here, in 
th e ir villages of origin to which they re tu rn  every  
fo rtn igh t or once a month. The la tte r have a stake in the 
community, bu t are too busy  and have no time to 
partic ipate  in its  'governm ent1 and are therefo re  quite 
happy to leave such m atters to the pemimpin (leaders) 
who, they  th in k , should know what is good and what is 
bad for the community. The number of these 'n eu tra ls ' is 
small.

In general, th e re fo re , it can be said th a t the majority 
of the population of the squatm ent are content to let the
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p arty  machinery take care of community affairs in the 
squatm ent. In th is  re sp e c t, Kampung Selamat as well as 
many o ther squatm ents in the capital c ity , are d ifferent 
from many sq u a tte r  settlem ents in o ther countries, where 
community affairs are the concern of re sid en ts ' associations 
(Mangin 1967; Peattie 1968; Safa 1974) and where political 
organisations divide ra th e r  than unify the sq u a tte rs .

7.2 Community A ctivities.

Community activities in Kampung Selamat are 
organised mainly by the p arty  b ranch . The p a rty  gears 
these activ ities towards the needs and in te re s ts  of 
d ifferent sections of the community and such activities 
cover both religious and secular spheres. To ru n  these 
activ ities, each of the th ree  branch committees, whose 
s tru c tu re s  have been explained in C hapter VI, form 
sub-com m ittees. The main committee which a ttends to the 
general in te re s ts  of the sq u atte rs  has five sub-com m ittees, 
i .e .  for religion, w elfare, education, security  and housing. 
The women's and you th 's  committees have th ree  
sub-committees each, dealing with cu ltu re  and sp o rts , 
welfare and education. The purpose of having these 
sub-committees is to ensure  th a t every th ing  ru n s  smoothly 
and efficiently .

It is in te restin g  to note th a t p a rty  activities and the 
way these activities are organised are more or less the 
same in practically  all o ther Malay squatm ents in Kuala 
Lumpur. This is because p a rty  activities at the squatm ent 
level are planned and coordiated by supra-local politicians 
a t the State level. Local level political leaders in Kuala 
Lumpur meet from time to time at kursus kepimpinan 
(leadership  courses) or at p arty  sem inars. On these
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occasions, the branch  officials are given guidelines on how 
to plan and organise p a rty  stra teg ies at the g rass-roo t 
levels and the organisation of activities which are directly 
relevant to the daily life of the sq u atte rs  is an in tegral 
p a rt of these s tra teg ies . The grouping of the activities 
and the allocation of responsibilities to the various 
sub-com m ittees, according to one p arty  official, are 
modelled on the Malaysian cabinet with some modifications 
to suit the sq u a tte r conditions. For example, just as the 
Malaysian government has its Ministry of C u ltu re , Youth 
and S ports , Ministry of Education, Ministry of Welfare, the 
sq u a tte rs , too, have the ir equivalents of these in their 
committee for cu ltu re , youth and sp o rts , committee for 
education and committee for welfare and housing . The 
sq u a tte rs  also have a committee for s e c u rity , which is 
comparable to the Ministry of Defence. By ca tering  for 
diverse local in te rests  and needs, the p a rty  branch 
ensu res th a t at least one member in each household, of 
w hatever age, involves himself or herself in some activity  
or o ther in the squatm ent. In th is way the p a r ty  hopes to 
rec ru it new members as well as re ta in  the support and 
loyalty of the old ones.

Although the activities are held partly  to promote the 
p a r ty ’s in te re s t, p a rty  officials never acknowledge th is 
fact publicly . In dealing with the sq u a tte rs , the officials 
always s tre ss  th a t the activities are carried  out as p a rt of 
the ir exercise to berkhidmat untuk rakyat (to  serve the 
people). As p a rty  leaders they  feel they have a moral duty 
to help the  sq u a tte rs . As one p a rty  official pu t i t ,  "If we 
don’t do i t ,  who will?"

Party  activities can be classified into two categories: 
the regu lar projects and the occasional ones. The former 
include the women's religious classes, the home science and
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handicraft c lasses, the k in d erg arten , the Sekolah Ugama 
Rakyat (Peoples' Religious, i .e .  Islamic, School) and the 
men's weekly religious gatherings. The la tte r  are organised 
when the need arises for such occasions as the religious 
festivals, such as the Hari Raya Puasa (festival at the end 
of the fasting  month) and the Hari Raya Haji (the festival 
of sacrifice during pilgrimage to M ecca), p rophet
Muhammad's b irthday  and the Israk dan Mi'raj (N ight of 
Ascension to H eaven). In addition, once in a while there  is 
need for welfare services to be rendered  to some sections 
of the community such as to help the sick or a family of a 
dead person in th e ir  period of bereavem ent; or the need to 
perform communal task  such as to clean the village a fte r a 
flood, e tc . The p arty  has specific sub-committees to 
organise some kinds of activity for such occasions.

The reg u la r or on-going activities are the  most
important and the ones that receive the full support of the
sq u a tte rs . They provide much needed serv ices which 
otherwise the  sq u a tte rs  will have to acquire e lsew here.
The services are subsidised; therefo re , they  are rendered  
cheaply within the means of the s q u a tte rs . The 
k in d erg a rten , for example, charges only $8/- p e r child p er 
month, which is less tha t one ten th  of the fees charged  by 
commercial k indergartens in Kuala Lumpur and Petaling 
Jaya. The facilities provided by the p a rty  therefo re  go 
quite a long way towards reducing the ir costs of living 
and th is accounts for the sq u a tte rs ' total support for the 
p a r ty .

So as to get a c learer idea of how some of the 
party/com m unity activities function, some of them are 
explained below :-
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(a) The Religious School and the K indergarten . The 
religious school, which was set up in 1977 with financial 
help from the Federal T errito ry  Religious (Islamic) 
Department (FTRD), began in the late six ties as an 
informal Quran reading class conducted on a volun tary  
basis by a p a rty  official at the surau. When the school was 
estab lished , the Quran teacher left and two local teach ers, 
one of whom was the p a rty  official’s cousin-in-law , were 
appointed to replace him. The teachers, who were in the 
employ of the FTRD, were given the responsib ility  of 
widening the school syllabus with the guidance of the 
FTRD so as to give the studen ts  a b roader knowledge of 
Islam. In the beginning lessons continued to be held at the 
surau in a very  informal fashion. They sat cross-legged  on 
the floor in groups of four or five and the teachers taugh t 
each group in tu rn . When the new community hall was 
completed in 1978, the school was moved to the hall. It 
was here  th a t the classes began to take a formal shape. 
Chairs and tables were provided together with religious 
tex ts  and the curriculum  was expanded. With th is 
improvement the school a ttrac ted  \ohildren from the 
neighbouring squatm ents -  Kampung Limau, Kampung 
Reserve Keretapi and Pantai Halt - and la te r , children 
from the nearby tra n s it q u a rte rs ; so, the school 
expanded. In 1982, it had  144 studen ts and to cope with 
the ever increasing num ber of s tu d en ts , the school 
recru ited  another teacher and held classes in two daily 
sessions, one in the morning and one in the afternoon. 
This arrangm ent suits the sq u a tte r children v ery  well as 
some of them attend  the secular State school in the 
morning and others in the afternoon and are th u s  able to 
a ttend  religious classes during  their free morning or 
afternoon as the case may b e .

All children between the ages of six and twelve in
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in Kampung Selamat a ttend  the religious c lasses . Each 
child  is charged a fee of $3/- per month, and if th e re  are 
more than one child involved, a family is charged  $5 /-. 
But th is  fee is really quite small compared to the costs of 
engaging a p rivate  religious teacher in the c ity , who 
usually charges a fee of $2/- to $3/- p e r h o u r. The fees 
charged by  the  school are for buying teaching materials 
and equipm ents as well as general expenses for running  
and maintaining the school; the fees are not used  to pay 
teachers salaries as these are paid for by the FTRD.

The k in d erg arten , which is known locally as the 
Tabika, an acronym for Taman Bimbingan Kanak-Kanak and 
is under the auspices of KEMAS (Kelas Kemajuan 
Masyarakat, i .e .  Community Development C lasses), is for 
children between the ages of four and six . It was s ta rted  
in 1981 at the insistence of the somen's committee, b u t the 
actual work of securing the facility was a combined effort 
between the women's chief, the p a rty  chief and the 
sec re ta ry . The women's chief knows one of the officials in 
KEMAS and it was with the help of th is official th a t the 
k indergarten  was established. KEMAS and City Hall are 
jointly responsible for subsidising the k in d erg a rten , with 
the former paying for the teachers and the la tte r  
supplying free milk and food for the children . In 1982, the 
k indergarten  had 41 children from Kampung Selamat and 
the neighbouring squatm ents.

The k in d e rg a rte n , like the religious school, is of 
substantial benefit to the sq u a tte rs . N on-squatte rs, who 
live in fla ts or o ther kinds of housing e s ta te s , do not 
enjoy such benefits. N either do all sq u a tte rs  in Kuala 
Lumpur; only a few selected squatm ents have k in d erg arten  
facilities, and the selection of which squatm ents depends to 
a very  large ex tent on how close the relationship is
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between the branch leaders and the supra-local officials 
and on th e ir ability to manipulate such a relationship to
th e ir  ad v an tag e . Having both a k in d erg arten  and a
religious school in one squatment is even more ra re  and 
u n u su a l.

The k indergarten  and the religious school are under 
the charge of the main committee, i .e .  its  sub-committee 
for education. This sub-committee is the most im portant in 
the squatm ent and p arty  officials are keen to be on it not 
only because it has a constant supply of funds to finance 
its  activ ities, b u t also because of the advantage the 
position gives them in the selection of teach ers . Such jobs 
are usually d istribu ted  among the p arty  officials themselves 
or given to members of their families or close re la tives. 
Two of the th ree  teachers in the religious school, who are
all women, are p arty  officials; the th ird  is the
daughter-in-law  of another and who is now becoming a 
p a rty  activ ist herself a fter h e r appointment as a teacher. 
The assis tan t teacher in the k indergarten  is the deputy  
women's chief, who was once a washerwoman. The practice 
of giving employment to p arty  officials and th e ir  family 
members can cause quite a problem. Party  officials compete 
among them selves and try  to outsm art one another and in 
the process create rifts  among them selves. When the post 
of the assis tan t teacher in the k indergarten  was crea ted , 
the deputy women's chief heard  about the job th rough  her 
b ro th e r , the youth chief, who was also a member of the 
education sub-committee. She applied for the job almost 
immediately and got the job, although her qualifications, as 
she h erse lf admits, were far below the requ ired  s tan d a rd s . 
The p a rty  chief, chairman of the education sub-committee, 
was not too pleased about th is , as he had his sister-in -law  
in mind for the job. This led to ill-feelings between the 
two families concerned and factions with the local p a r ty .
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This sub-committee is responsible for the collection 
and disbursem ent of school fees and acts as an 
interm ediary in respect of teachers ' pay , i .e .  it collects 
the money from the FTRD on the teach ers ' behalf; it is 
therefore open to suspicion and criticism . Some paren ts  
wonder how the school fee money is spent and in 1980, one 
o f  the women teachers accused a particu lar member of the 
committee of not making proper salary payment to the 
teach ers. She alleged tha t the teachers at the religious 
school had not been given their full pay for about a year 
since the school s ta rted  and that p a rt of th e ir pay was 
kep t by the committee chairman. She claims th a t she 
discovered the discrepancies only when an official from the 
Religious Department came to inspect the religious classes 
one day. She pu t the m atter r ig h t, according to h e r , not 
by  seeing the chairman personally and seeking clarification 
from him , b u t by  telling o thers  about the  pay 
d iscrepancies, until the news reached the chairman and he 
was forced to take action. A fter th a t, h e r pay and th a t of 
h e r colleague, she claims, were ra ised .

The w riter was unable to counter-check and confirm 
the lady teach er 's  allegation with the chairman concerned, 
because of the g reat risk s  involved. Even just ra ising  the 
issue with him could easily have jeopardised the w rite r's  
fieldwork. N evertheless, th is case is cited here  because of 
its  importance and relevance, for it throw s a lot of light 
on the powers of the sub-committee and the possibility of 
abuse of such pow ers, and also on the reason for the 
enthusiasm  of some p arty  members to become p a rty  officials 
and to sit on th is  sub-committee, in p a rticu la r. In 
addition, such a case also highlights some of the sources 
of conflict among the members of th is  sq u a tte r community 
in Kampung Selamat.
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(b) Women's Religious and Home Science C lasses. The 
sq u a tte r women generally are either uneducated  or not 
v ery  highly educated and have very  little knowledge of 
any kind  of trade tha t can help them improve th e ir  income 
level. It was with the intention of overcoming such a 
handicap tha t some en terp ris ing  women in the squatm ent 
u rg ed  the local p arty  to organise some kind of activ ities 
tailored towards their own sectional needs. T hen , in 1977, 
the  p a rty  established its women committee, and now the 
committee has two important on-going pro jects: the women's 
religious classes and the home-science classes.

The religious classes were s ta rted  in 1977, u n d er the 
auspices of KEMAS, which sent an ustazah (female 
religious teacher) to the squatment once a week on Friday 
afternoons. The classes, which were held betw een 2.00 
p .m . and 4.00 p.m . at the surau had an attendance of 
about ten  to fifteen women (and th e ir  children) at any one 
time. They were informal classes; the s tu d en ts  sat on the 
floor; some had exercise books and pencils to write down 
th e ir lessons, o thers did not, in some cases, like the 
elderly  ladies, because they  could not listen  and write at 
the same time, and in o ther cases, like the younger women 
with young children , because w riting was made impossible 
by th e ir  boisterous ch ild ren . The teacher lec tu red  on 
subjects ranging  from hagiography to Islamic family law. 
She was frequently  in te rru p ted  by questions from the class 
or by screaming children, bu t never seemed to mind. She 
ru led  out formal classes in -favour of informal ones simply 
because most women in the squatment could not leave their 
children during  the day.

The religious classes have had profound effects on 
social life in the community. The lessons which I a ttended  
throughout 1982, emphasised woman's role in the home,
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viz. as a wife and a mother and h er r ig h ts  and obligations 
as a member of the community and h e r code of conduct 
according to Islamic princip les. Such education, which is 
considered essential by  the Malays, is given in the 
traditional ru ra l villages by family elders or the village 
ustaz  (male religious teacher) as p art of th e ir  moral duty 
to the v illagers, especially the young. In the squatment 
elders and religious men were hard  to come b y , hence 
th e ir  places were taken  by religious functionaries. During 
the fieldwork, the w riter observed tha t some of the women 
tried  th e ir best to follow the religious code of conduct 
taugh t to them, in th e ir  daily lives, and some did so in 
o rder to show a good example to their ch ild ren . The w riter 
often heard  women gossiping about o thers  and criticising  
them and th en , on realising what they  had  done, 
repraoched themselves severely in public for "having 
committed a dosa (s in )"  and for having forgotten  what the 
ustazah had taught them. Quite often , too, women, as well 
as men, evaluated the action of o thers according to th is 
religious code of conduct. For instance, when a wife 
fought so noisily with h e r husband th a t it a ttra c ted  the 
attention of the ne ig h b o u rs , o ther women, on hearing  
about the incident, would rem ark how wrong such actions 
were mengikut ugama kita (according to our relig ion). 
Religious drilling in the weekly classes no doubt helped 
make dutiful and subserv ien t wives of the womenfolk which 
in tu rn  accounted for family stab ility . It also helped 
induce the villagers to become good community members, 
making them ready to pu t community in te re st before their 
own.

The home science classes, s ta rted  in 1979, were also 
held once a w eek, on Saturday a fte rnoons. Like the 
religious classes, the home science c lasses , too, were 
under the aegis of KEMAS which provided the teacher to
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teach home economics, cookery and h an d ic ra fts . The 
emphasis, according to the teacher, was on helping women 
find ways of contributing  positively to household economy 
by making household goods or learning to perform  tasks 
which would otherwise have to be paid f o r , so as to 
reduce expenditu re , o r , by  making or p rep arin g  th ings for 
sa le , so as to increase household income. Women in the 
squatm ent, it seems, had cu ltu ra l values detrim ental to 
household economy; they  equated high food value with 
expensive imported foodstuffs and p ro g ress  (kemajuan) 
with all th ings foreign. The teacher's  observations were 
well-founded. The w riter saw sq u a tte r women feeding th e ir  
sick children with imported fru its  which were very  
expensive by th e ir  economic standards when the local 
f ru its , which could be bought more cheaply , are just as 
n u tritio u s; sometimes, children were fed im ported tinned 
cereals when there were fresh  local ones, probably  with 
h igher food value. The teach er 's  mission was to "eradicate" 
such th ink ing . The teacher also thought th a t the sq u a tte r  
women were too dependent on Chinese tra d e rs  and 
professionals for goods and serv ices. When Malays bought 
foodstuffs, such as bean c u rd s , b iscu its , pickled fru its  
and vegetables, the teacher emphasised, they  did not know 
under what circum stances these foodstuffs were made, or 
whether they  were halal (religiously clean and p e rm itted ). 
Such being the case and to lessen the ir dependence on the 
Chinese, she (the teacher) felt that Malays, such as the 
sq u a tte rs , should produce th e ir  own foodstuffs, as well as 
o ther goods and serv ices.

It was with these objectives th a t these lessons were 
planned and programmed. So, the sq u a tte r  women were 
taught nu trition , helped to identify locally produced 
foodstuffs which contain high food value and were given 
lessons on new methods of p reparing  cakes and dishes
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made jams from local f ru its , included bananas or coconuts 
in th e ir  cakes' m ixture, instead of sultanas or c u rre n ts ; 
they  learned to make some of the foodstuffs which they  
usually bought from the Chinese. They were also taught 
handicarafts  such as k n ittin g , embroidery and crochet; to 
make household goods with remnant fab rics; to make 
artificial flow ers, especially the bunga telur from crepe 
p ap er, wool, ribbons, silk , e tc . ;  and to make gubahan 
( lit. creation , i .e .  a r t  form) using  any items of everyday  
w ear, such as towels, b louses, shoes, e tc . They also 
learned basic principles of tailoring.

These lessons, unlike the religious c lasses , appealed 
more to the younger group -  young m arried women and 
teen ag ers, and not so much to ladies in th e ir  late  forties 
or older who saw little point in it all. As one elderly  lady 
explained ,

"I am closer to the grave now. What use are  
all these lessons to me? Furtherm ore, my eye­
sigh t is no good. I can 't see the needle p ro p er­
ly . And my hands are shaky. How can I make 
a good job of i t !''

The attendance at these classes was on average 20 
people in one s ittin g , which was considered low by  the 
teacher and the o rg an isers, i .e .  the women's committee. 
The committee had earlier chosen Monday afternoons on 
which to hold the c lasses, b u t because of poor response , 
they  changed it to Saturday afternoons, which was 
considered more appropriate as Saturday is off day for 
children and half-day for most adu lts . A lthough as a 
re su lt of the change th e re  was an increase in the  number 
of p artic ip an ts , the increase was not as g reat as had been 
hoped. The women's committee was worried about th is , for
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if the squ a tte r women did not show sufficient enthusiasm  
for such classes, the sponsor might cancel them
altogether. The women's p a rty  chief exp ressed  h er
dissatisfaction about the women's participation in the home 
science classes at the annual general meeting of the 
women's movement members in F ebruary  1982, called on the 
sq u a tte r women to take full advantage of the facilities 
provided to improve their lot and reminded the members 
tha t it was not easy to get the classes s ta r te d . The
branch chief, on the o ther hand , appealed to the men,
viz. the husbands, to support the women's activities by 
encouraging the ir wives to join the home science classes
and not to obstruc t such activities by  forbidding th e ir
wives from doing so.

It is a fact tha t some men, apart from the p a rty
officials and th e ir  family members, were not too keen to let 
th e ir wives partic ipate in the cookery and handicraft 
classes. This was especially abvious among those with 
young children in the family and among the poorer sections 
of the community. They claimed tha t the classes were more 
of a social occasion when women would ga ther to gossip 
ra th e r  than to learn . The ladies who came, it seems, came 
in th e ir  best d re sses , wearing expensive jewellery and 
such like, to 'show off' (menunjuk-nunjuk) , giving rise  to 
envy and jealousy and a feeling of relative deprivation 
among the 'have n o ts1 (yang tak ada);  gossiping, it was 
-feared, could lead to m isunderstandings and figh ts which 
is bad for community life . Some women, to o , it seem s, 
re tu rn ed  home la te , stopping at the ir frien d s ' places along 
the way, causing inconvenience to the family and
annoyance to the husbands. Hence, to such men, the home 
science classes offered little advantage; th ey  regarded  
them as a possible source of conflict among women and 
between husbands and wives.
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Most women were in fact quite keen to a ttend  the 
home science classes; it was th e ir  hu sb an d s ' a ttitudes 
towards the classes and the burden  of th e ir household 
chores th a t kept them away. Women with young ch ild ren , 
for example, were reluctan t to take the ir children to these 
c lasses, because some of the equipments u sed , such as 
cookers, kn ives, sc isso rs , needles, e tc . ,  could be quite 
dangerous to ch ild ren . They feared too tha t th e ir  children 
might d isru p t the class where s tu d en ts ' attention and 
concentration were essen tia l. Those who did a tten d  the 
home science classes, how ever, were full of enthusiasm  and 
praise for them . They admitted th a t they  were social 
occasions, bu t ra th e r  than  getting  bored stay ing  a t home 
they  thought it would be b e tte r  to a ttend  the c lasses, for 
it gave them a chance to meet o thers as well as to catch 
up with the la test 'village gossips'. Furtherm ore, these 
classes afforded them an excellent opportunity  to arrange  
for the informal economic activ ities, viz. the p a rty  sales 
and ro ta ting  cred it association re fe rred  to in Section 7.3. 
The knowledge and skill learned at these classes were pu t 
to good use . They made th e ir own tablecloths, chairbacks, 
table lin e rs , e tc . ;  a few became 'ex p erts ' at gubahan and 
bunga telur th a t the ir services were sought by  o th ers  in 
the squatm ent as well as outside to provide decorations for 
w eddings, feasts , and so on, for which they  got paid and 
th ereb y  earned  some ex tra  income. The food-vendors 
applied th e ir  knowledge to th e ir  food tra d e . One or two of 
them did so well th a t they  won prizes ift handicraft and 
cookery competitions organised by the p a rty  at the local, 
division and sta te  levels. These were the people who were 
keen to keep the classes going and who were concerned at 
the low atttendance at these classes, for they  not only 
knew the value of these classes b u t had actually benefitted  
materially from them.
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(c) Occasional A ctivities. Occasional community 
activities were held in response to specific needs. For 
example, community labour had to be organised from time 
to time to clean the squatm ent a fte r a flood, to help a 
sq u a tte r family hold a marriage feast or to hold a 
celebration at the local surau. For such occasions, the 
youth and women committees would deploy th e ir  members to 
form task  forces to do all kinds of work. In the case of a 
marriage fe a s t, for exam ple, the women would help with 
the house decoration and , if so req u ired , to ca rry  out 
verbal invitation from house to house (memanggil) on 
behalf of the h o st, and most im portantly to cook and serve 
food to guests and la te r to wash the d ishes. The you ths, 
on th e ir  p a r t , would take care of tasks which were 
considered berat (heavy) and those which lay within the 
domain of male specialisation, such as build ing m ake-shift 
sheds or erecting  te n ts , arrang ing  tab les and chairs for 
the guests  and making open-air ovens for large-scale 
cooking on the eve of the feast. On the day of the feast 
itse lf, they  would a ttend  to male g u es ts , receiv ing  them 
and serv ing  them food and finally, when the feast was 
over, helping with the cleaning and clearing-up  
operations. This form of role specialisation between the 
youth and women committees was repeated  at almost all 
o ther feasts held in the squatm ent.

However, not all sq u a tte r households holding feasts 
took advantage of such free services offered by  the 
p a rty 's  welfare sub-com m ittees. Some refused  so as not to 
be obligated to p a rty  officials; instead , they  would seek 
the help of relatives and friends from within or without 
the squatm ent o r , a lternative ly , engage a c a te re r  for such 
a purpose. Such people, whose number was small, either 
did not get along well with some of the  p a rty  officials, or 
were keen to keep the political p arty  away from social 
ac tiv ities .
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O ther occasional functions which can be considered 
important because of the ir relevance to squatm ent unity  
are the religious ones. The sq u a tte rs , like o ther Muslims, 
observe the fasting month of Ramadhan and celebrate the 
Hari Raya Puasa, Hari Raya Haji, Israk dan Mi'raj, and 
Mauiud Nabi (Prophet Muhammad's B irth d ay ). The fasting  
month was perhaps the one month in which m anifestations 
of squatm ent unity  were most clearly v isib le. Every 
evening men, women and children gathered  at the surau to 
break th e ir  fa s t, the food being provided by  the sq u a tte r  
households on rotation b asis . They then  perform ed the 
maghrib (evening) p ray er to g e th er, followed by  Quran 
reading and their special p ra y e r, the trawih. The surau, 
which can accommodate about 45 people, was always full 
until a fte r the trawih. A few devout men even stayed  till 
m idnight, studying  or reciting  religious te x ts .  This routine 
was repeated  for the whole month until the Hari Raya 
Puasa was announced by the Council of R ulers.

Mauiud Nabi and israk dan Mi1 raj were observed 
every year without fail. The sq u a tte rs  held fe a s ts , paid 
for from sedekah (alm s/donations) from the members of the 
community, and they  invited  prominent religious 
functionaries to come and give talks on topics re la ted  to 
the occasion th a t they  were celebrating . At these 
functions, too, the p arty  chief-cum-community leader gave 
a speech in which he em phasised, as was his w ont, the 
need for u n ity . At such functions he did not mention the 
p a rty .

Although these religious functions were organised  by 
the local p a r ty 's  sub-committee for religion, the role of the 
p arty  in such instances was underplayed . The w riter 
noticed th a t when the o rgan isers went round collecting 
donations for the religious feasts , they  in troduced
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themselves as Jawatankuasa Surau (the Surau Committee). 
Such a committee did indeed exist bu t its  members were 
the very  same people who formed the membership of the 
sub-committee for religion, a sub-committee of the p a rty 's  
main committee. These two committees were in fact 
synonym ous.

This tactic of giving a committee double nomenclature 
was due to the aw areness among the local p a rty  officials 
th a t there  were some members of the community who were 
opposed to the p a r ty . At least six households were known 
to have such inclination and it was feared th a t if religious 
functions were known to be organised by  the p a r ty , such 
people would not partic ipate . For religious activ ities, the 
involvement of all households were considered necessary  
and indeed every  household usually donated some money 
towards the cost carry ing  out such functions. However, 
not everyone attended them. Some people knew th a t the 
Jawatankuasa Surau and the p a rty 's  sub-committee for 
religion were the one and the same th ing  and these people 
resen ted  politicians' involvement in religious m atters. A 
few even chided the politicians for try in g  to hoodwink 
them. It was in order not to annoy these people too much 
th a t the p a rty  chief did not mention UMNO's role in these 
activities in h is speech. However, in the p a r ty 's  AGM 
m inutes, religious functions held in the squatm ent were 
listed  as p a rty  activ ities.

In many of the squatment ac tiv itie s , th e re  was 
considerable s tre ss  on religion. As alluded to ea rlie r, the 
p a rty  organised a religious school for ch ild ren , religious 
classes for women and held important religious ceremonies 
to commemorate important events in the Muslim calendar. 
They also had  weekly religious m eetings, held on 
T hursdays at the house of any one of the sq u a tte rs ,
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where a group of men would occupy them selves in special 
supplications to Allah (membaca do'a). This emphasis on 
religion could be ascribed to the Islamic revival th a t seems 
to be sweeping the country today, especially in Kuala 
Lumpur. It could also be due to the aw areness of p a rty  
officials th a t religious functions have im portant implications 
for squatm ent u n ity . Religion, Islam, the one th ing  they  
all have in common, is one of the most im portant citeria  of 
being a Malay, and by contributing to and partic ipa ting  in 
religious functions, the squ a tte rs  s tressed  not only their 
religious un ity  bu t also th e ir  ethnic u n ity . The more these 
religious functions were perform ed, the more conscious the 
sq u a tte rs  were of being Muslims and Malays, a s ta te  which 
was clearly  beneficial to UMNO as an ethnic p a r ty . 
Religious functions, th erefo re , as organised by the p a rty  
th rough  its  sub-committees, can be seen as a means to 
create and maintain unity  as much as they  are a 
manifestation of it.

We have seen how the p arty  conduct activ ities which 
are not d irectly  political in n atu re  bu t which contribute 
positively towards the p a r ty 's  image. The p a rty  officials 
usually make it a point to emphasise the role of the p a rty  
in these activities (except in religious functions) when the 
occasion a rise s , such as the p a rty 's  AGM. These activities 
are often cited as proof of the p a r ty 's  and politicians' 
concern for the welfare of the sq u a tte rs  and as the reason 
why sq u a tte rs  should give their wholehearted support and 
undivided loyalty to UMNO.

7.3 Non-Political Community Activities

The local p a rty  practically  controls all community 
activities in the squatm ent. It is only at the sub-committee
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level th a t o ther s tru c tu re s , such as netw orks of kin and 
frien d sh ip , play an im portant p a r t . It is common, for 
example, for a group of friends or relatives to get
together to form a gotong-royong  (self-help) group to 
c a rry  out such task s  as cleaning the areas around each 
o th er 's  houses, house extensions and re p a irs . These 
gotong-royong  groups work on the same basis as those in 
the traditional ru ra l a reas, where the services ren d ered  
are not paid in cash bu t in rec ip rocity . Those who have 
rendered  a service to a friend  under the gotong-royong  
arrangem ent can expect the friend  to reciprocate at some
fu tu re  date in the same m anner, i .e .  u sing  the
gotong-royong  system . Hence, groups of friends and
relatives are linked together in a network of generalised 
exchange.

On the whole it is the women who are more involved 
in sub-community organisations, probably because they  are 
the ones who stay in the squatm ent most of the time. Men 
usually spend most of th e ir  time engaged in economic 
activities which take place mainly outside the squatm ent. 
Women form informal economic organisations of th e ir  own, 
the most im portant being the p a rty  sales, ro ta ting  cred it 
association and the group purchase . For these p u rposes,, 
they  utilise th e ir own social netw orks of k in , friends and 
workmates, in the case of those in employment.

These women's activ ities, which are free from the 
political p a r ty , are im portant to the sq u a tte rs ' economy 
and an adumbration of such activ ities is necessary  to 
examine how they  function.

(a) P arty  Sale. The p a rty  sale is a means of 
purchasing  goods, such as china or glassware of imported 
b rand  names which are  expensive by  the sq u a tte rs '
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s tan d ard s  and cannot be bought by them in the o rd inary  
way. The usual procedure is for some sq u a tte r  women who 
are keen to buy some goods of a specific b ran d  name and 
the dealer of tha t particu lar product to get together and 
agree to s ta r t a series of p a rty  sales. At the f irs t p a r ty , 
held at the house of the woman who wants to launch the 
sales, the hostess invites as many friends as she can from 
the  squatm ent and elsew here. The dealer comes to the
p a rty  and displays her w ares, takes o rd e rs  from the 
'g u e sts ' and persuades some o ther woman from among those 
p resen t to hold the next p a rty  o r, in th e ir  parlance to 
sambut ( lit. to receive, re sp o n d ), at h e r  house . The 
person who hosts the p arty  is paid $10/- to $15/- towards 
the costs of the p arty  and gets a commission of between 
10% and 15% of the total value of o rders  p laced , p lus a 
p resen t from the dealer, which is usually in the form of an 
item from the promoted product bu t not for sale which 
gives the item a somewhat ra r ity  value. The person  who 
holds the p a rty  is also responsible for the collection of 
cash paym ents from those who have ordered  goods and for
the d istribu tion  of the goods to the various pu rch asers
when they  are delivered to h e r by the dealer.

The p a rty  sale u tilises and to some ex ten t exploits 
female social relationships as a channel for m arketing
p ro d u c ts . The 'guests ' at these p artie s  are usually 
frien d s , relatives and workmates of the h ostess  and as 
such probably buy simply out of obligation to the h o stess , 
and some of those who agree to hold a p a r ty  do so 
probably in o rder to save face, i .e .  in o rder not to appear 
anti-social or not to 'sour u p ' th e ir  social re la tionsh ips. 
However, there  are always some who are  genuinely 
in terested  in buying the products that the dealer has to 
o ffer, especially those who feel tha t they  can afford to 
spare some money for regu lar monthly repaym ents for the
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goods they wish to purchase . It is these few in terested  
ones who form the core of the p a rty  for the p a rty  sales; 
without them the p a rty  sales can never really get going 
and once begun , the cycle or season of p a rty  sales can 
last quite some time, maybe a y ea r, depending on the 
number of women in terested  enough to join the p a r ty . A 
p arty  sale is usually held once a month and members take 
tu rn  to hold the sale at their house; so, if there  are
twelve members, the p arty  cycle or season will last twelve 
months. The actual duration of course varies depending on 
the number of new members who join in to replace those 
who lose in te re st and drop out.

The dealer usually can tell when p a r ty  members are 
beginning to lose in te re s t, i .e .  when attendance at parties 
becomes slack. A member loses in te re s t for a number of
reasons; she may not have money to sp a re , h e r husband
may not approve and wants h er to stop or maybe because 
she feels tha t she has already acquired all the se ts  of 
china drrd glassware th a t she fancies. As soon as the
dealer notices the tell-tale signs of in te rest flagging, 
how ever, she would make every effort to revive i t ,  
perhaps by  in troducing se ts  with new or d ifferent designs; 
bu t if the loss of in te re st is so severe th a t th ere  is no 
hope of reviving i t ,  she just moves on to another place. 
Then perhaps another dealer with an en tire ly  new line of 
p roducts would move in and the whole process would be 
rep ea ted .

During the course of the w rite r's  fieldw ork, in 1977 
and 1980, practically  every  month th ere  was a p a rty  sale 
in the squatm ent. In one particu lar month, two parties  
were held by two d ifferent d ea le rs , b u t promoting the 
same p roduct. To the sq u a tte r women these p a rty  sales 
may seem more like social functions; they  come b ring ing
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th e ir  ch ildren , to meet friends and neighbours, to joke 
and gossip, while enjoying the food and delicacies served  
by the hostess; bu t to the dealer, these p a rtie s  are a 
serious and very  lucrative way of doing b u siness . 
O rdinarily , a party  sale my b ring  in o rd ers  valued at 
between $150/- and $400/-, bu t at certain  tim es, e .g .  just 
before the Hari Raya, the o rders  may go as high as 
$1,000/-. Another aspect of the p a rty  sales which the
sq u a tte r women seem to find a ttractive  is th a t they  can do 
th e ir purchasing  according to what they  find most
convenient in terms of time and money. They can o rd e r,
and often do, just one plate or two or a jug or a teapot, 
at any one tim e. It may take a woman two years  to 
complete h er dinner or tea set of tha t p articu la r b rand  
name. All these china and glassware th a t the women 
purchase at the party  sales are intended more for show 
than  for use ; they are displayed in showcases in the 
serambi i .e .  front p a r t ,  of th e ir  house. These goods are 
considered 'highly prestig ious' by the sq u a tte r  women and 
used only on very  special occasions, such as a wedding, 
when they  would be used  to serve the b ride and
bridegroom .

(b) Rotating Credit Association. The second type of 
informal credit facility organised by the sq u a tte r  women is 
the so-called "rotating cred it association". Such an 
association is formed usually on the initiative of someone 
who feels a strong  and u rg en t need for ex tra  funds to buy 
certain  specific goods or in anticipation of a heavy 
ex tra-o rd inary  expenditure in the not too d istan t fu tu re . 
What she does is tha t she persuades h er re la tiv es, friends 
and neighbours, i .e .  people who enjoy mutual t r u s t ,  to 
s ta r t a group popularly called kumpuian kutu,  with a 
membership of between ten  and twelve people, who agree 
to contribute a specified amount, between $10/- and $20/-
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every  month, to a common pool. The amount of money thus 
accumulated each month is given to a member of the 
g roup , who may spend it in any way she chooses. Then all 
the members make fresh  contributions to the common pool 
in p reparation  for some o ther member's tu rn  to take the 
money. They continue to do th is until everyone in the 
group gets h er tu rn .  On formation of the g roup , the 
members elect one of themselves to be leader whose main 
task  is to see to the smooth running  of the scheme and to 
organise a monthly meeting of members at which they 
decide whose tu rn  it is to take the money.

The success of the kutu  group depends en tire ly  on 
goodwill and t ru s t .  A woman whose need is g rea test - 
usually the person who in itiates the scheme -  is allowed to 
take all the money from the pool f ir s t,  which means tha t 
being at the head of the queue, she enjoys what amounts 
to an in te re s t free loan; while the person at the end of 
the queue, not only does not get any in te re s t on the
money she pu ts  into the pool, no m atter how long she
keeps it in the pool waiting for h er tu rn ,  bu t she also
ru n s  a certain  risk  for th ere  is always a possibility , 
however remote, th a t someone who has had h e r tu rn  and 
pocketted the money, may refuse to continue with h e r 
con tribu tions. Since the arrangem ent is all informal, 
members cannot re so rt to legal actions to recover money 
from a member who has 'defau lted '. Yet the kutu  scheme 
has never been known to fail; no member, it seems, has 
ever 'defaulted ' and the secret of the success of the
scheme lies en tire ly  in social sanctions. The one th ing  tha t 
a member is most afraid  of is being b randed  tidak amanah 
(d ishonest, un tru s tw o rth y ) since it has extrem ely serious 
implications and consequences upon the person  concerned. 
She will be ostracised  by the re s t of the community and 
she will have closed for ever a very  useful avenue for
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obtaining a reasonable sum of ready cash as well as other 
avenues for assistance; h e r chances of ev er being  invited 
to join o ther informal economic organisations in the 
community will be practically n il. T hus, a woman who joins 
the kutu  group will make every  effort to make su re  to pay 
h e r monthly contributions regu larly  and prom ptly , even if 
it means having to borrow from someone else to do so.

As the risk  involved in a kutu o r ro ta tin g  credit 
association is somewhat h ig h , since the loan is made 
without any security  or collateral of any so r t, it is natu ral 
th a t a great deal of importance is a ttached  to personal 
honesty  and in teg rity  of the members. A woman who 
in tends to partic ipate in a kutu group will only do so if 
she is satisfied tha t all the o ther members are  entirely  
reliable; similarly, members of a group are  v ery  wary of 
anyone who wants to join th e ir  group and will not accept 
h e r if they  are not satisfied with h e r  in teg rity  and 
tru s tw o rth in ess . It is th is  reliance on personal t ru s t  tha t 
is responsible for the tendency of a group to consist 
mainly of re la tives, friends and neighbours who are 
resid en ts  of Kampung Selamat. Occasionally, someone from 
a neighbouring squatment may be adm itted. The th ree 
cred it associations in existence in the squatm ent during  
the year 1980, for example, consisted of people who had 
known one another for years and were familiar with one 
ano ther's  family, family's background and the  ch arac te r of 
individual members of the family. All of them were 
house-ow ners and were therefore  people with 'roo ts ' who 
were not likely to abscond with the ir share  from the 
common pool.

As soon as all the members of the group have had 
th e ir  tu rn  in drawing funds from the common pool, the 
gr'oup is disbanded bu t not perm anently; it may be revived
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again and again as and when the need a rises . Experience 
with the sq u a tte rs  shows th is need can come quite soon 
and quite often since the goods th a t they  want to buy 
range from tra n sis to r radios and gold jewellery to beds 
and show cases. Without the help of th is cred it or • loan 
facility th e ir  chances of being able to acquire such goods 
are slim.

(c) Group Purchase. Another way in which the women 
utilise th e ir social ties for economic purposes is by 
organising what may be called 'group p u rch ase '. The 
underlying principle of such group purchase is very  
similar to th a t of the ro ta ting  cred it association. The 
women get together for the purpose of buying a specific 
type of goods which can range from hot water flasks 
costing $15/- to bedspreads which cost $100/-. The group 
thus formed is still called kumpulan kutu  and like the 
ro ta ting  cred it association, members make a monthly 
contribution of a specified amount to a common pool. The 
difference lies in the manner in which the money is used : 
the funds accumulated are used to buy only one single 
item of goods which goes to one member of the g roup; the 
following month they  buy the same type of goods which 
goes to another member of the g ro u p . This process of 
pooling and buying is repeated  until every  member of the  
group gets h e r share , like in the ro ta ting  cred it 
association. A nother difference is th a t the leader of th is  
group, who is responsible for collecting the monthly 
contributions and buying the goods, gets h e r share free .

Group purchase is widely p ractised  in the squatment 
and every  household has partic ipated  in such a purchase 
at least once. Some depend almost en tire ly  on it to get 
most of the non-basic goods they  need and reg a rd  
essential in th e ir  daily life which they  could not otherwise 
a ffo rd .
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At the sub-community level therefo re  one finds 
several types of social and economic organisations which 
operate independently of the  political p a r ty . These 
organisations, like the party -o rgan ised  activities enable 
close and intensive social in teractions between members of 
the community. In such in teractions people step  on each 
o th e r 's  toes, have differences of opinion and have clashes 
of in te re s ts  which, if unchecked, can pose a th re a t to 
community solidarity . The so rts  of conflics th a t the 
sq u a tte rs  are involved in and the manner in which the 
conflicts are resolved are now discussed .

7.4 Conflicts and Conflict Resolution

The need to maintain un ity  is param ount in a 
squatm ent because its v ery  survival is dependent to a 
large ex ten t on unity  among its  inhab itan ts. Mindful of 
such a need , most of the sq u a tte rs  make conscious efforts 
to avoid or lessen conflicts amongst them selves;
neverthe less , conflicts do occur and when they  do 
measures are quickly taken  to resolve them . Conflict 
resolution is one area in which the political p a rty  plays a
secondary ro le , the prim ary role being assumed by
non-political s tru c tu re s , such as k insh ip , religion and
network of friends as well as formal agents of social 
control, namely the police.

Most of the m isunderstandings and q u arre ls  which 
take place in the squatm ent stem from its  general 
environmental conditions, such as the lack of basic 
am enities, overcrow ding, the haphazard layout of the 
houses, e tc . Reasons for quarrelling  with neighbours are 
many, ranging  from the innocent act of a playful child 
cu ttin g  the ru b b er hose of the next-door household to



noise, when much needed sleep is constantly  d istu rbed  by 
loud playing of records from the next-door house, which 
may be only four feet away. Indeed, to be able to live and 
get along well with the neighbours in the squatment 
requ ires  trem endous amount of tolerance and patience as 
well as enormous energy  to accommodate the in transigence, 
follies and idiosyncracies of o th ers. More often these 
necessary  qualities are sustained , bu t th e re  are times 
when patience snaps and tem pers flare and the sq u a tte rs  
come into confrontation with each o th er. In te resting ly , 
most of those who are drawn into conflicts with each o ther 
are women. The reason probably lies in the fact tha t it is 
the women who are generally home-bound and, being at 
home most of if not the whole day, they  are the ones most 
likely to trample on each o th e r 's  toes.

Conflicts between neighbours take two common forms: 
the firs t and most frequent is one that can be described 
as 'la ten t' conflic ts, which are described in the vernacular 
as tidak bertegur  ( l i t . not accosting each o th e r ) ; the 
second is what may be described as 'm anifest' conflicts, 
which involve open display of hostility which may take the 
form of noisy verbal exchanges or physical fig h ts . The 
f irs t type is very  common among women in the squatm ent. 
A woman who feels slighted , annoyed or ang ry  over a 
neighbour’s conduct will t ry  to re fra in  from open 
confrontation; in stead , she will avoid the neighbour's  
company, p roh ib its h e r own children from playing with the 
neighbour's , or re jects  the neighbours's invitation to a 
feas t. This social distance is maintained until such time 
when she is ready  to forgive the neighbour, or until the 
la tte r  becomes aware of the strained  relations and takes 
steps to re d re ss  the m atter. The period of 
non-communication varies from a couple of days to a year 
o r so. It is never perm anent, however, because th ere  will



-  357 -

always be neighbours and friends who will t r y  to reconcile 
the  two p a rtie s . Reconciliation is achieved th ro u g h  advice, 
quite often with reference to Islamic teach ings. In one 
instance, the w riter w itnessed an old lady , concerned 
about h e r young neighbour's  constan t habit of
non-communication with o th e rs , giving a small lecture on 
community relations from the perspective of Islam. "It is a 
s in ,"  she admonished, "if you don 't talk  to your
neighbours for more than  one day. D idn't your p aren ts  tell
you that?  And your husband , doesn 't he know about such
things? If you don't believe what I am telling  you, come 
with me to the religious class, we can ask the ustazah 
about i t ."

Such advice, coupled with p re ssu re  from peers to 
stop the state of tidak bertegur  is enough usually to 
compel those concerned to comply. Reconciliation takes 
place informally, quite often at communal ga th erin g s, 
especially religious functions, when it is cutom ary for 
those p resen t to greet one another by  berjabat salam, i .e .  
the Malay form of h an d -sh ak e . There are  a few who
persis t and in th e ir obstinacy refuse  all advice and
attem pts to reconcile them. Such reca lc itran ts  have no 
place in the community; they  will be ostracised  and when
life becomes intolerable they  will leave and  thereby  the
squatm ent will be rid  of "undesirable elem ents".

Latent conflicts can be resolved reasonably  easily and 
do not therefore  seriously  affect community solidarity; 
b u t manifest ones are not so easy to deal w ith. The 
manner and means by  which they are reso lved  depend on 
the natu re  of the conflicts them selves. Some may arise out 
of criminal ac tions, such as th e f t , b u rg la ry , e tc . ,  o thers 
out of d isputes which can be described as 'c iv il'. The 
la tte r  are usually dealt with by the au thority  s tru c tu re  in
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the squatm ent, by  the e lders, by household heads or by 
the p a rty  chief; the former are usually re fe rre d  to the 
police.

The w riter did not witness personally any open 
display of hostility  in the squatment during  h er five y ears ' 
association with the sq u a tte rs . During th is period , th ree  
cases of fighting between neighbours were rep o rted . 
Informants were quick to s tre ss  th a t the amount of 
fighting among the squ a tte rs  had  decreased considerably in 
the last five or six years since the introduction of more 
basic amenities into the squatm ent. E arlier, as already 
alluded to in Chapter V, fights among the sq u a tte rs  were 
common, especially over water which was then  in very  
short supply ; and b u rg la ry  and theft were common during  
the time when th ere  was no e lectric ity , giving rise  to 
suspicion among neighbours. Now, the situation has 
changed due largely , it seems, to the installation of more 
communal ta p s , g rea ter availability of power supply  and 
o ther social amenities. The sq u a tte rs  fight less , because 
there  are fewer causes.

The th ree  cases of figh ts between neighbours 
illustrate  how such conflicts are resolved:

Case 1. This involved houses N o.34 and N o.35 which 
share a common boundary . Both houses were sold to 
the s itting  tenan ts by the ir ow ners. The owner of 
house 35 left the squatment for good afte r the sale 
transac tion , bu t failed before leaving to b rie f  the 
p u rch aser of the boundaries of h is housing lo t. The 
new owner improved the house by  making extensions 
and in so doing was said to have encroached into the 
lot of house 34. The head of household 34 became 
very  angry  and before he could settle the m atter 
amicably with his n e ighbour, h is wife and the 
neighbour's  wife s ta rted  quarelling . The d ispute over 
the boundary was la ter re fe rred  to the p a rty  chief, 
who in tu rn  sought the views of the previous owner
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of house 34 on the m atter. As the previous owner was 
one of the pioneer sq u a tte rs  and a highly respected  
village e ld er, h is words concerning the original 
boundary  between the two lots were accepted without 
question by the disputing p artie s .

Case 2. This involved house N o.40 and 41 who are 
also immediate neighbours. The two households have 
plots for agricu ltu ral purposes. Household 40 kept 
pou ltry  while its  neighbour was involved in vegetable 
gardening on a small scale. All too o ften , the 
chickens from house 40 p lundered the vegetable 
gard en s, until one day the gardener could not take it 
anym ore. The housewife from house 41 storm ed at h e r 
neighbour, screaming at her to pen h e r ch ickens. 
The la tte r  shouted back abusively , telling the 
a ttack er to build a fence around h e r garden instead . 
Argum ents followed which resu lted  in the two fighting 
and tearing  at each o th e r. Neighbours came to the ir 
rescue and the physical combat was stopped bu t the 
shouting continued, until one of them decided to fetch 
h e r husband  from work to settle the d isp u te . The 
husband , however, was unable to settle the quarre l 
bu t got drawn into the conflict instead . N evertheless, 
he succeeded at least in p reven ting  his wife from 
engaging in fu rth e r  display of open hostility  by 
reprim anding h e r severely and th reaten ing  to move 
out if she did not make an effort to be to leran t and 
get along with o thers like "everybody e lse". His 
wife's conduct was causing his image irreparab le  
damage and he felt malu (asham ed), he said . The 
wife, apparen tly , heeded the husband 's  th re a t ,  for 
a fte r th a t she became subdued and refra in ed  from 
getting  involved in open confrontation with her 
neighbour, although there  were tim es, she confided to 
the w rite r, when she 'felt like screaming h e r head 
off' to vent h er anger and annoyance at h e r  immediate 
ne ig h b o u r.

Case 3. This involved houses N o.7 and N o .20 which 
are removed from each o ther, bu t which are 
connected by a common shallow drain , which was the 
main cause of trouble between them. The drain 
orig inated  in house 20, b ring ing  foul smelling water 
from the bathroom of th a t house into the fron t yard  
of house 7. The head of household 7 ra ised  the 
m atter up a number of times with household 20, bu t 
nothing was done to alleviate the problem. And some 
time la te r , to add insult to in ju ry , household 20 built 
a chicken coop close to house 7, thus providing ex tra
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stench for the household. Soon the housewives from 
the two households found themselves exchanging 
antagonistic rem arks with each o ther whenever they 
met and one day a big quarrel broke out between 
them while th e ir  husbands were at work. The matter 
was repo rted  to the p a rty  chief, who called on both 
the husbands to deal with the m atter and to come to 
him only when th e ir  efforts failed. The chief's 
decision on the dispute was taken by both husbands 
as a challenge to the ir s ta tu s  as household heads, 
especially in relation to the ir au thority  over the ir 
respective wives. With their pride and honour at 
s take , they  forced their spouses to p u t an end to the 
dispute and the chief heard  no more of i t .

These th ree  cases of manisfest conflict1 have two basic 
charac teris tics: the dramatis personae in them are women 
and men act to resolve them. Men do not involve 
themselves in open confrontations anymore, p re fe rrin g  
instead to settle th e ir differences by berbincang , ( lit. to 
have mutual d iscussions). Women, on the o ther hand , deal 
with the ir differences by  supressing  th e ir feelings at f irs t 
and then  when they  cannot contain them anymore by 
le tting  them out in open fig h ts . Bergaduh (to quarre l or 
f ig h t) , as one elderly  man explained, "is the way of the 
women who, a fte r all, tak tahu apa-apa (hard ly  know 
a n y th in g )."  Men do not reso rt to bergaduh, and those who 
do are said to behave "like women". Men, especially 
household heads are expected to keep th e ir  womenfolk 
u n d er control, by  w hatever means, and it is considered 
th e ir  duty  to maintain o rder in their household and ensure 
th a t members of the household have good relations or the 
appearance of good relations with immediate neighbours. 
T hus, at the household and sub-community level, social 
control is en tru sted  to men and it is only when they  fail 
tha t the services of the p a rty  chief-cum-community chief 
are enlisted . But the men rare ly  fail, because in th is  small 
community, as in the traditional ru ra l v illages, sex 
differentiation with its emphasis on male superio rity  is still
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observed somewhat piously. Even if th ey  do, 
inter-household as well as in tra-household  d isputes 
sometimes never reach the community chief, simply because 
the 'd ifficult' households often just leave.

Open confrontations of criminal n a tu re  or arising  out 
of criminal activities are ra re , although in the years 
previous to the w rite r's  fieldw ork, criminal activ ities were 
said to be common. According to some sq u a tte rs , one in 
every two houses had been burg led  or had p ro p erties  lost 
through th e ft, and among goods stolen were gen era to rs , 
bicycles, jewellery, money and even Pyrex c ro ck ery , which 
are one of the many p restige  indices in sq u a tte r  villages. 
These criminal activities were believed to have been 
committed by o u ts id e rs , bu t most of them were not 
reported  to the police. The sq u atte rs  saw little point in 
doing so; f irs tly , because they  could not see how the 
police could help them recover their stolen goods or what 
the police could do to reduce b u rg la ry  and th e ft in the 
squatm ent; secondly, because they  believed the police had 
a negative view of them and reporting  such cases would 
only worsen the ir image, something which they  were keen 
to avoid. Only if the offender was known th a t a case of 
theft or b u rg la ry  would be brought to the atten tion  of the 
police. Even th en , the m atter often n ever reached the 
court; the police would advise the p artie s  involved to 
settle the m atter by  negotiations in what is called selesai 
bawah ( lit. settlem ent at the bottom, i .e .  outside police 
ju risd iction). One such case involved the th eft of a gold 
chain from a family, who knew the identity  of the th ief, 
i .e .  a member of a household from the neighbouring 
squatm ent, and repo rted  the theft to the police. Instead  of 
a rres tin g  and prosecuting  the person who stole the chain, 
the police advised the two families involved to selesai 
bawah. This was done and after some negotiation, the
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th ie f 's  family agreed to pay and the o ther family agreed to 
accept the cost price of the chain, which had been sold by 
the th ief.

Cases of criminal na tu re  like th is are b rough t to the 
attention of the community chief, bu t his role in settling  
them is minimal. The most he can do is to assemble the 
villagers and announce tha t such and such a crime has 
been committed and then  perhaps remind the sq u a tte r to 
be vigilant and take individual precaution. The local party  
could form a vigilante co rps, bu t so far the need for it 
has not been felt to be strong  enough. Although the p arty  
leaders, especially the party-chief-cum  community chief, 
have little role to play in dispute settlem ent, th e ir  role is 
nevertheless significant.

The p a rty  leaders are convinced th a t most of the 
in ternal b ickerings among neighbours are a ttribu tab le  to 
environmental factors o r , in th e ir term s, keadaan tempat 
ini ( lit. the conditions of th is  place, i .e .  the squatm ent). 
Having identified the cause, they set out to improve the 
social and physical conditions of the squatm en t, as 
explained in the previous ch ap te rs . By having religious 
classes and games facilities, for example, they  hope to 
channel the energies of the children to positive u s e , 
ra th e r  than  leave them with p lenty  of time for silly p ranks 
and mischiefs which might annoy the neighbours and 
provoke them into unneccesary  q u arre ls  with the ir 
m others. Likewise, the religious and home science classes 
for the women are also designed partly  to educate them 
and p artly  to p reven t them from spending th e ir  idle hours 
in gossiping about neighbours, which is thought harmful to 
good community rela tions. Physical and social improvements 
are measures consciously taken with the objective of 
reducing potential sources or causes of conflict and with
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the  improvements which have taken place in the squatm ent 
in the last five years or so, th is objective seems to have 
been partia lly  if not wholly achieved.

The p a rty  is also now encouraging the su q a tte rs  to 
re fe r  to the  p arty  leaders all m atters affecting community 
in te re s ts , especially those relating  to the use of land and 
housing . The construction of new houses, ex tensions, 
rep a irs  and sales of houses, for example, should now be 
carried  out with the knowledge of the p a rty  
chief-cum-community chief, so th a t if any th ing  should 
happen in fu tu re , he would be able to deal with it more 
effectively . It is anticipated th a t such activ ities can create 
problem s, not only with the au thorities, as explained in 
C hapter VI, bu t also between neighbours, and the p a rty  is 
anxious to avoid such problems as well as p reven t d ispu tes 
among the  sq u a tte rs . The sq u a tte rs , on the whole, seem to 
appreciate th a t these measures are mainly in th e ir  in te re st 
and cooperate readily . In the m atters of house sale, in 
p a rticu la r, the presence of the p a rty  chief is much sought 
a f te r . He not only witnesses money changing hands 
between the purchaser and the vendor, b u t he also p u ts  
h is s ignatu re  on the sale document. House 39 is one of the 
houses bought following th is somewhat formal p rocedure . 
According to the p resen t owner, he did th is in o rd er to 
avoid fu tu re  complications regard ing  the ownership of the 
house. He feels tha t the time for informal sale transactions 
involving items of value, such as a house, is o v er, for the 
u rban  Malays, according to him, are no longer as 
tru s tw o rth y  as they  used to be in the intitial s tages of the 
squatm ent, or as trustw orthy  as the ru ra l Malays. He must 
p ro tect his in te re s ts , he says, and to do th a t he must 
formalise all important sale transactions. Since, in view of 
the illegal s ta tu s  of the land , it is not possible to have a 
p roper legal con tract, the nearest he could get to legal
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formality is to have the sale transaction recognised by  the 
squatm ent power s tru c tu re , the political p a r ty  as 
rep resen ted  by the p arty  chief -  a line of action consistent 
with the policy of the local p a r ty .

The local p arty  therefo re  s trives to minimise conflicts 
among the  sq u a tte rs , and when conflicts do occur, its  role
in conflict resolution complements that of the traditional
au thority  s tru c tu re . The p a r ty 's  main contributions to 
community organisation, how ever, lie in the ability of its  
officials to utilise the p a rty  machinery as the framework 
for squatm ent organisation; it provides the sq u a tte rs  with 
effective leadership who are  able to use p a rty  resources to 
a tten d  to the sq u a tte rs ' individual needs and communal
in te re s ts  and who are able to b ring  the sq u a tte rs
to g e th er, instilling in them a sense of belonging, a feeling 
of community. Indeed, the Kampung Selamat sq u a tte rs , like 
many o ther sq u a tte rs  in the capital, are highly organised 
at the supra-household level, and they  resemble more the 
sq u a tte rs  in the Latin American cities studied  by  Mangin 
(1967), Peattie (1968) and Lomnitz (1967), to mention bu t 
a few, and con trast very  sharply  from the "culture of 
poverty" which Oscar Lewis (1965) and his followers 
assume to prevail among some sections of the u rb an  p o o r, 
such as the s q u a tte rs . The Kampung Selamat sq u a tte rs  
differ from the ir South American coun terparts  only in the 
manner in which community organisation is achieved: while 
in the South American case, residen ts associations play an 
important p a r t , in the Malay case, the local political p a rty  
plays a central ro le .
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CHAPTER VIII 

CONCLUSION

This thesis  is an attem pt to examine the political 
dynamics of a Malay sq u a tte r  community in the capital city 
of Malaysia, Kuala Lum pur. It seeks to explain how the 
sq u a tte rs  in Kampung Selamat organise them selves, 
especially at the  community level, in o rd er to achieve some 
kind of un ity  in th e ir  s trugg le  to survive and to improve 
the ir living conditions.

The preceding chap ters  raise th ree  main themes: 
f ir s t ly , the h istorical development of Malay sq u a tte rs  and 
the ir emergence and expansion in u rb an  a reas, in 
p a rticu la r, Kuala Lum pur; secondly, the sq u a tte rs ' 
problems in coping with u rb an  life, and , th ird ly , their 
involvement with politicians and the political p a rty , UMNO. 
This ch ap te r tr ie s  to recap itu late  some of the major issues 
d iscussed , b u t confines itse lf prim arily to the th ird  theme, 
i .e .  sq u a tte r  politics.

The w riter contends th a t the Malay sq u a tte rs  in the 
capital city  do not conform to Oscar Lewis' theory of 
'cu lture of p o v e rty '. The preceding  chap ters provide ample 
evidence th a t th is  is so. They show none of the tra its  of 
the said cu ltu re : they  are organised at the family and 
community levels and are  sufficiently in teg ra ted  into the 
mainstream of the u rb an  society, be it in the political, 
economic and socio-cultural term s. Politically, they  are 
organised and they  are involved in national politics and 
the ir partic ipation is motivated by personal and communal 
gains at the local level ra th e r  than some political ideology. 
Economically, they  are dependent on the u rban
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occupational s tru c tu re  for th e ir  living; they  derive their 
income from the u rban  economy -  in the formal and 
informal sectors -  and they  form p art of the consumer 
society. In th is  sense they  cannot be reg ard ed  as 
disengaged from the urban  economy or not con tribu ting  to 
it positively. Socio-culturally , they  relate to the re s t of 
the u rban  Malays, especially through the ir custom ary and 
religious p rac tices , such as th e ir  Friday p ra y e rs  and they  
make every  use of services to which they have access.

At the sub-community level, they  have netw orks of 
kin and friends which most are able to utilise in coping 
with life 's uncerta in ties imposed on them by  job in stab ility , 
insecurity  as well as low wages. Family life is stable with 
consensual unions unheard  of and divorce ra te  minimal. 
Life in the squatm ent, despite the presence of relative 
p o v erty , seems well o rdered  and th is has its  basis in the 
individual’s a ttitude to life which is by no means 
characterised  by  fatalism, hopelessness or alienation, bu t 
characterised  instead by a sense of optimism, hopefulness 
and a sense of belonging. They are convinced th a t some of 
th e ir  goals, both communal and individual, will be achieved 
and th a t the avenues for th e ir attainm ent are open to 
them.

Such optimism can only be understood in the light of 
th e ir social and cultura l background and the economic and 
political system s under which they  liv e . They are the 
bumiputeras with a strong  sense of attachm ent to the 
country ; they  feel, and are encouraged by the prevailing
state  ideology to feel, th a t the country  is th e ir  country
(negeri kita)  and not th a t of the Chinese or Indians and , 
despite th e ir  numerically weaker position in Kuala Lum pur,
they  see th e ir  ethnic group , the Malays, as the focal point
of the Malaysian society. This very  feeling gives them a
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a sense of privilege and they  are indeed priv ileged in some 
ways compared to the non-M alays. They live under a 
Malay-dominated governm ent, controlled by  an ethnic p arty  
committed to a specific political ideology, whose many 
objectives include the championing of the cause of the 
Malays, viz. to p reserve  the Malay cu ltu re , support and 
sustain the traditional Malay values, uphold the sanctity  of 
Islam as the State religion, make M alay(l) the national and 
official language and most im portantly to uplift the 
socio-economic s ta tu s  of the M alays(2). UMNO-dominated 
governm ent, which has been in power since independence 
in 1957, has in fact formulated and implemented national 
development policies in tended prim arily to favour the 
Malays and since 1970 has been implementing the New 
Economic Policy (NEP) as alluded to in C hapter II. The 
NEP, which is aimed at the eradication of poverty  
irrespective of race as well as the abolition of race 
identification with geographical location and economic 
functions, has as one of its  objectives the ownership of 
30% of corporate as well as o ther wealth by the 
Bum iputeras. Various schemes have been designed and 
carried  out to achieve th is  end which include, among 
o th ers, financial aid for Malays or Bum iputeras in 
business, scholarship for Malay children in post-secondary  
education, quotas for Malays in institu tions of higher 
learn ing , e tc . The policy which is publicised widely by 
UMNO politicians at all levels of the p a rty  h ierarchy  is a 
household word among the s q u a tte rs . They know of the 
policy though not much about it; to most of them it is 
simply a policy 'to help the Malays'.

The implementation of the NEP has been criticised by 
many, including academicians such as S .H . Ali (1984) and 
Shamsul Amri (1983), Ishak Shari and K .S . Jomo (1984) on 
the grounds th a t it benefits only a few, mainly UMNO
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functionaries, and that its  effect is not to eradicate 
poverty  bu t to s tren g th en  the position of UMNO political 
leaders. Most sq u a tte rs  such as the local p a rty  leaders are 
not unaware of these criticism s because they  are  expressed  
in seminars or speeches by  opposition p a rty  leaders which 
are  often rep o rted  in the national new spapers, bu t local 
p a rty  leaders, potential beneficiaries of the policy, do not 
highlight the negative aspects of the NEP. It is the 
sq u a tte r laymen who often talk of the inequality among 
Malays in relation to the NEP. N evertheless, they  are not 
resen tfu l of the fact. Inequality , as one of them explained, 
is odat durtia (the way of the world) which they  have no 
power to change even if they  wanted to . They accept tha t 
some have more access to opportunities and gain more from 
government policies than  o thers and it is th e ir  belief tha t 
they  belong to the la tte r  g ro u p . However, although they  
feel the system cannot be changed, they  believe tha t their 
stake in the NEP can and what they  can do is accept the 
system and ingratia te  themselves with politicians from the 
p a rty  in power. This is what gives them hope in life and 
such hope is not en tire ly  without basis . The sq u a tte rs  see 
with the ir own eyes instances of the squatm ent children 
growing up and moving up the social ladder -  two went to 
the local un iversity  and two o thers went to Belgium and 
the United States of America, some to local colleges and 
o thers get b e tte r  jobs than  th e ir  paren ts  and move out of 
the settlem ent. They also see their squatm ent improving as 
the years go b y , receiving public amenities and services 
from the u rban  au tho rities . These are seen as proofs that 
some of th e ir  individual and communal goals can be 
achieved under the p resen t system and th is  accounts for 
th e ir positive a ttitude to life.

The favourable economic climate is another factor 
which can account for the absence of the so-called tra its
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of the 'culture of po v erty '. Malaysia is in the p rocess of 
rap id  socio-economic development. Thousands of jobs, 
especially in the m anufacturing, building and construction  
in d u strie s , are created and made available, especially in 
the u rban  areas. Unemployment, according to the la test 
government population census rep o rt (GRPC 1980:121-125), 
is relatively low, accounting for about 6.1% of the 
economically active population between the ages of 15 and 
64, and th a t the unemployment is felt more in the 
countryside than in the u rb an  areas. In the Federal 
T errito ry  unemployment is only 3.8% compared to 8.1% and 
8.7% in the less urbanised sta tes of K elantan and 
Trengganu respectively . The majority of the unemployed 
(64%) are between the ages of 15 and 24, i .e .  those who 
have just left schools and colleges.

In Kuala Lumpur, th e re fo re , jobs, especially for the 
unskilled and semi-skilled, are quite easy to find^ In some 
sectors such as the building in d u stry  and domestic 
services there  has been in the last decade an acute 
shortage of labour tha t workers had to be im ported from 
neighbouring Indonesia, illegally until April 1984. The 
squ a tte rs  therefore do not face unemployment problem as 
do their coun terparts  in some Latin American co u n trie s, 
the Philippines and India. The main problem among those 
in employment is low wages and the sq u a tte rs  respond  to 
th is  by taking up multiple employment. A lthough the 
sq u a tte rs , especially the household heads, spend a large 
proportion of their time w orking, on average 8-12 hours 
p er day, they  nonetheless consider the ir p resen t life much 
b e tte r  off than  their previous life in the country  and tha t 
of their country  relatives. They have b e tte r  working 
conditions and steady incomes which, in the case of 
jo int-households, are four times h igher than those of the 
peasan ts. Their living s tan d a rd s , too, are h ig h er and
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ris in g ; they  can afford consumer goods which they  
consider luxury  items and which are normally beyond the 
reach of most p easan ts, such as TV se ts , re fr ig e ra to rs , 
record  p lay ers, scooters and even ca rs . The congenial 
economic atmosphere therefore  enables most of the 
sq u a tte rs  to achieve what they  have come to the city  fo r, 
which is to improve th e ir  socio-economic s ta tu s , and 
consequently  there  is little reason for them to feel hopeless 
and fa talistic .

Occasionally, the sq u a tte rs  compare th e ir  life with 
th a t of the u rban  middle and upper c lasses, such as the 
resid en ts  of the neighbouring Pantai Hill, and when they 
do the sense of relative deprivation shows th rough  bu t 
does not always give rise  to a feeling of resen tm ent. It is 
only when the ir life is negatively affected by  outside 
fo rces, believed to be the rich , that resentm ent is 
ex p ressed . Eviction notices served  on some of Kampung 
Selamat sq u a tte rs  in 1978 and to o th ers  in the 
neighbouring squatm ents in 1980, are seen as a senseless 
act by  rich  government officials insensitive to the needs of 
the  p o o r. During the eviction ex erc ise , th e ir  anger with 
the so-called rich  people was expressed  in verbal 
exchanges with the government officials involved, bu t once 
the exercise was over, the anger among those who 
remained subsided . O therwise, the sq u a tte rs  view the rich  
with admiration and wish tha t they  could emulate th e ir  life 
s ty le , and see them as a source of employment. Their 
in teractions with the r ic h , and for that m atter with o thers 
outside th e ir  squatm ent and work g roups, are  limited. 
T herefore , it is not the re s t of the u rban  population tha t 
is th e ir  main focus of reference, b u t th e ir  coun try  
relatives with whom they  have close tie s . It is th is  which 
gives them a sense of economic well-being and superiority  
although in the u rb an  economic h ierarchy , they  are at the 
bottom of the ru n g .
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The sq u a tte rs ' close interactions with th e ir  relatives 
in the traditional ru ra l villages give them a sense of 
su p erio rity , as does the ownership by  some of such 
p roperties as houses and agricu ltural land in th e ir  villages 
of orig in . All th is means that they have a place to re tu rn  
to in times of crises and if they fail to make it in the city . 
They are no t, to quote their own w ords, dagang hanyut 
( lit. floating foreigners, i .e .  people without ro o ts ) , but 
people with kampung halaman (land and h o u se ) , 
whither they  can and hope to re tu rn  at the end of the ir 
working lives.

These are some of the factors which account for the 
absence of the tra its  of the so-called 'cu ltu re  of poverty ' 
among the s q u a tte rs . The sq u atte rs  are sufficiently 
organised with a strong sense of community to be regarded  
in Ross' term s as 'politically in teg ra ted ' at the local level 
(1973). This can be a ttrib u ted  to in ternal and ex ternal
forces; the la tte r  re fe r to perceived th rea t from outside
which causes insecurity . Although the governm ent has 
since 1978 adopted a more hum anitarian approach to the 
sq u a tte r  problem in Kuala Lumpur and has resolved to 
allow sq u a tte rs  not immediately affected by physical
developments to stay on the ir land, the sq u a tte rs  are no 
less worried about losing their homes. A fter all, physical 
developments are continuously taking place in the city and 
the Ministry of Federal T errito ry  has now formalised a plan 
to re s tru c tu re  Kuala Lumpur which will involve
decentralisation. There are plans for the establishm ent of 
new townships and it is rumoured th a t one of them would 
be sited in the Pantai area in the vicinity of Kampung 
Selamat. If it is tru e , then the sq u a tte rs  will have to move 
out and th e ir dream of having the ir settlem ent upgraded  
and regu larised  will be sh a tte red . C onsequently, the 
sq u a tte rs ' sense of insecurity  has increased lately and in
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such circum stances the need for unity  is felt even more 
strongly  among them. They are an ethnically homogeneous 
group and in th e ir s triv ing  for u n ity , common aspects of 
th e ir  socio-cultural background are h ighlighted and 
sub-ethn ic  differences are deliberately ignored. Their 
s tandard  language, peasant background, custom ary and 
religious practices jointly contribute tow ards achieving 
un ity  at the community level. S trict adherence to Islamic 
religious practices fu rth e r  enhances communal bondage. 
Islam makes certa in  communal religious p rac tices, e .g .  
F riday p ra y e rs , compulsory or obligatory, and o th e rs , 
e .g .  trawih p ray e rs  during  the fasting  month, highly 
desirable . And in the obligatory daily p ra y e rs , communal 
or group performance of the p ray ers  is encouraged as 
religiously desirable. All th is  goes a long way towards 
b ring ing  the people to g e th er, especially the menfolk and 
all the congregational ritua ls  clearly form a s tro n g  basis 
for sq u a tte r in tegra tion . In addition, there  is the common 
opposition to the non-Malays, principally the Chinese.

These in ternal and ex ternal fac to rs, how ever, cannot 
b rin g  about un ity  among Malay sq u a tte rs  at 
extra-com m unity level, despite the fact th a t in the 
Pantai-K erinci-B angsar area, there  are about 25,000 Malay 
sq u a tte rs . Considering th a t they  live in squatm ents 
adjacent to one ano ther, one would expect them to get 
together and form some so rt of in ter-squatm ent association 
to promote th e ir common in te re sts  and yet th is  has not 
happened, not because such an idea has not occurred  to 
them , bu t largely  because of envies and jealousies between 
com m unity/party chiefs. The various p a rty  chiefs compete 
with one another for official posts at the Division level as 
well as for limited political largesse for th e ir  su p p o rte rs . 
The competition can be quite vicious, with slander and 
backbiting , causing stra ined  relationship between them.
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The attacks are rare ly  openly made; on public occasions, 
the appearance of un ity  is m aintained. The leaders 
frequen tly  a ttend  each o ther's  branch annual general 
m eetings, and on these occasions, for example, they  praise 
each o ther and shake hands in fron t of th e ir  su p p o rte rs ; 
bu t th is public display of comradeship is often no more 
than  just a show. Their attendance at each o th e r 's  AGM is 
also not without some ulterior motives. Supra-local 
politicians are often invited to open such meetings and in 
th e ir speeches often outline government policies and 
explain fu tu re  plans th a t the government and City Hall 
may have for the sq u a tte rs , all of which are noted by the 
sq u a tte r le ad e rs . It is also on such occasions th a t the 
sq u a tte rs  have a 'h ea rt- to -h ea rt ' with the politicians and 
inform them of th e ir  communal needs. Through the AGMs, 
th erefo re , the sq u a tte r party/com m unity chiefs not only 
get information which are useful to them in perform ing 
th e ir  role in th e ir respective squatm ents, bu t also keep 
track  of each o th e r’s performances and p ro g ress  or lack of 
it -  knowledge which can be very  useful in th e ir  fight for 
p a rty  posts  at the Division level.

Quite often, local p arty  leaders ally them selves with 
different political figures at the supra-local level. These 
high-level politicians may belong to d ifferen t factions 
within UMNO and could be at loggerheads with one 
ano ther. Such in tra -p a rty  riva lry  at the h igher echelon of 
the p a rty  h ierarchy  can also spill over into the squatm ent 
causing r if ts  between local p a rty  chiefs. Factional 
squabbles occur especially before the p a r ty 's  biennial 
election of national supreme council members. It is factors 
such as these which h inder extra-com m unity solidarity 
among the Malay sq u a tte rs .

It does not mean, however, tha t in ter-squatm ent
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cooperation does not take place at all; it does, bu t 
confined mainly to such spheres as sp o rts , religion and 
education as exemplified in the case of Kampung Selamat 
where the k in d erg a rten , religious school and women 
domestic science and religious classes are shared  by 
sq u a tte rs  from the neighbouring squatm ents. Water supply , 
too, is often shared  by sq u a tte rs  living along the bo rder 
of the squatm ent; so also the local sundry  sh o p . At the 
individual level, too, one finds in ter-squatm ent links in 
the form of netw orks of k in , friends and workmates; bu t 
such links and cooperation, how ever, contribute little to 
extra-com m unity so lidarity .

Such community organisational s tru c tu re  as seen in 
Kampung Selamat is shared by o ther Malay squatm ents in 
the city . Chinese and Indian sq u a tte rs  do not exhibit such 
an organisation s tru c tu re . Among Chinese sq u a tte rs , such 
as those in Kampung P akar, which the w riter stud ied , who 
number more than  one thousand households and who are 
divided into five w ards, the local power s tru c tu re  in each 
ward consists of an elected squatment committee which has 
close association with the Chinese political p a r ty , the MCA. 
In fact many of the squatment committee members are MCA 
p a rty  ac tiv ists ; b u t the p a rty  has no b ranches in the 
squatm ent, although many of the sq u a tte rs  are members of 
the p a r ty . The committee has a limited role in community 
organisation. Community activities are confined to youth 
sports  and games at the local community hall and , 
occasionally, group actions mobilised by the committee to 
meet outside th re a ts , e .g .  from the urban  au tho rities , as 
happened in 1980 when they  held a demonstration against 
City Hall employees try in g  to dump rubb ish  outside their 
squatm ent. The committee's main function seems to be tha t 
of mediator between the sq u a tte rs  and the u rb an  
au thorities, especially the City Hall and the M inistry of
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the Federal T e rr ito ry . At the community level, its
organisational role is minimal; the sq u atte rs  are content to
be left alone to pursue th e ir  own economic activ ities.

If Chinese sq u a tte rs , unlike the Malay ones, have a 
weak sense of community, it is largely because they have 
less fear of eviction than  the Malays. Most of them have 
been born in the squatm ents, while the elderly ones have 
been sq u a tte rs  since they  arriv ed  in Malaya from China in 
the th irtie s  of fo rties . Most are seasoned sq u a tte rs  who
are economically b e tte r  off than the Malay sq u a tte rs  and
who, as acknowledged by the DAP MP for Kuala Lumpur 
B andar, are keen to move out if given the opportunity  to 
buy or ren t public housing subsidised by the au thorities. 
There are o ther factors which account for the lack of 
unity  among the Chinese sq u a tte rs . Chinese sq u a tte rs  
within a sq u a tte r  settlem ent are usually culturally  
heterogeneous. They often belong to d ifferent clans and 
speak d ifferent dialects which h inder close interactions 
between them . Their religious inclinations also v ary ; while 
the majority adhere to traditional beliefs cen tring  on 
ancestor w orship, some are B uddhists and a theists  while 
o thers are C h ris tian s . Communal religious rituals  are 
conspicuously absen t; individual families build the ir own 
sh rines, usually  small ones, close to their own houses and 
perform th e ir p ray ers  separately  from the ir neighbours. 
These are some of the obstacles to local level un ity  in 
Chinese squatm ents. .

Unlike the Malay sq u a tte rs  in Kampung Selamat, the 
Chinese sq u a tte rs  are not dependent on th e ir  squatment 
committees nor on the u rban  authorities for material aids 
and serv ices. This is verified  by Professor Khairuddin 
Y usof(3), consultant to the Sang Kancil Project, one of the 
many community development programmes devised by the
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government to help the u rban  poor. The Chinese 
sq u a tte rs , according to him, show no in terest at all in the 
said p ro ject. This is probably because they  are already 
fully adjusted to the u rban  milieu and need little help to 
find jobs, especially in the private sector which in Kuala 
Lumpur is controlled by the Chinese. They are financially 
stab le: in the case of Kampung P akar, 46% of the
households studied have an average household income 
between $901/- and $1,250/- a month, which is h igher than 
the national average of $642/- per month (Mid-Term Review 
of the Third  Malaysia Plan, 1976-1980). They therefore 
have the financial resources to acquire th e ir  own communal 
services and build th e ir  own public bu ild ings, such as the 
Tok Kong (Religious Hall) in Sungai Besi, at an estim ated 
cost of $100,000/- and which was only partia lly  built when 
it was pulled down by  the authorities in 1982, because it 
was constructed  illegally on government land without 
p roper planning perm ission. In addition the Chinese have 
evolved among them selves clan associations which play 
dominant roles in th e ir  lives; th u s  the need to depend on 
squatm ent committees or the u rban  authorities is minimal. 
Consequently, they  are less dependent on the government 
political p a rty , the MCA, and are not obliged to give their 
total support to it as the Malay sq u a tte rs  do to UMNO. 
However, they  cannot dispense with the government p a rty  
altogether in view of th e ir  need for an effective 
interm ediary between themselves and the u rban  au thorities .

As for the Indian sq u a tte rs , there  is a scarcity  of 
lite ra tu re  on th e ir  community organisation and the w riter is 
therefore unable to compare th e irs  with th a t of the Malays. 
However, the only cu rre n t work on some Indian sq u a tte rs  
in Petaling Jaya seems to suggest th a t community 
organisation among Indian squ a tte rs  is also very  much 
influenced by  the government political p a r ty , the MIC, and
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th a t like the Malay sq u a tte rs , they are dependent on the 
au tho rities , especially for community services and basic 
am enities(4).

Community organisation in other Malay squatm ents in 
the capital city is done on a similar pa tte rn  bu t not to the 
same degree as that of Kampung Selamat. Kampung Selamat 
is one of the best organised squ a tte r communites in Kuala 
Lum pur, a fact acknowledged by City Hall, which accounts 
for its  relatively high level of achievement in securing 
social services and basic amenities. All th is  can be 
a ttrib u ted  to effective and dedicated leadersh ip . In many 
squatm ents, local p a rty  chiefs appear to be more concerned 
with th e ir own personal gains than with community 
in te re s ts  and th e ir quest for personal gains is so obvious 
sometimes th a t they lose the confidence and support of 
th e ir  sq u a tte r followers. Instances of local p a rty  leaders 
abusing and using  th e ir  positions for personal gains are 
num erous. As community lead ers, the local p a r ty  chiefs are 
often en tru s ted  by the u rban  authorities with the task  of 
superv ising  the implementation of development pro jects in 
th e ir  respective squatm ents and are given some power to 
decide how as well as when and where the pro jects are to 
be implemented. In the case of the provision of electricity  
supply and construction of build ings, for example, they 
are  often given the responsibility  of finding the 
con tractors to ca rry  out the jobs and some local 
party/com m unity chiefs are known to take th e ir  'c u ts ’ from 
the con tracto rs, e ither in money or in k in d (5 ). Such 
p rac tices, when too obvious, lead to resentm ent among the 
sq u a tte rs  and eventually to loss of su p p o rt, and when the 
'spoils' are not shared  with o ther p a rty  chiefs or officials, 
it leads to the development of factions within the p a rty  
and among the sq u a tte rs .
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The p a rty  chief and o ther officials in Kampung 
Selamat are d ifferen t. In the eyes of the sq u a tte rs , they  
are people with in teg rity , committed and dedicated to the 
cause of the sq u a tte rs . The p a rty  chief, in p a rtic u la r, is 
highly respected  and commands wide support and apart 
from the one incident, d iscussed in Section 7 .2 .( a ) ,  in 
which he was 'implicated’ by  being the chairman of the 
committee involved, he has not done anything to lose him 
the tru s t  of his su p p o rte rs . His success in securing 
serv ices and amenities for the squatment more than 
compensates for th a t single mistake, if indeed the 
allegation made was tru e .

A nother important factor which con tribu tes to the 
chief's effectiveness as a p a rty  /community leader is the 
fact th a t he resides in the squatm ent. He had lived in the 
squatm ent some years before he was elected chief in 1977 
and has lived there  ever since. This is not tru e  of all 
p a r ty  /community leaders: some live in modern housing
esta te s  some distance away, while o thers live in some o ther 
squatm ents somewhere else . These 'absentee ' leaders were 
once residen ts  in the squatm ents and got elected to hold 
office by  v irtue  of th e ir  being resid en ts , who had  then 
moved out for various reasons -  in one case in o rd er to go 
and live with his second wife and in another to live in a 
house provided by his employer -  and who were keen to 
remain actively involved in th e ir  former squatm ent politics, 
in some cases in o rder to re ta in  their power b a s e , in 
o thers  in o rder to p ro tect economic in te re sts  which they  
had built up in the squatm ents. These 'absen tee ' p a rty  
chiefs tend  to neglect th e ir  responsibilities to the 
sq u a tte rs  which causes disenchantment and d issatisfaction , 
bu t they  manage to get re-e lected  and retain  th e ir  position 
by  skillful manoeuvring and intense mobilisation of the ir 
faithful su p p o rte rs .
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The Kampung Selamat p a rty  chief's association with 
UMNO goes back a long way; he was a p a rty  activ ist even 
before he came to the c ity . This accounts for the high 
level of his political consciousness and his shrewd political 
calculations. He knows and un d erstan d s the importance of 
p arty  contacts; he knows how and when to c u rry  favour 
with political superio rs and how to boost his own image. 
He spends a lot of his free time at the p a rty  Division 
h ead q u a rte rs , doing work for his immediate superio r, the 
Division Chief and , having gained his superio r 's  t ru s t  and 
confidence, works his way up the party  h ierarchy  into 
p arty  Division committee. As a member of th is committee, 
he has ample opportunity  to meet many national leaders, 
some of whom he manages to persuade to come to Kampung 
Selamat. He takes advantage of every available opportunity  
or suitable occasion to invite deputy  m inisters and members 
of UMNO's Supreme Council to v isit the squatm ent, to open 
the ir annual general meeting perhaps or to see relief work 
by  the local b ranch  afte r a flood. At the same time he 
makes su re  th a t these d istinguished visitors are warmly 
received by as large a crowd as possible, even if it means 
calling on the neighbouring sq u a tte rs  to swell the local 
crowd. This serves at least two purposes: it honours the 
g u ests , bu t it also shows the stren g th  of support he has 
behind him, which is very  useful when he wants to
approach them for more help for the community. What is
even more im portant about the Kampung Selamat p a rty  
chief is th a t he un d erstan d s the workings of the political 
system , th a t the government machinery is simply a channel 
th rough  which the p a rty  in power d istrib u tes  political
largesse for p a rtisan s ' pu rp o ses , and th a t he is fully 
conscious of the fact th a t sq u atte rs  in the Federal
T errito ry  have political clouts through th e ir  vo tes. This 
understand ing  and aw areness are something which all the 
p arty  chiefs and officials have in common.
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This high level of political consciousness can also be 
said to be induced by supra-local UMNO politicians with 
vested in te re s ts  in the sq u a tte rs . In the case of the local 
p a rty  chief and the o ther p arty  officials, the induction 
comes th rough  leadership courses and seminars organised 
for g rass-ro o t officials by the p a rty ; and in the case of 
the sq u a tte r laymen, through political speeches given by 
the supra-local politicians at local p arty  meetings and 
g a therings. The u rb an  se tting , too, is a con tributory  
fac to r. The sq u a tte rs  are after all in geographical 
proximity to cen tres  of power and in the nerve cen tre  of 
commerce and in d u stry ; and they have access to all kinds 
of mass media. In o ther words, they are b e tte r  informed 
than  those who live outside the capital c ity .

Thus one finds in the Malay sq u a tte rs ' support of the 
p a rty  in power an action consciously designed to achieve 
maximum benefits with the minimum risk s . In th is  respect 
th e ir  political inclinations are not dissimilar to those of 
sq u a tte rs  in the  Latin American countries, as explained by 
Perlman (1975), Ray (1969) and Lloyd (1980). They are 
not potential forces for revolution as radical lite ra tu re  
make them out to be ; they  are conservative in the ir 
political th ink ing ; they  conform to the system in the hope 
tha t th e ir  goals can be achieved and some, if not all, of 
these goals are realised . By ingratiating  them selves with 
the p a rty  in pow er, they  have, at least so fa r , forestalled 
total eviction, enabling some to re tain  th e ir houses and 
o thers to secure public accommodations. For those who 
rem ain, th e ir  position is en trenched and if they play their 
cards rig h t they  may yet see their lifelong dream come 
tru e , i .e .  to have the ir settlement upgraded and legalised.

The close association they have with the political 
p a rty  in power p ro tects  the squatters  from possible actions
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by the City Hall; in th is  sense, it can be said th a t it 
con tribu tes to the expansion of squatting  in the capital 
city . Their relationship with UMNO can be described , to 
borrow Weingrod's terms (1968:383), as one of 
'p a rty -p a tro n a g e ', where the patron is a corporate body 
rep resen ted  by  p a rty  officials who hold power. The 
sq u a tte rs ' allegiance is to the p arty  and positions within 
the p a rty  and not to the individuals who occupy these 
positions. The local p a rty  chief acts as a mediator between 
the sq u a tte rs  and th e ir  political p a tro n . He pledges his 
and his su p p o rte rs ’ votes to the patron or to the 
candidates in the p a tro n 's  faction during  general and p a rty  
elections. He mobilises crowds for the p a rty  leaders during  
p a rty  rallies and organises overt support for the p a rty  for 
such occasions as the national day. All these services to 
the patron and to th e ir  p a rty  are exchanged for benefits, 
especially communal b en e fits , which do not come direct 
from the patron bu t through the u rb an  au thorities, mainly 
the City Hall. There is therefore  a triangu lar relationship 
-  sq u a tte rs , City Hall and politicians.

The UMNO-squatter relationship is mutually beneficial 
to both p a rtie s , b u t to the u rb an  au thorities, especially 
the City Hall, th is  patron-clien t tie has a restric tiv e  
impact. B ureaucrats find themselves restra in ed  in the 
course of the ir duty  which involves the implementation of 
laws as well as policies which are form ulated, ironically, 
by  the very  political p a rty  tha t cu rbs th e ir implementation. 
This gives rise  to a stra ined  relationship between the 
authorities and the sq u a tte rs ; the former resen t the la tte r 
for enlisting UMNO's assistance and for b ring ing  the 
p a r ty 's  p ressu re  to bear on them; the la tte r  of course 
reg a rd  the former as th e ir  'enemies'. As a re su lt of all 
th is , the u rb an  bureacuracy  loses its  independence; it 
becomes more an instrum ent of the p a rty  in power and
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and functions to suit the in te re sts  of UMNO's politicians 
and not those of the general public; and by serv ing  
p a rtisan s ' in te re s ts , the u rban  bureaucracy  appears 
inconsistent in its  dealings with various sections of the 
sq u a tte r population.

In the triangu lar relationship between sq u a tte rs , 
politicians and the a u th o ritie s , the u rban  bureaucracy  
invariably becomes the scape-goat for policy failures or for 
policies formulated by the p a rty  in power bu t which appear 
harsh  and unfavourable to the sq u a tte rs . T his, together 
with the restric tions imposed by the politicians on 
bureaucra tic  p rocesses are the basis of frequen t frictions 
between the b u reau cra ts  and the politicians, leaving the 
fomer demoralised and fru s tra te d . This in tu rn  has a 
negative effect on the sq u a tte rs  for quite often the 
b u reau cra ts  vent th e ir  fru s tra tio n s  on the sq u a tte rs  by 
various tac tic s , the most common being the slowing down 
of bureuacra tic  p rocesses which largely accounts for the 
considerable delay in implementing schemes designed for 
the sq u a tte rs  (see F igure 12).

In th is UMNO-squatter relationship, the local p a rty  
chief is clearly  a political b roker whose rew ards from his 
brokerage role take the forms of social p restige  as well as 
economic gains for himself and members of his family. His 
immediate superio r within the party  h ie ra rch y , i .e .  the 
Division C hief-cum -Senator, is both a b ro k er and a 
p a tro n . He is a political b roker in as much as he mediates 
between his sq u a tte r  supporters  and the u rban  authorities 
as well as the top p a rty  officials. He is a patron  to the 
extent th a t he has some resources made available to him by 
v irtue of his position in the Senate and which he has the 
power to d is trib u te  to his followers. His patronage role is 
dominant; he is the sq u a tte rs ' immediate patron
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rep resen ting  the corporate body, UMNO.

The local patron  and the sq u a tte rs  are  mutually 
dependent, bu t the balance of power is tilted  in favour of 
the sq u a tte rs . The patron has within his reach powerful 
a p a ra tu s , money as well as influence and power over the 

.u rban  authorities which have the law on th e ir  side and 
enforcement un its  to enforce laws and regu la tions, and yet 
he has little control over the sq u a tte rs . The sq u a tte rs  
accept the patron on a selective and conditional basis and 
as such when they  are d issatisfied with the performance of 
a particu lar p a tron , they  can dispense with him and choose 
another politician from within the p a rty  to be th e ir  patron 
and th ere  are always many politicians who are only too 
keen to find a power base in the squatm ent in o rder to 
fu rth e r  th e ir political ambitions and sometimes economic 
in te rests  as well. The patron  will lose h is position within 

^  the p a rty  and with it his power and influecne if the 
sq u atte rs  withdraw the ir support for him. The p a tro n 's  
dependence on the sq u a tte rs  is great indeed , bearing  in 
mind UMNO's lack of popularity  among the re s t of the 
u rban  Malays, such as the middle and up p er classes and 
the flat dw ellers, to whom the patron-clien t politics, as 
p ractised  h e re , have little significance(6 ). This forces the 
patron to be responsive and sensitive to the demands made 
by  the sq u a tte rs  and to give in to some of th e ir  p ressu re  
and the patron  has to change from time to time some of his 
and his p a r ty 's  policies in o rder to accommodate those 
demands. This is not as difficult as it may seem since the 
p arty  is committed to the cause of the Malays and has as 
one of its  prim ary objectives the socio-economic upliftm ent 
of the Malays. Hence, one finds politics of accommodation 
in which the political patron  and p a r ty  in power 
accommodating the demands of th e ir c lien ts, the sq u a tte rs , 
in the ir quest for u rban  accommodation; and the sq u a tte rs ,
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on th e ir  p a r t , have to accommodate the political patron  and 
the p arty  in power, irrespective of th e ir  real political 
inclinations.

In conclusion, it can be said that the Malay sq u a tte rs  
are not ju st passive ric ip ients of policies form ulated at the 
national level or even international level. As a consequence 
of the ir high level political consciousness and s tre n g th , 
they  are able to exert some measure of influence over 
government policies which are of relevance to th e ir  lives. 
Their expansion, both in geographical and demographical 
term s, can be a ttrib u ted  p a rtly  to p a rty -p a tro n a g e , the 
dynamics of which are a reflection of the en tire  political 
cu lture of Malaysia. A thorough u n d erstan d in g  and 
appreciation of th is  patron-clien t relationship is vitally 
important if the u rban  p lanners and adm inistrators are to 
make any headway in th e ir  attem pts to deal with the" 
sq u a tte r problems in the capital c ity . P arty  patronage is 
there  and it looks as if it is going to stay  th a t way for as 
long as UMNO is in power and in a position to utilise 
public resources to sustain  the p resen t system an d , with 
it ,  itself in power.

NOTES

(1 )  The M alay la n g u a g e  i s  a l s o  known and r e f e r r e d  t o  a s  
B ahasa  M a la y s ia  ( M a la y s ia n  L a n g u a g e ) .

(2 )  See  UMNO C o n s t i t u t i o n .

(3 )  P e r s o n a l  c o r r e s p o n d e n c e  w i t h  P r o f e s s o r  K h a ir u d d in  
Y u s o f .

( 4 )  P e r s o n a l  c o r r e s p o n d e n c e  w i t h  Mr S R a j o o ,  L e c t u r e r ,  
D ep artm en t o f  I n d ia n  S t u d i e s ,  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  M a la y a ,  who 
i s  c u r r e n t l y  s t u d y i n g  I n d ia n  s q u a t t e r s  i n  P e t a l i n g  J a y a  
f o r  h i s  Ph.D t h e s i s .
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( 5 )  A c c u s a t i o n s  by  s q u a t t e r s  o f  m a l p r a c t i c e s  by l o c a l  
p a r ty /c o m m u n ity  l e a d e r s  ab ou n d . Most o f  them  a r e  o f  
c o u r s e  u n fo u n d e d ;  b u t  t h e r e  a r e  some c a s e s  w h ic h  g i v e  
r i s e  t o  d o u b t  and s u s p i c i o n .  In  one sq u a tm en t  i n  S u n g a i  
B e s i  p a r l i a m e n t a r y  c o n s t i t u e n c y ,  t h e  c o n t r a c t o r  en g a g e d  
t o  b u i l d  t h e  community h a l l  b u i l t  th e  l o c a l  p a r t y  c h i e f ’ s 
h o u s e  a t  th e  same t i m e .  In  a n o t h e r  c a s e ,  t h e  c o n t r a c t  f o r  
t h e  i n s t a l l a t i o n  o f  e l e c t r i c a l  w i r i n g  in  t h e  sq u a tm e n t  
was awarded t o  a f i r m  b e l o n g i n g  t o  t h e  l o c a l  p a r t y  
c h i e f ’ s f r i e n d  and in  c a r r y i n g  o u t  th e  j o b ,  t h e y  d i d  t h e . 
w i r i n g  f o r  t h e  c h i e f ' s  h o u s e  f r e e  o f  c h a r g e ,  w h i l e  th e  
s q u a t t e r s  had t o  pay  b e tw e e n  $ 2 0 0 / -  and $ 3 0 0 / -  p e r  
h o u s e h o l d .

The w r i t e r  had no means o f  v e r i f y i n g  t h e  t r u t h  o f  t h e s e  
a c c u s a t i o n s  w i t h  t h e  p a r t y  c h i e f  c o n c e r n e d  w i t h o u t  
j e o p a r d i s i n g  h e r  f i e l d w o r k .

(6 )  UMNO’ s l a c k  o f  p o p u l a r i t y  among t h e  m id d le  and u p p er  
c l a s s  M alays  i s  c o n f ir m e d  by t h e  f r e q u e n t  e x p r e s s i o n s  o f  
r e g r e t s  b y  p a r t y  o f f i c i a l s ,  w h ic h  a r e  u s u a l l y  r e p o r t e d  in  
t h e  n a t i o n a l  p r e s s .  The m ost  r e c e n t  i s  by  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  
s e c r e t a r y  t o  t h e  M i n i s t e r  o f  N a t i o n a l  and R u r a l
D e v e lo p m e n t ,  who i s  c u r r e n t l y  a l s o  UMNO’ s n a t i o n a l  
s e c r e t a r y  f o r  i n f o r m a t i o n  ( B e r i t a  H a r ia n ,  26 March 1 9 8 4 ) .
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APPENDIX I  

SQUATTER SETTLEMENTS IN KUALA LUMPUR

L o c a l i t i e s A c r e a g e s  o f

S t a t e

1. N o r t h - E a s t  o f  S e ta p a k  13

2 .  O f f  S ea v o y  Road 95

3 .  2 i  M i l e s t o n e  Ip oh  Road 5

4 .  O ff  S t a t i o n  Road, S e n t u l  22

5 .  West o f  A n t i - T . B .  C l i n i c ,
2nd M i l e ,  Pahang Road 8

6 .  C e n tr e  o f  I p o h ,  M axw ell  &
Pahang Road T r i a n g l e

7 . J a l a n  R aja  L au t C r e s c e n t  -

8 .  J a l a n  R aja  B o t  -  P e r k in  Road 4

9 .  West o f  B a tu  Road b e tw e e n  
B r o a d r ic k  & B a tu  Road -

10 . O f f  B r o a d r ic k  Road n e a r  r i v e r

11 . B e h in d  Lucky World P ark  2 . 5

1 2 . L o t  12 , O ff  H a le  Road,
Kampung Baharu -

13 . L o t  4 3 ,  O ff  H a le  Road -

1 4 .  West o f  B a tu  R oad, o p p o s i t e
Odeon Cinema 1 .5

15 . West o f  B a tu  R oad, b e h in d  
C o le se u m  Cinema

1 6 . C e n tr e  o f  B atu  R oad, C am bell
Road, K la n g  R iv e r  -

1 7 .  O ff  T r e a c h e r  -  B u k i t  B in t a n g  
Road J u n c t i o n

1 8 .  O p p o s i t e  B u k i t  B i n t a n g  
G i r l s '  S c h o o l

19 . O ff  J a l a n  B r u n e i  & J a l a n  Sayor
Pudu Road 22

2 0 .  J a l a n  Kenanga v i c i n i t y  5

2 1 .  San Peng Road v i c i n i t y  16

2 2 .  Yew Road v i c i n i t y

IN 1951

Land O c cu p ied  

A l i e n a t e d

83

30

14

2

7

28

4

13

2 . 3

4 . 4

2 . 5

14 

17

9 . 5

5

40

17

1 1

7
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L o c a l i t i e s  A c r e a g e s  o f  Land O c c u p ie d

S t a t e  A l i e n a t e d

2 3 .  C och ran e  -  P e e l  Road v i c i n i t y 86 -

2 4 .  Around I n c i n e r a t o r  R e s e r v e ,  
C h eras  Road 59 91

2 5 .  O ff  2 | - 3 r d  M i l e ,  S u n ga i  
B e s i  Road — 52

2 6 .  O f f  Chan Sow L in  Road 2 . 5 106

2 7 .  S o u th  o f  R a ilw a y  L i n e ,  3 M i le  
S to n e  C h eras  Road 30

2 8 ,  O f f  3 £ - 4 M i l e s t o n e  C heras  
Road 12 173

2 9 .  R i v e r s i d e ,  o f f  S c o t t  Road 5 _

3 0 .  R i v e r s i d e ,  o f f  Kandang Kerbau  
Road 3 —

3 1 .  R i v e r s i d e ,  o f f  Temple Road - 4

3 2 .  2nd M i l e s t o n e  L o r n ie  Road 10 -

3 3 .  B a n g sa r  Road, o p p o s i t e  
Power S t a t i o n 30 _

3 4 .  O ff  3£ M i l e s t o n e  K lang Road 30 -

461 736.7
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APPENDIX III 
LOCATION OF SQUATTER AREAS 

IN KUALA LUMPUR


