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chapter 7

Issue Management
and Policy Justification
in Malaysia

Maureen Taylor

Michael L. Kent

Issue management scholarship examines organizations as they participate in
the public policy process. Rescarch that analyzes the ways in which organi-
zations attempt to define issues, legitimate positions, and lobby for favored
policies shows that many organizations take an active role in attempting to
shape public policy. Strategic issue management has become an accepted and
valued way that individual corporations can use communication to exercise
power over the public policy process and achieve particular organizational
goals (Grunig & Repper, 1992; Heath, 1988; Taylor, Vasquez, & Doorley,
2003). However, as Ewing (1990) argued, the practice of issue management
needs to move from the micro realm of single issues to a more macro realm
of social issues and policy management. This chapter takes a macro look at
issue management and focuses on the offices of government which, like cor-
porate and nonprofit organizations, have the desire and resources to influ-
ence public policy perceptions. (The issue management literature tends to
focus on government as a target public, not as a source of issue advocacy.)
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The offices of government (local, state, and national figures both
appoiflted. and elected) have environmental needs similar to od?er ty’pes of
orgamizations. Moreover, government officials have agendas and visions
about how they want to shape their environments, They also possess the
resources required to affect change. Although resources vary on an organi-
zation-by-organization basis, government officials at all levels generally
have more access to financial resources, the media, public opinim,lD leaders
and political action groups than do regular citizens and most organizations,
Indeed, the very close relationship between government officials and rhe'
resources available to them to affect change make the discussion of govern-
ment officers as organizational rhetors in the public policy process :tix l
endeavor. b ey

'_I'his. chapter illustrates how governmental officials use strategic com-
munication to legitimate stands on public policy issues. Gox?emment
rhetors, because of their role as decision makers and influencers over the
public. policy process, have power that even the leaders of multinational
organizations often do not have. This chapter first reviews the issue manage-
ment literature to show how government has traditionally been viewed asgm
audience for corporate communications. This view of government as mer‘e—
ly a public to be mfluencefi misses the fact that government officials are
often the creators of strategic communication to various publics and agents
c?f chaflge themselves. To highlight how government rhetors influence t[,)ub-
lic policy anc% engage in issue management, this chapter examines four dif-
ferent strategies governments use to definc and legitimate their own goals in
Fhe court'of public opinion: a priori solutions, bifurcation, casuistic stretch-
ing, and issue masking. The chapter concludes with a case study showing
how political leaders use issue communication to shape public polic and
gain public acceptance, and even praise, for controversial policy decisi}c’ms.

GOVERNMENT ISSUE COMMUNICATION

Government, as both a source and a receiver of persuasive communication
has always been included in discussions of the public relations r‘ocess’
(Cutlip, 1995). However, many scholars have treated noncorporate cgmmu—
3};:letors (fgovernment rhetors, nonprofit organizations, etc.) as somehow
itterent from corporate communicators (cf, 7. i 1; i

1992; Olson, 1971%. Consider, for exafn[()cli Jho%u$E;IZOOlL e i

)2; ) ars have treated
activists anfi government communicators. As L. Grunig (1992) suggested
“Activisim, md'eed,‘ represents a major problem for organizations. Hostilities’
between organizations and pressure groups are commonplace and often lead
to a marshaling of public opinion against the organization that may, in turn,

result in government regulation” (p. 522). Activists and government regula-

tors are described as essentially “hostile” to for-profit organizations.

The argument that for-profit organizations possess some special status
as communicators is interesting in light of the fact that there are so many
nonprofit and government communicators (churches; hospitals; school
boards; local, state, and national government representatives; the Humane
Society; etc.). From an organizational communication standpoint, nonprof-
it organizations and government offices are organizations and thus engage in
persuasive communication. Government officials and activist communica-
tors must use the broadcast media or other communication channels to get
their messages out to stakeholders, as do corporate communicators.
Mission/vision statements guide corporate, governmental, and activist com-
municators alike. Government officials and activists function within hierar-
chical structures and must adhere to organizational rules and norms just like
corporate communicators. They too are constrained by public approval/dis-
approval. Indeed, in all ways, except for earning a profit, the communication
options available to activist, governmental, and for-profit communicators
are nearly identical. Beyond these obvious structural similarities, however,
governmental policymakers and activist groups actually believe that their
organizations have the best interests of the general public at heart.
Indeed, L. Grunig’s (1992) suggestion that activist groups are inherent-
ly harmful to organizations—because they force organizations to expend
resources responding to the interests of a minority of citizens—really miss-
es the mark. As a citizen, I might believe that Merck is only interested in sell-
ing more drugs. I might look to the FDA (or some vocal activist group) for
regulation of the pharmaceutical industry and protection of my health.
Merck, on the other hand, might legitimately see activist groups and the
FDA as nuisances for forcing them to expend resources on issue manage-
ment. How you see an issue depends on where you stand, and it has little to
do with whether activists or government communicators are different from
corporate communicators. L. Grunig (1992) is correct when she noted,
“Without a thorough understanding of adversarial groups, the organization
may be at their mercy” (p. 507; cf. J. Grunig, 2001, p. 18). Although L.
Grunig was talking about activists, regulators, and the like here, her admo-
nition applies just as accurately to government persuaders. Without a thor-
ough understanding of constituencies (publics/stakeholders), government
communication efforts may be headed for failure as well.!

Issue Management Literature

Rescarch on issues management can be found in a wide variety of disciplines.
Scholars from such fields as political science, futurism, business manage-
ment, public policy, communication, public relations, strategic planning,
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management information systems, and business ethics have advanced the
concept of issues management. Mintzberg (1983), a business management
professor, viewed government as one of the most important external publics
with ?vhi.ch an organization must communicate. Mintzberg argued that
organizations must always give special consideration to governmer?t officials
because “they represent the ultimate legislative authority of the societ
[and] .est:}blish the rules—the laws and regulations—within which eyv.er‘y.
organization must function” (p. 44). The management literature clearly
1de.nt1f1es government as a public to be researched, monitored, and managed
(Mm.tzberg, 1983). However, the management literature, like much of the
publlc‘ relations scholarship, ignores the fact that government actors
(app.omted and elected) have agendas and make efforts of their own to man-
age issues.

The inclusion of government itself in the issue management process is
not a new or surprising development. Jones and Chase (1979) are credited
with the systematic approach that explained how organizations can legit-
imize and validate organizational positions on relevant public policy iss::;es
As part of this process, government officials are considered one of the three
major targets (along with business and citizens) of communication for
strategic management. Jones and Chase (1979) encour izati
“increase efforts to anticipate social chan(ge an)d respor?get(c{) (:cff:cr)lrllza:ll)tlfnilz(—)
lic expectations” (p. 11) rather than wait for others to set the public aveljld"t
In Jones and Chase’s initial conceptualization of issue management bissu;s-
precede government policies and organizations should “react” to evc;ns and-
be ready to proact'ively guide issues in the direction of favorable outcome,
Hovs‘/ever, no mention of government representatives as organizational com-
municators who might also attempt to manage issues is found in their
groundbreaking essay.

' Crable and Vibbert (1985) extended Jones and Chase’s (1979) model of
issue management and created the “catalytic issue management” model
Crable and Vibbert claimed that organizations could actu;lly create issues'
and then proactively guide an issue “through its life cycle so that it is
resolved in directions favorable to the organization” (pp. 11-12). In this
model, organizations may first desire a specific policy and then finc.l of cre-
ate an issue that calls for (or demands) a predetermined policy. However.
Crable and Vibbert (1985) admitted that business, citizens, and Uovernment’
are not coequal publics for organizations; rather, “public policyc;'ests where
it has for more than two hundred years—in the halls of governmer\n” (p- 4)
What Crable and Vibbert failed to mention, however, is that ovemgent.
actors may also catalytically define and guide issues ’throughgthis ubli

opinion process. Indeed, politicians have been influencing public policC
longer than individuals and organizations have. Crable and Vibbert copn dy
ed that even in the lower levels of state and local government, the needc?o;
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government support for organizational decisions is clear. The offices of gov-
ernment are viewed as a public to be acted on, rather than as agents of
change. As noted previously, however, by stepping back from their analysis
which focuses on corporations’ issue management communication, the
efforts of government actors to enact public policy supportive of initiatives
is qualitatively the same as an organization exercising its muscle to shape a
public policy that serves the organization’s ends.

A variety of scholars have expanded on Jones and Chase’s (1979) and
Crable and Vibbert’s (1985) models of issue management to identify theoret-
ical underpinnings (Heath, 1988) for various reasons: to test the value of
environmental scanning (Lauzen, 1997), test the relationship between issue
management and technology (Ramsey, 1993), clarify the cyclical develop-
ment of issues and organizational response (Hainsworth, 1990), update its
current status as a field of study (Gaunt & Ollenburger, 1995; Heath &
Cousino, 1990), and place issue management into an international perspec-
tive for multinational corporations (Wilson, 1990). These efforts, however,
view issue management from the perspective of the corporation. Obviously,
where one stands when defining issue management matters. From a peda-
gogical perspective, the focus of previous scholarship on for-profit organiza-
tions is not problematic because organizational communicators need to
understand how to influence public policy and manage organizational issues.
However, equally important to understanding how to influence government
policy is understanding the power that government leaders and bureaucrats
are themselves trying to exert when they identify, frame, and enact public
policy. Controlling the public agenda is the first step toward controlling pol-
icy. This is as true for Time Warner as it is for a Texas politician.

Government as a Source of Strategic Communication

Only a handful of articles exist that discuss government as an organization-
al rhetor. Nelson (1994) noted that the use of communication for persuasion
“is an increasing component of both private and government communica-
tion” (p. 225). Ponder (1990) observed that “press offices, under one title or
another, have spread throughout the American federal, state, and local gov-
ernments in the twentieth century” (p. 94) and government has relied on
these press offices in shaping supportive public opinion. Lee (2005) recent-
ly provided a historical account of how the Office of Government Reports
(OGR) was created, institutionalized, and eventually challenged. Indeed,
although the Gillette Amendment makes it illegal for the U.S. government
to employ public relations practitioners to persuade its citizens, the law is
effectively skirted by the use of public information officers and press secre-
taries. These officials shape public opinion. Public relations efforts by gov-
ernment have a historical place in the public relations literature, and work
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by sc'holars like Primlott (1951), Pearson (1990)
examined the relationship between democracy an
So what strategies do governments use whe

» and Cutlip (1995) have
d public relations.

ISSUE MANAGEMENT STRATEGIES

To understand how issue management communicat;
io

mental rheFors we focus on several thetorical st

ance, especially in the mass media, the term “che

tively. As our online dictionary defines it, rhetogi

o0 15 used by govern-
rategies. In everyday parl-
toric” is often used pejora-

i, fortun e m to defining rhetoric req]
p Rhetoric is not empty or pretentious language; it is lany
. -
thus allows organizational
that: pretentious, pompous,

poorly crafted. But when a nation’s leaders d
Crs draw on enthymemes like “fapm.

il » o« r »
ty, ffwl ioers, or the “war on terror,” they do not bor b 1 '
strategies ical i e s
s soi:ut' that fo_llqw are rhetorical in the technical sense of the exfilt;; Lhe
1ons i i i i N -
» casuistic stretching, blfurcatlon, and issue masking are st e
'€ strate-

gl‘C, car Cful COmpe”inU rhet()l‘ic ] to ow [ h
¢ ) B a OIS thr]t "ll ga ]ll‘Zdl ]‘( na t

. : , 2 or roetors to
“]j lue“Ce pUbllC dlSCUSSlOHS and pOliCieS

A Priori Solutions

agement is found in the
. Ede[man.(19‘88) addressed the
eat in his examination of

Folitical prpb[ems and solutions in everyday life i

y comdesdflrst, ihronologica”y and psychologically” (pp. 21-22

con;:'ekn le that “those who favor a particular coy Governmne | iman

are likely to cast about for a widely feared problem to which to attach t ;
1 to it

in order to maximize its s ?
; upport” (p. 22), For Edel i
rted by oo max su \P- <2). For Edelman, solutions cap
ated Vg ‘ment officials a priori (or before the fact) and ¢h ecre.
‘0 a conventent problem appears. Fhen offered

ISSUE MANAGEMENT AND POLICY JUSTIFICATION 133

An excellent example of using a priori solutions can be found in the
rhetoric of President Lyndon Johnson’s three speeches associated with the
Gulf of Tonkin resolution, the presidential act that committed the United.
States to deeper involvement in Vietnam. Cherwitz (1978) argued that
Johnson’s messages actually created an international crisis, although his
rhetoric used the attack on destroyers Maddox and Turner oy as a pretext
for the resolution. Johnson used vivid, descriptive language to dramatize the
event that ostensibly prompted the resolution:

In all three speeches he used the words “hostile” and “deliberate”
repeatedly. For example, in his address to the nation Johnson spoke of
“repeated attacks” by “hostile vessels” using “torpedoes.” This attack,
declared the President was an “act of aggression.” (1978, p. 98, source

citations omitted)

As Cherwitz (1980) later noted, Johnson had become convinced of the need
to intervene in Vietnam early in 1964, prepared plans to do so, but did not
announce an escalation of U.S. involvement until August 1964 once the
events in the Gulf of Tonkin gave him the pretext to do so. The administra-
tion used events prompted by our own military’s spy missions as a justifica-
tion or excuse to pursue a desired policy. The solution had been developed
before the fact—a priori—before the alleged triggering event took place.

Casulstic Stretching

A second way that organizations can rhetorically define problems and solu-
tions is through casuistic stretching, Casuistry refers to subtle or meticulous
reasoning based on interpretations of primary texts. Such argument is typi-
cally used by theologians, logicians, critics, and lawyers. Any person or
organization is capable of “stretching” a concept in order to redefine—and
sometimes control—public dialogue. As Kenneth Burke (1937/1961)
explained, casuistic stretching is the practice of “introducing new principles
while theoretically remaining faithful to old principles” (p. 229). In other
words, casuistic stretching is a rhetorical device used to incorporate a new
concept into an already accepted definition or policy. Casuistic stretching
creates a new dimension of social understanding when it links terms togeth-
er to create new concepts. A governmental rhetor can use casuistic stretch-
ing to extend public understanding of, and add new meanings to, definttions
and policy decisions.
One of the best examples of casuistic stretching was President Ronald
Reagan’s effort to justify cuts to @ number of social programs in the nation’s
“social safety net.” As Zarefsky, Miller-Tutzauer, and Tutzauer (1984)

explained:
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.Re'aga?. dfd not specify who were the “truly needy” or wh
Istics distinguished true fr
om only apparent Thi ission m
i ! a need. This omi ig
have been a wise move, since those with 3 vested tnt in any wor hn[
nterest in any prograr

would percei
perceive thaAt program as addressed to true peed TL: .12 .
‘0 true need. Thinking it

ight be less inclined to

at charutter-

B .y « .
z;:u::ﬁ;fﬁ;gg{fj;ﬂr;zzs? tcc),f:“S:?eC:al saf;ty net” and the corncept of citi-
. ne ”
;lr):::n Zof srug?taztlally decrea'se fundingyfort tl(':Z t::tit;l’: ;lcfce;i{’suReagan ror
grams (Zare;:k va;tz:ﬁed ch]lidren, the elderly, social security recig?e?::s parnoci
e “mﬂy o al, g.R ‘6). By stretching/combining the definitic;n of
onecdy”vo ” me}(r{h o v, ¥ eagan was .able to control the terms of the debate
and how the » [‘ ould cover thcf issue. Reagan convinced most bii
protessionals, teachers, and aid workers (until it was too ljltel;uth:t:

their
o¢ir programs were safe. He “stretched” the concept and minimj
sition to his desired policy. P Hne minimized oppo-
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scious u,se 3’ E,hei znrim:{l' al (li Wi;u(s of 'hfe. More typically, however bifucrc;::
o St when @ l:n gn Ea’ 18 trying to persuade another. Bifu;cation is
e poacly likec o . 1;r e’s (1966) potion of identification through
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_ a speaker ba}sed on what that source oppose imcrioane
mlg}g.tl_)e salfi to be against terrorism after SeptemFl))l::r 1ls (Zeo%i)a“ Americans

tturcation appears to be an arpume ) ic i
Ex:;)r:lo;l'edf throughout l}is political gcl;ree[;t (ﬁilitl;yéhi:xnﬁwhard Toney
amples trom three of his landmark speeches demonstrate hoe;sct)ln') s

support and quash dissent. In 1952 inllasssiztef;
ed l:llS carly political career, Nixon d)elivere[:)d tl(;e
ican ticket as Dwigh:
against that he had used

on not only argued hj
. s
mocratic Party and its presidential

Xpres-

) , .
Eisenhower’s running mate. As part of his defense
money from a secret campaign “slush” fund, Nix
innocence but indirectly linked the De ’

nominee with Communism and the rich. One memorable bifurcation is his
characterization of his opponent’s wife being able to own mink while his
own wife, of course, had “a respectable Republican cloth coat” (Hart, 1990,
p. 117, citation omitted). :

Years later, at the beginning of his presidency, Nixon would again use
bifurcation to crystallize public opinion in his favor. Rather than bring
troops home from Vietnam during his first year in office, Nixon used his
November 3, 1969, message to the nation as an appeal to “decent people”
who “pay their taxes” and “care” (King & Anderson, 1971, p. 245). He
rhetorically pitted this “great silent majority of Americans” (p. 247) against
peace groups, people he painted as “a vocal minority” who were part of a
“drug culture,” promoted a “new morality,” and threatened to make the
majority of Americans fearful of becoming “a nation of outsiders” (p. 248).
Clearly, bifurcations such as these can be used to rally support and quash

dissent.

Issue Masking

A final way in which a governmental rhetor may create links between prob-
lems and solutions is through the strategy of issue masking. Issue masking
occurs when a rhetor constructs an issue that is accepted “naively at face
value” by the audience (Bennett, Harris, Laskey, Levitch, & Monrad, 1976,
p. 110). However, the function of a masking issue is really to influence the
audience’s perceptions of another issue that may be more central to the
rhetor’s situation (Bennett et al., p. 110).
Bennett et al. (1976) suggested that there are different types of images
(or public perceptions) in the construction of political issues that create a
continuum, ranging from deep to surface images. The surface images pro-
vide the “face value” meaning, whereas the deep images provide the rhetor-
ical warrants to resolve another issue(s). For instance, Bennett et al. (1976)
showed how President Ford employed both surface and deep images in
respect to the amnesty issue. On the surface, the president advocated
amnesty for conscientious objectors to the war in Vietnam as an act of
national reconciliation and forgiveness. However, the amnesty issue operat-
ed on a much deeper level because it provided the rhetorical premises for the
Ford administration to later pardon Richard Nixon for his involvement in
Watergate. In other words, a surface masking issue paves the way for a later
or perhaps alternative deeper issue resolution. On the surface, Vietnam con-
scientious objectors and former President Nixon have little common.
However, the concept of amnesty transcends this surface issue and creates a
justification for the pardoning of Nixon on a deeper level —that of reconcil-
iation or redemption. In debate this concept is known as a warrant, or sup-
port for actions or arguments to come in the future.



136
Taylor & Kent

. These'four rheyoncal strategies —a priori solutions,
tic s'tr.etchu?g, and issues masking—are ways that government rheto
participate in the issue management process.2 However, they are not nique
to democratic political institutions, as the case study th’at follows shol;r:slque

bifurcation, vasuis-

A CASE STUDY OF GOVERNMENT ISSUE
AND POLICY COMMUNICATION

In our analysis of the persuasive tactics of the Malaysian ruling party, we
b

de"l()llst[ate how CaCh perSUaSlVe Sty alef’y i]ll[(:“()[[s to s”pport overnmen
o g

tal Persuasive goals and bolster the power base of leaders and public official
This case study illustrates how specific rhetorical tactics are Esed t peroet.
uate governmental agendas and manage public policy issues o petper
'Ijhe Malaysian ruling party, the United Malays Nationa.l Organizati
use.d' 1ssues communication to define a problem to the nation’s c?tize ‘ lOf;
legitimate a policy solution to a controversjal iss d e
viously, little scholarly attention has focused
agents of change, several scholars have poin
important government leaders and officials
because they shape public policy and have
rewards and punishmerits are administered.

ue. Although, as noted pre-
on government officials as
ted out (tangentially) how
are to corporate rhetors—
the power to control how

Background

Malaysia, Singapore, Sabah, and Sarawak merged in 1963 to create th
Indepe.ndex?t Federation of Malaya. Chinese citizens in Singapore left the
fedfer.atlon n 1965 when they felt threatened by Malay doriigance f the
pollt.lcal system. Even today, ethnic, religious, and economic ine u:l'tt' .
continue to divide Malaysian society. The many inequalities contr(i]butl P
racial tensions between the indigenous Malays who make up 55% fe }tlo
population, ethnic Chinese who make up 34% of the nationp "mdoIr?d't :
who m.ake up 10% of the national population. Most of tl;e‘ tenst i
Malaysia, hf)wever, occurs between Malays and Chinese. Malavs aron lin
large§t ethnic group, yet fall behind the Chinese in econor;xic dev);lo r(:l o
Ethnic Malays traditionally work in the government or civil servicel: o
but, after 25 years of government incentive programs, they have had v,
mal success entering into the private sector. ’ e

.Ethnic Chinese are the second largest ethnic group within M
Chinese have lived in Malaysia since British rule beg;n in the 18205 a
sider themselves part of Malaysian society (Koon, 1988). The Chine

alaysia.
nd con-
se dom-
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inate the business sector of the economy but traditionally have had minimal
political power. Government efforts over the last 25 years to provide politi-
cal opportunities have increased Chinese participation in government; how-
ever, Chinese youth continue to gravitate toward the private sector, where as
Malay youth continue to seek opportunity in government posts. Uneasy
relations continue today. An understanding of contemporary ethnic tensions
can be gained by an explanation of the riots of 1969.

The Malaysian government’s efforts to ensure peace ended when racial
tension intensified between Malays and Chinese in May 1969. At the root of
tensions were the successful election results of the ethnic Chinese political
party, the Democratic Action Party (DAP). The DAP surprised the ruling
Alliance coalition (headed by the United Malays National Organization)
and won a large number of political seats in the Parliament (Koon, 1988).
Riots occurred in the capital of Kuala Lumpur as the DAP held what was
perceived by Malays as “victory processions . . . considered to be provoca-
tive, arrogant, and abusive” (Ongkili, 1985, p. 203). Malays who feared that
the Chinese would take over the nation reacted violently to the election cel-
ebration. The 1969 riots resulted in the death of hundreds of people and
facilitated the implementation of the Internal Security Act (ISA). The ISA
was a form of martial law that abridged all political rights and emerged as a
tool that the Malaysian government could use when it felt threatened by
domestic or international events.

In October 1987, the government once again employed the ISA to end
political dissent when an issue surrounding the Chinese language gained
national attention. The trouble started when the Malaysian government,
pressured by ethnic Malay teachers and professional groups, passed a reso-
lution requiring all administrators in Chinese secondary schools to speak
the Malay national language as a prerequisite for promotion. Language in
multiracial states is often a sensitive subject and many times becomes a ral-
lying point for ethnic conflict (Horowitz, 1985). As The New York Times

reported:

Relations have been steadily deteriorating for a year or two as programs
intended to enhance the lives of Malays begin to have some negative
effects on other communities. But the immediate crisis was provoked by
a Government decision to assign administrators who are not fluent in
Mandarin to Chinese language schools. (Crossette, 1987, p. 8)

However, the Chinese language issue and the subsequent tension between
the Chinese and Malay communities may have been merely a symptom of
another power struggle. In 1990, the government planned to review the Fifth
Malaysian Plan (1986-1990). This plan attempted to redistribute business
ownership from the Chinese community and opportunity and economic
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power to the Malay community. One analysis noted that the Chinese I;
guage 1ssue was merely a dress rehearsal for the public upheaval that "ﬁ;
occur once the Fifth Malaysian Plan ended and 4 new strate‘o w vﬁub
1m[?lemented to further erode the Chinese econommic powerb}l;asemiln the
ncz;non (FBIS,. October 20, 1987, p. 20). When students in Chinese-domin :
ed areas continued to boycott schools, Malaysians of all races feared ?
tion. The government of Prime Minister Mahathir bin Mohammed belsCa aci
the press for.heightening racial tensions, and, when the prim e
addre'ssed the issue for the first time on October 21 he “advisid alele artere
especially newspapers, to refrain from making anc’l publishin ro(iluarte'm)
statements to ensure peace and stability in the country” (FBISg (%cc Ecatlz‘;e
1987, p. 18). Public debate, however, continued jn the newspape 0d with.
in the local mixed-race communities, Papers and with-

Method

The.tlme period studied in this analysis covers one month preceding and fol
lowing th? 1987 ISA policy decision (October-November 1987) Ag a}rll i
cal analysis of public communication by the Mahathir govermr'l I‘det(?n—
these 2 mo’n‘ths allows an examination of the ways in which the ernmens
and opposttion attempted to define the issue and solution to bgtol:i;:inoliz;

T}.le findings presented in this case study are based upon th
analy§1§ of two sources. First, to sce how the Malaysian [c)wern e
fzflalnlng th; ISA tc(> Flgial publics, documents from the Fgréign ;‘;‘;td;’:zi

ormation Service S, 1987) provid i i
ries published in Malaysian nev?rs[i)aperse ggﬂls&:f:;si‘:éorghﬁ’f o n 5;?‘
sources. Second, to better understand how the Malaysian :rnese e
attempted to communicate its controversjal policy decisigln ‘to irt;:)vemfnem
audiences, Tbe New York Times and the London Times serve e’;r‘;a_tfonal
SOUF?CS.‘ThlS sample includes daily articles, editorials, intervie v dmonal
munications from both the Malaysian government and its oppZ)VsSi’tiaor:l o

Finding and Defining the Issue

thnese politicgl groups defined the language issue not only as th begi

ning of Malaysian government efforts to “change the charac};er of Eh?glm
language schools”- but also an attempt to take ethnic identity away f; me}ie
Chinese community (FBIS, October 15, 1987, p. 22). Chinese Uro}:_l roin[f |
for a student boycott of the schools, and the “issue unit:d 6p:n"{zllﬁ:j
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Chinese” (FBIS, 1987, p. 20). Chinese leaders in the coalition government
claimed that the language issue was “taking the country to the edge of a
racial volcano” (FBIS, October 21, 1987, p.18). The Chinese language issue
served as one of many catalysts that strained Chinese and Malay relations.
Furthermore, Chinese and Malay political groups planned “large rallies”
(FBIS, October 28, 1987, p. 11) later that month to show support for their
respective positions on the issue and lobby for other important ethnic issues
or policies to resolve such issues.
Both the Malay and Chinese ethnic groups defined the issue as central
to their own survival. For instance, the youth wing of the United Malays
National Organization urged the government not to compromise its stand
on the issue and pledged “to defend Malay honor and . . . birthright to rule”
(FBIS, October 20, 1987, p. 20). Malay youths planned a “mammoth rally”
to “urge the government to stand firm,” saying that “Chinese politicians
should not interfere with a purely administrative matter” (p. 20). Another
Malay organization, the Peninsular Malaysian Malay Teachers Union, sup-
ported the youth rally “as an effort to unite and determine the future direc-
tion of the Malays,” and the organization gave its full support to “returning
to the original struggle to maintain the status of Malays in the country”
(FBIS, October 19, 1987, p. 21).
The Chinese defined the language issue as an attempt by the Malay-dom-
inated bureaucracy to eliminate Chinese culture. Conversely, Malay groups
defined the language issue as part of the nation-building process to have all

—Malaystan citizens speak the same language. Most importantly, the Malaysian

government legitimized the issue by addressing it in national speeches with
urgent language. It had the power to define the issue and the solution.

Defining the Policy

The government offered the ISA as a policy solution to the perceived threat
of ethnic conflict. Mahathir defined the policy as an extension of govern-
ment responsibility for “national peace and security” (FBIS, October 28,
1987, p. 22). The prime minister placed the ISA in the context of his 6-year
rule of liberalism, which he claimed had been abused by various factions in
the Malaysian population. Prime Minister Mahathir described his responsi-
bility for safeguarding the nation from “irresponsible people,” “irresponsi-
ble attitudes,” and “irresponsible actions.”

The government used the 1987 ISA to detain 106 people, although
“most were released by fall of 1988, and by January 1989 only two remained
imprisoned. In 1989 a national human rights commission was established to
investigate human rights abuses resulting from the ISA” (Freedom House,
1990, p. 166). Amnesty International (2003) appealed to the Malaysian gov-
ernment on behalf of the detainees, but applications for writs of habeas cor-
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pus were rejected by the Kuala Lumpur High Court in November 1987.
Throughout the definition of the policy solution, Prime Minister Mahathir
named national development as the major reason for the ISA. The prime
minister claimed that the country’s peace and stability must be cherished and
that “Malaysia’s development and economic well-being of its citizens’ (sic)
depend on peace and stability” (FBIS, October 28, 1987, p. 22). Mahathir
offered the ISA as a way to prevent the world recession from promoting “an
unstable political situation and racial disturbances” because the “country
[could not] afford racial disturbances” (pp. 21-22).

Leading government officials, empowered to deliver the talking points
of the government, addressed the issue of economics in their promotion of
the ISA as part of the nation-building process. Foreign Minister Dato’ Haji
Abu Hassan bub Haji Omar claimed that the ISA “maintained national
security” and provided for “the sake of tourists and investors” (FBIS,

October 30, 1987, p. 15). The information minister, Datuk Mohamed -

Rahmat, reiterated this claim. He defended the actions as a step by the gov-
ernment to “maintain peace and harmony among the races, to ensure the
success of its development programs, and a brighter future” (p. 15). Rahmat
ended a national press conference on the ISA with the claim that “all quar-
ters must place national interest above everything else” (p. 15).

Linkage of National Unity with National Security

The Malaysian government maintained a united effort to frame the ISA as an

extension of its existing nation-building programs and not as a political act
to suppress the opposition. Several high-ranking national figures addressed
the ISA and supported the action as a beneficial policy for the nation. Prime
Minister Mahathir told a group of the nation’s newspaper editors that “they
would have to understand that liberalism would have to take a back seat to
development” (Watts, 1987c, p. 1). However, Mahathir promised that more
“discussions [would] be held among community leaders to formulate a pro-
gram to foster national unity” (FBIS, November 6, 1987). The national chief
of police reiterated the claim that the ISA was a policy of nation-building
when he said that the ISA was “issucd only for the sake of maintaining peace
and security in Malaysia” (FBIS, October 29, 1987, p. 21)—in order not to
appear racially biased the government arrested several leaders of the ruling
party. The police chief attempted to define the ISA as a measure of nation-
building when he said, “Looking at it from any angle, the most important
issue which must be given attention is national security and stability.
National security and stability cannot exist without the stern enforcement of
regulations” (FBIS, p. 21).

The deputy prime minister, Ghafar Baba, supported the argument that
the government would not “use the ISA to victimize anyone” and claimed
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instead that “national security was the main priority” (FBIS, November 9,
1987). Furthermore, Trade Minister Rafidah Aziz attempted to reassure
international interests that the Malaysian government was continuing its
economic and national development and that action “under the ISA to main-
tain political and economic stability in the country has further enhanced the
confidence of foreign investors” (FBIS, November 2, 1987, p. 33). Minister
Aziz bolstered the government’s decision to enact the ISA by claiming that
“investors are now confident that the Malaysian government [would] not
hesitate to act against extremists who threaten the nation’s stability” (FBIS,
November 1, 1987, p. 33).

The government enacted its power by censoring all national media rep-
resentatives who disagreed with the policy. In addition to the newspaper
closings, the police invoked the ISA to arrest the managing director of
Malaysia’s third largest independent television station (Watts, 1987a). The
strategy of high-ranking official support for the ISA, plus the censoring and
intimidation of media outlets, allowed the government to define the ISA as
one more part of the overall nation-building process. These nation-building
programs promised economic and political rewards to those who followed
the party line. Therefore, there was little incentive for Malaysian citizens to
disagree with the motives of the ISA.

Reports also showed that opposition leaders within the coalition gov-
ernment openly supported the ISA. For example, S. Samy Vello, president of
the Malaysian Indian Congress (MIC) said, “every right thinking Malaysian
must support the government’s action undertaken to maintain peace and
harmony in the nation” (FBIS, October 29, 1987, p. 23). Likewise, Pan-
Malaysian Islamic Party leader Yusuf Rawa viewed the ISA as “specifically
used to maintain security” (p. 23). Finally, even the secretariat of the
Malaysian Chinese Association (MCA), who opposed the Chinese language
legislation, claimed that his party supported “the efforts of the Prime
Minister in maintaining solidarity and national stability” (p. 23).

Additionally, editorials that appeared both on television and in the press
agreed that the ISA “certainly had a calming effect” (FBIS, October 30,
1987, p. 16) and that “the immediate shock of the 89 arrests so far had begun
to give way to a thankfulness” (FBIS, November 3, 1987, p. 32). The gov-
ernment employed its strategy of linking national unity to national security
to persuade the Malaysian people to accept its definition of the situation and
its subsequent policy solution.

Linkage between Riots of 1969 and the Chinese
Language Issue

A second strategy linked the Chinese language issue to the race riots of 1969
and further attempted to persuade audiences that the government acted in
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the national interest and in accord with its previous nation-building prom-
ises. The rhetoric of “nation building,” not the “language issue,” was really
the use of bifurcation. Symbolically, the “language issue,” rioting, and other
«deas associated with racial division were all cast in a negative light. Using
this strategy, leaders, in the name of nation-building, did not have to justify
what they were doing. . -

Implementation of the ISA followed a week of public insecurity about
cthnic conflict after unsubstantiated rumors circulated about ethnic violence
in other parts of the nation. Reports claimed that Prime Minister Mahathir’s
“gratement came as nervous citizens began stocking up food or arranged to
leave town in anticipation of trouble” (Pillai, 1987, p. 11). On October 28,
1987, Mahathir addressed the Lower House of the Parliament and defined
the situation in the nation as a crisis reaching a “dangerous level” and claimed
«if such a situation is allowed to go unchecked, it will bring about the
destruction of all that we have built together” (FBIS, October 28, 1987, p.
18). Mahathir claimed the potential of ethnic crisis prompted action because
the “government cannot wait for riots to break out before they take action”;
therefore we must “safeguard the country from the dangerous calamity that
we may face” (p. 18). To further compare the Chinese language issue with the
race riots of 1969, Mahathir admonished that “we still remember the May
1969 incident and surely there is none among us who would want to cause
such a riot” (p. 18). Therefore, he argued that “the crackdown began to avoid
an outbreak of racial clashes” and claimed that “if we did not take precau-
tionary measures, here are signs of recurring incidents like those of 1969”
(FBIS, November 13, 1987, p. 26; November 18, 1987, p. 34).

The Information Minister, Datuk Mohamed Rahmat, attempted to place
the ISA into the existing nation-building framework when he reminded
both national and international audiences that nation-building is a priority
for the government. Rahmat informed newspaper, radio, and television sta-
tions that “all programs that could arouse racial sentiments should be
replaced with those promoting solidarity and interracial understanding”
(FBIS, November 2, 1987, p. 33). Similarly, Mahathir’s assistant deputy,
Ghafar Baba, commented that the government closed the newspapers
because “we do not issue publishing permits for the newspapers to create
tension in the country” (FBIS, November 12, 1987, p. 12).

Rhetorically, the Malaysian government consistently defined the
Chinese language issue as a crisis. The government selected the situation as
an urgent and important matter for action and simultaneously deflected
attention away from the stagnant economy and other problems facing the
nation. Nation-building was presented positively with the promotion of
racial harmony and solidarity. Besides ensuring national stability, the policy
also served the political functions of intimidation and, ultimately, silencing
the opposition.
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DISCUSSION: ISSUE MANAGEMENT BY THE
MAHATHIR GOVERNMENT

Several lessons about issue management and the application of political
power in public relations become clear through this analysis. International
governments, like organizations, sometimes promote crises and then advo-
cate their policies to resolve the constructed problems. This examination
shows that the Malaysian government catalytically managed (Crable &
Vibbert, 1985) the policy of the ISA—it defined the terms of the debate and
polarized the choices for all ethnic groups. The a priori selection of the
Chinese language issue as an important situation, defining the issue as a cri-
sis, and identifying the ISA as a policy solution allowed the government to
achieve several short- and long-term goals. Prime Minister Mahathir not
only defined the Chinese language issue as a crisis but also responded to the
perceived crisis with a policy that maximized his government’s power while
it simultaneously minimized the power of his enemies—the press, Chinese
politicians, and even dissenters within his own political party (Watts, 1987c).

Crisis promotion can setve an issue masking function with different divi-
dends for the rhetor (Bennett et al., 1976). In Malaysia, the government reaped
three benefits. First, it silenced press outlets openly critical.of the government.
The government described the ISA as a measure to “safeguard democracy in
the country” and “reduce ethnic tensions between Malays and ethnic
Chinese” (“Malaysia to Issue,” 1987, p. A5). The government silenced three
national newspapers publishing in the three popular languages that had criti-
cized and questioned the government’s actions leading up to the ISA. The only
newspapers sold during the implementation of the ISA supported the govern-
ment program and offered enthusiastic editorials and commentaries in favor of
the act. National editorials, entitled “All for the Better” and “National
Security Overrides Liberalism,” epitomize the way in which progovernment
newspapers justified the ISA as part of the nation-building process.

Second, using the ISA, the government intimidated opposition politi-
cians. Opposition groups called the prime minister’s actions a reaction not
to the rising tensions in the nation but to his failed economic policies.
Opponents criticized his vision for Malaysian “industrialization and a
gleaming capital full of the chrome and smoked glass symbols of success”
(Watts, 1987b, p. 12)—at the price of real national development and unity.
One Chinese opposition leader said, “With one fell swoop he has switched
attention from all these problems [the crumbling economy] to the ISA
detainments. Now everybody is concentrating on the ISA and ignoring the
real problems” (p. 12).

Third, the government reassured international investors that it would
protect their interests and provide a stable place for their investments. In
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other words, the Malaysian government restored its public image as a prof-
itable and safe place for foreign investment. Mahathir framed the ISA as the
result of a “misuse of liberalism” and attempted to shift the blame to oppo-
sition groups that “forced the government to act this way” (Watts, 19874, p.
8). He claimed that “if people insist upon misusing the liberal attitudes of the
government and threatening the country with instability, then it’s very diffi-
cult for us to be as liberal as before” (p. 8). Some analysts believed that it was
not the racial tensions that prompted the ISA but the tensions between
Mahathir and his own party, the UMNO, that prompted arrests of national
politicians. The “Father of Malaysia,” Tunku Rahman, claimed that “it’s not
a question of Chinese against the government but his own party, the
UMNO, who are against him” (Watts, 1987e, p. 11). Here we see bifurca-
tion— “us against them,” “our policy or chaos”; obviously there were other
issues and possibilities that were not raised by government officials. The
outcome of the ISA had national as well as political party implications. It
solidified the Prime Minister’s power at all levels of government.

This.study shows that governments can act as issue managers when they
employ rhetorical tactics to support issues and policies. By developing a
masking issue through the use of casuistic stretching, the government care-
fully defined the goals of the ISA policy so that it appeared compatible with
the traditional definition of national unity. This study also has implications
for public relations scholars, students, and practitioners. It shows how com-
monly used concepts such as “national unity” and “national security” can be
used in a variety of ways to accomplish personal and political goals. By trac-
ing how the government stretched these concepts, we can see the true power
of language to shape opinion and policy.

Moreover, there is an international dimension to this study. The
Mahathir government attempted to persuade both national and internation-
al audiences that the policy benefited responsible citizens and international
investors. The announcement of the ISA could have resulted in massive civil
demonstrations by Malaysians of all ethnic groups if they viewed the act as
a violation of their human rights. However, the government carefully
framed the issue to portray the ISA as a protection against the people’s loss
of rights by the activities of extremists. Indeed, “many ordinary Malaysians
greeted the Prime Minister’s moves with relief” (Watts, 1987, p. 11)—just
as many citizens of the United States embraced the USA Patriot Act after
September 11. The definition of the situation as a crisis and the subsequent
definition of the ISA as an extension of the nation-building efforts to pro-
mote ethnic harmony convinced the Malaysian population that the ISA was
not martial law. By casuistically stretching the definition of national unity to
include national security and reminding Malaysians of all races of the ethnic
tiots in 1969, the government remained in power, minimized or eliminated
opposition, and reassured the nation as well as international investors that it

ISSUE MANAGEMENT AND POLICY JUSTIFICATION 145

placed “national interest above all else” (FBIS, October 29, 1987, p. 21). The
government enjoyed several dividends from the ISA policy; therefore, the
action could also be viewed as the Mahathir government catalytically man-
aging an issue by placing its interests “above all else.”

Overseas, the ISA masked the larger and more central issue of the
Mahathir government—its survival as the ruling party. Bennett et al. (1976)
claimed that “‘masking issues’ may be designed specifically to affect the res-
olution of other issues in a political situation” (p. 110). Masking issues by
their very nature often serve more than one issue, and a close look at the
Mahathir government’s discourse supporting the ISA as a part of the nation-
building process illustrates the link between the constructed crisis of nation-
al unity and the solution of the ISA for more than one issue—language dom-
inance, political control, and international financial concerns.

According to Freedom House (1988), the British rulers of Malaya first
instituted the Internal Security Act (ISA) in 1960 during the Communist
insurgencies. The ISA was an attempt to control internal subversion during
colonial rule. The Malaysian government overturned the act and rarely
employed its provisions until 1987, The Malaysian government carefully
cultivated an image of national unity for both domestic and international
audiences to promote social and economic development. However, the ways
in which the Malaysian government defined the issue of national unity
changed after the Internal Security Act of 1987. More specifically, the gov-
ernment utilized the issue of national unity to mask other issues while it ter-
ministically “stretched” its original definition to justify the actions taken
under the ISA.

Public relations practitioners, scholars, and students can benefit from
understanding how this can happen. Casuistic stretching allowed the gov-
ernment to incorporate a new policy into its nation-building programs as a
solution to problems of national unity. The use of national unity as a “mask-
ing issue” also created the impression the government was fighting a threat
to national unity, when actually it was fighting the political opposition.

In political discourse, Edelman (1988) warned that sometimes the solu-
tion is decided on first, and a convenient problem is then identified to justi-
fy the desired policy solution. The Internal Security Act in Malaysia exem-
plifies this type of a priori issue definition and policy development.
Additionally, by limiting the terms of debate to polarized options (bifurca-
tion), the government was able to control what was said and the way the
issue was discussed. During a time of political crisis, the Malaysian national
government used all four of the rhetorical strategies to legitimate its position
on a controversial issue.

This chapter has illustrated how government enacts and protects its
power through common rhetorical strategies. The Malaysian officials
employed aspects of issues communication to achieve their goals.
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Rhetorically, the Malaysian government also proved to be quite savvy in its
use of language. It benefited from the Chinese language issue. It allowed
Mabhathir to consolidate power within the UMNO, intimidated opposition-
al leaders in the other political parties, and reassured international investors
that Malaysia was indeed a safe place. By controlling the media agenda and
providing frames for the problem and the solution, Mahathir showed the
enormous power of government communication. Malaysia, however, is not
the only nation that has government rhetors willing and capable of enacting
such power. Citizens across the world need to be more critical of govern-
mental communication and question the implementation of political poli-
cies. Only then will citizens be able to see whose interests are served by pol-
icy decisions suggested by corporate or governmental leaders.

NOTES

1. Some might ask, “What distinguishes governmental issue management efforts
from propaganda?” Quite simply, the means of communication and the intent.
Propaganda typically involves attempts to generate conditioned reflexes that
replace reasoned actions, employing controlled use of the media and unethical
rhetorical techniques (appeals to authority, bandwagon appeals, fear, glittering
generalities, name-calling, “plain folks” appeals, testimonials, transfer, slippery-
slope arguments). Every nation, whether democratic or dictatorial, takes advan-
tage of the media to get their arguments out to the public. Some control over the
channels of the media is exercised in every country to a varying degree.
Persuasion becomes propaganda, however, when citizens are systematically
deprived of competing messages, fed lies and deception, and not given the oppor-
tunity to voice competing positions or seck alternative solutions to problems. For
excellent treatments of the subject of propaganda, see Ellul (1965/1973), Jowett
and O’Donnell (1999), and Sproule (1994, 1997).

2. All persuasion depends on several factors: the goals of the persuader, the time
frame available in which to present one’s case, the channels available, the educa-
tion and willingness of the audience to attend to the message, the cultural back-
ground of the listener/reader, and so on. All four strategies discussed have the
potential for abuse by institutional persuaders. Like all persuasion, these strate-
gies are not inherently ethical or unethical. How the strategies are employed
depends on the motives of the persuader. All of the four strategies discussed here
correspond to various forms of logical fallacies. Indeed, any rhetorical tactic
designed to mislead or distract a listener might be called a logical fallacy. A priori
solution is a form of the post hoc, ergo propter hoc fallacy, bifurcation is essen-
tially the false dichotomy, casuistic stretching is a form of equivocation, and
masking issues could be called a form of the non causa, pro causa fallacy. A logi-
cal fallacy is an error in reasoning, sometimes unintentional, but, equally often,
intentional.
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