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Abstract 

This thesis is based on six months of ethnographic fieldwork among a group of 

environmentalists in Kuala Lumpur. I explore how civil society in Malaysia dealt with 

government restrictions, and focus on their negotiations concerning the political debate 

during the 14th General Election by asking;  

 

In what ways can social media be a weapon for civil society to mobilize and resist against a 

suppressing regime. 

 

The case I have used to investigate this question is an NGO called Zero Waste Malaysia. I 

reflect on what happened when the group had to be aware of the public position they took in 

the public sphere and raise larger issues connected to resistance and identity. My argument is 

that a strong collective imaginary, alternative to national identity, derived from a condition of 

marginality. The lack of power to play an active role within the nation, lead my interlocutors 

to identify more strongly with groups closer to their everyday experience, of which they feel 

like they have more control. I emphasize the importance of the social networks that grew 

from this grouping and how it created an imagined community through the use of social 

media. The sense of belonging that derived from such practices is significant to the members 

of the group as it allows for a higher degree of participation in the public sphere.  
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Introduction 

In anthropology, the concept of resistance has been widely used since Scott’s (1985) 

contribution Weapons of the weak. A great deal of the work done on resistance since 

concerns itself with organized, large-scale protests movements, rebellions, and revolutions. In 

addition to the traditional ethnographic accounts of kinship, ritual, cultivation, and language, 

social scientists have given considerable attention to the ‘outsider’, it be political parties that 

could organize peasantry, organizations with names, banners, and formal leadership or large 

movements that were expected to influence structural change on a national level (Scott, 1985, 

p. xv). In the case of Malaysia there is for instance an extensive work done on the Bersih 

rallies (Lim, 2016; Postill, 2014a; Radue, 2012; Welsh, 2011), a movement which advocate 

free and fair elections, and Reformasi (Abbott, 2004; Khoo, 2016; Nain, 2002; Postill, 

2014a), a political movement calling for the resignation of Mahathir Mohammad, the 

Malaysian prime minister from 1981 to 2003 and 2018 to present. Scott (1985) argues that 

this attention is important, but we are also missing an essential perspective on resistance 

because most subordinate classes throughout history have rarely had the opportunity to 

engage in open and organized political activity. When the option does exist, most subordinate 

classes are less interested in changing the structural status quo in what Hobsbawm calls 

“working the system… to their minimum disadvantage” (1973, pp. 3-22). 

 

Revolutions by subordinate classes are not a regular occurrence in today’s news. When they 

do occur, the results are seldom what the revolutionaries had in mind. For these reasons Scott 

(1985, p. xvi) argues that it is crucial to understand what he calls everyday forms of 

resistance- the constant struggle between the peasantry and those who seek to extract labor, 

food, taxes, rents, and interests from them. Scott argues that ordinary weapons of relatively 

powerless groups have certain features in common; they require little or no coordination or 

planning; they make use of implicit understanding’s and informal networks; they often 

represent a form of individual self-help; and they typically avoid any direct, symbolic 

confrontation with the authority.  

 

To this end, I spent six months (2018) in Kuala Lumpur, the capital of Malaysia, researching 

civil society’s methods of organization and resistance. Like many countries, Malaysia has a 

diverse civil society with many different interest areas that hold an essential position within 

the political life of the nation. However, today, the Malaysian state exercises a vast variety of 
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laws that creates restrictive boundaries for civil society to exist within. Not every thought can 

be expressed in public, and certainly not critical opinions towards the ruling government. The 

topics of resistance and freedom of speech became especially important during my fieldwork, 

because of the events surrounding the 14th General election (GE14) and my interlocutors 

oppositional political standing. Throughout this thesis, I reflect on what happens when people 

need to be aware of the public position they take in their society, and raise larger issues 

connected to resistance and identity with the thesis question: 

 

In what ways can social media be a weapon for civil society to mobilize and resist against a 

suppressing regime?  

 

My argument is that a strong collective imaginary, alternative to national identity, derives 

from a condition of marginality, a concept described by educational theorist and practitioner 

Étienne Wegner as a restricted form of participation dominated by non-participation (1998, 

pp. 164-166). The concept of marginality has been used by various anthropologists (Chua, 

2012; Rosaldo, 2003; Scott, 1985; Tsing, 1993; Winzeler, 1997) to describe minorities in 

Southeast Asia. The conditions generated by the Malaysian state make it possible for smaller 

groups to imagine themselves members of the national “imagined community” (Anderson, 

1983). However, the lack of power to play an active role within the nation, lead them to 

identify more strongly with groups closer to their everyday experience, of which they feel 

like they have more control (Barlocco, 2013). The aim of this thesis is thus to study a 

marginalized group’s collective identity, and their relationship with the practices that form 

the essential part of their lived experience and discourses circulated by the group, mainly 

through social media. 

 

The Case  

In order to study civil society’s resistance within a competitive-authoritarian1 regime, I had to 

limit the field. Partly because it would be too extensive to analyze the entire civil society in 

Malaysia and largely because of the relevancy and urgency of climate change, I choose to 

focus on a small group of environmentalists as a case study in order to discuss resistance to 

political inequality in the Malaysian civil society.  

 

                                                      
1 A regime that is democratic in appearance but authoritarian in nature 
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The global zero waste movement gained publicity in 1998-2002 in the western hemisphere, 

and gained a foothold in Malaysia in 2016 with a blog and eventually a Facebook group 

called “Zero Waste Malaysia.” ZWM is a group of volunteers striving to increase awareness 

about living sustainably in Malaysia. After a couple of years, the local zero waste (ZW) 

group became a non-governmental organization (NGO), and has now established itself as a 

small network in Malaysia that organize events, stands, hold talks and promote other 

environmentally friendly businesses and initiatives. First and foremost, the group functions as 

a network, where people who want to learn how to reduce, or altogether stop generating 

waste can meet, give and receive tips in their quest of becoming ZW.  

 

My interlocutors within ZWM were mostly women of Chinese descent. The group was 

therefore marginalized in the public political forum in several ways. The Malaysian state 

does not have a progressive plan when it comes to environmental protection, 

environmentalism is largely excluded from the national political debate, and few politicians 

are fronting environmental issues. Women are grossly underrepresented in politics, being 

ranked 141 out of 191 nations in terms of  women’s representation in national legislatures 

(Union, 2019). Similarly, Malaysian citizens of Chinese descent make up 24% of the 

population (Census, 2011), but is disproportionately underrepresented in the government.  

 

Being an environmentalist, female, and Chinese are therefore three marginalized identities in 

the Malaysian public political debate. Similar to the findings Barlocco (2013) had in his case 

study of the Kadazan on Borneo, my interlocutors strongly identified with ZWM because this 

group provided a place for them to have more control over their everyday experiences. ZW 

also represents a form of individual focus on saving the environment as opposed to a direct 

critique of the government, which made the group avoid direct, symbolic confrontation with 

the authority. In this way, the group was not subversive in nature but functioned as a useful 

network for the subversive individuals that were members of the ZW-group. 

 

To analyze ZW as a form of resistance to political inequality, I have looked at the group from 

two different angles. First, I look at the individuals within the group’s responses to 

environmental risk, and a general lack of trust in the government through recycling, refusal of 

plastic, and humor. Second, I look at the Internet- and especially Facebook and WhatsApp- as 

an agent in forming (trans-) national connections and gaining information and thus the power 

to make relatively informed decisions. In this way, social media became, what Scott (1985) 
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would call; weapons of the weak. These weapons are essensial because they connected 

geographically dispersed people with similar perceptions of risk and trust in the 

government’s capability to adequately representing them. Social media became tools of 

resistance and aided in the formation of an (imagined) community. 

 

The Context 

The concept of ZW in Malaysia is a consequence of globalization and social media as well as 

growth and modernization. Social media opened up a new way for people to connect with 

people they would not normally know out of similar interests, beyond ethnicity and 

nationality. This has helped to create imagined communities through a new strong identity of 

a group of their choosing. However, we cannot study the fire, without looking into what 

ignited it. With the rise of new transcending communities, we must consider what generated 

this need to look beyond traditional identity crosses. In the case of Malaysia, we have seen a 

large-scale urban transformation as a sign of rapid development. This enormous focus on 

modernity and growth (the so-called Vision 20202), are often symbolized through the 

Petronas Towers. The two massive twin towers raised in the middle of Kuala Lumpur were 

supposed to make Malaysia a modern country and a global player. However, amid 1MDB3, 

the country’s biggest corruption scandal, financial difficulties, and political turmoil, the 

symbols might allude to something different. I explore how an understanding of the bad 

consequences of overconsumption grew in response to a developing system of production. 

This became clear through the ZWers repeating comments on the overflowing of single-use 

plastic, poor waste management, and the resulting rejection of them both. 

 

One of the driving forces behind Vision 2020 and the modernity project was the then prime 

minister (PM) Mahathir Mohammad. Mahathir retired in 2003 but returned to the PM 

position during GE14 in 2018 at the age of 93. During my fieldwork in the spring of 2018, 

the topic of the election was central and permeating all my interlocutor’s discussions, 

including sustainability. Naturally, the debate surrounding GE14 has become significant in 

this thesis as well. Nonetheless, GE14 (or ZW for that matter) is not the phenomenon itself. 

Instead, it is there to point to a whole number of phenomenon.  

 

                                                      
2 Vision2020 is a National plan focusing on development, unity and economy.  
3 1Malaysia Development Berhad, a state owned organization marred with corruption scandals and is connected 

to the former PM Najib. 
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Amid a gigantic modernization agenda in the entire region, there is an emerging awareness in 

Asia surrounding the environmental effects this development brings. Groups like ZWM are 

emerging all over the region and this case study from Kuala Lumpur can be viewed as an 

example of an overall trend, not a unique exception. Many of these networks, including 

ZWM, were mostly Internet-based, which required little coordination and was largely 

organized through informal channels. I think it is vital that we focus on the new communities 

that have emerged in recent times and their wish to create environmental awareness, 

especially in Asia, which has seen an unprecedented economic rise for the past decades. In 

the case of Malaysia, the nation is considered one of the strongest semi-open marked-oriented 

economies in the world, it is also deemed the fifth Asian Tiger4, a titled shared with Hong 

Kong, Singapore, South Korea, and Taiwan. In the meets of modernization, development and 

new consumption-patterns, we need to look more closely at the consumers, their reasoning 

and methods for environmental preservation, in order to be able to understand how to make a 

change. To quote one of my interlocutors within the ZW-movement: “Green is the New 

Black.”  

 

 

                                                      
4 A term for Asian economies that underwent rapid industrialization and growth between 1960s-1990s.  
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Photo taken from the subway station Pasar Seni in the Chinese area of downtown KL. In the background you 

can spot the Petronas Towers. 

 

Climate Awareness and Civil Society 

Environmental awareness exists in many different countries, but their main focus is often 

situational. China and Thailand have, for instance, had huge issues with toxic levels of air 

pollution in their largest cities, while Indonesia, the Philippines, Vietnam, and Sri Lanka, all 

ranked on a list of countries polluting the oceans the most (Jambeck et al., 2015), are 

struggling with the amount of waste flushing their vast coastlines. Anthropologists studying 

climate related topics in the region have previously been concerned with what effects the 

destruction of the environment has had on indigenous tribes living directly of the earth, or 

people living in rural areas (Brosius, 1999; Howell, 2017; Li, 2014). Social scientists 

studying urban over-consumption (of which affect the indigenous tribes) or climate 

awareness does exist (Hilton, 2007), but have not been voluminous5.  

 

 

                                                      
5 A quick search in Anthropology Plus with the key words: (Malaysia OR "Southeast Asia" ) AND (Climate* 

OR "climate change" OR "environmental protection" OR "sustainable development" OR sustain*) AND 

anthropology NOT (queer OR violence OR kin OR migration OR indigenous) gave me two results, none of 

which were relevant. The same search word in Sociological abstracts gave 181 results. However, only one of the 

articles was considered relevant.  
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At the time of writing, Malaysia deals with several environmental threats like deforestation, 

plastic pollution, lacking waste management, and swidden agriculture. With a heavy focus on 

development and modernity, the national policy of Malaysia has not devoted much attention 

or resources towards environmental protection. Similar to what  Lewis (2006) notes in her 

MA-dissertation, my research also shows that even though the Malaysian government accepts 

the need for sustainable development, the focus still appears to be on efforts to sustain 

economic growth rather than “saving the forest.” 

 

One reasoning behind this lack of adopting an integrated approach to environmental 

management and enforcement of laws related to the environment is associated with 

institutional weakness (Ramakrishna, 2012). The Malaysian government is comprised of 

three levels; federal, state, and various local governments. In essence, matters concerning the 

environmental quality (for example pollution) are regulated under the federal government. 

Natural resource management is mainly under the state and the local municipalities’ deals 

with issues such as spatial planning. This division of power and roles concerning 

environmental protection and management is a real challenge (Ramakrishna, 2012). Thus, the 

non-governmental sector has played an active and increasingly important role in the 

environmental dialogue.  
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Malaysian environmental non-governmental organizations (MENGOs) existed within the 

country even before Malaysia’s Environmental Quality Act 1974 and the Department of 

Environment (previously division of Environment) came to be in 1975. The more well-

established MENGOs undertake a variety of activities such as field research, community 

development, capacity building, fundraising, advocacy, demonstrations, projects, education, 

training, and campaigning. Most of the well-established MENGOs focus on ‘green’ 

(protection and promotion of nature and natural resources), ‘brown’ (pollution, 

environmental degradation), and ‘blue’ (marine) issues. However, a number of issue-oriented 

environmental networks and NGOs have emerged in more recent times (Ramakrishna, 2012, 

p. 119). The relatively new ZWM is one of these movements that have grown in response to a 

specific environmental concern and is mostly issue-oriented.  

 

Ramakrishna (2012, pp. 119-120) argues that there are three levels of MENGOs in Malaysia. 

Firstly, there is the grassroots’ NGOs. These usually consist of volunteers and perhaps a 

limited amount of staff. The second level is the ‘membership’ NGOs, which work on a more 

professional level with mostly paid staff where a few volunteers and members usually pay a 

fee. Examples of these are WWF and Greenpeace. The third level Ramakrishna (2012) 

present is the ‘consultant’ NGOs. These are staffed with professionals who offer their 

services as consultants to the government or other sectors in environmental-related fields. 

During my fieldwork, I rarely encountered the ‘consultants,’ but I will make one note of 

Ramakrishna’s categorization of the grassroots level.  

 

Based on my empirical data, it became clear that there is a variety of environmentally small, 

local businesses, initiatives, artists, activists, collectives, and influencers that is a part of the 

grassroots’ movement but does not get included in these levels. ZWM, which belongs in the 

‘grassroots’ category, is organized very differently to, for example, an environmentally 

minded blogger. However, participants of ZWM were also very often “influencers”6 with a 

considerable amount of sway at an individual level. Communication between the different 

scales of the movement were hard to differentiate and would often be intertwined through 

informal networks. Social media has arguably created new ways of participating in civil 

society and has, therefore, also made this level more nuanced.  

                                                      
6 An influencer is a person with a lot of followers on social media, it can be bloggers, vloggers, Instagrammers, 

Snapchatters or Youtubers for example. The earn money by profiling different products on social media.  
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Civil Society in Malaysia 

The Malaysian civil society shares many important features with those in other post-colonial 

regimes, in which the state leaves little space for oppositional or informal political activity 

(Hassan & Weiss, 2012, p. 1). As the environmental discourse has globally increased in 

popularity, the civil society in Malaysia has largely been suppressed in the debate by the 

policymakers of the country, making the “bottom-up” approach largely absent (Howell, 

2017). Despite being met with crackdowns, imprisonment, and more consistently with 

gerrymandering7 (Hassan & Weiss, 2012, p. 7), civil society remains an essensial niche in the 

polity nonetheless. The state does allow civic organization and opposition parties to be 

formed, and similar to other developing states, the spread of education, new communications, 

globalized discourses of human rights and a secure middle class have increased critical 

engagement with the state through advocacy-oriented social movements (Hassan & Weiss, 

2012, p. 6). However, even though civil society has received a larger role within the public 

debate, we can still observe how the government and mass media exist on one side, and the 

environmentalists in civil society on the other side. 

 

Legal Framework  

Article 10 (1) in the Federal Constitution of Malaysia states that; “(a) Every citizen has the 

right to freedom of speech and expression; (b) all citizens have the right to assemble 

peacefully and without arms; (c) all citizens have the right to form associations.” However, 

Article 10 (2) and (3) permits the parliament to implement; “Restrictions as it deems 

necessary or expedient in the interest of the security of the Federation or any part thereof, 

public order or morality.” Article 10 (4) states that Parliament may pass a law prohibiting the 

questioning of any matter, right, status, position, privilege, sovereignty or prerogative 

established or protected by the provisions of part 111, Article 152, 153 or 181. 

 

The 10th article of the Malaysian constitution thus paradoxically guarantees freedom of 

speech but also lets the government retrieve these rights in their interest. The main legal 

instruments related to NGOs are the Societies Act 1966, the Police Act 1967, and a range of 

laws restricting speech, the press and assembly (Hassan & Weiss, 2012, p. 31), which not 

                                                      
7 Gerrymandering is a term in political science that describes alternation of constituencies to promote one 

candidate, by drawing voting districts in a way that creates unfair advantages for whoever happens to be 

drawing the line. This process have been criticized for being racially motivated in Malaysia (Bersih 2.0, 2018; 

TindakMalaysia, 2018). 
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only determines which NGO might exist, who might join and what they might do, it also 

determines how they communicate with the public. 

 

The Printing Presses and Publication Act of 1984 allow the Malaysian government to 

determine the usage of printing presses and the printing, importation, production, 

reproduction, publishing, and distribution of publications within Malaysia. The controversial 

law also requires a license granted by the Home Affairs Minister to be renewed every year. 

However, a provision of the Communication and Media Act (CMA) in 1988 states that 

“nothing in this Act shall be constructed as permitting the censorship of the Internet.” Despite 

this Act explicitly stating that it shall not be used to censor citizen’s use of the Internet, in 

practice, the Internet is not free. The reason is the varieties of complementary media-related 

and liberal laws which is still very much practiced (Hassan & Weiss, 2012; Lim, 2016, p. 3). 

According to human rights organization SUARAM, 146 known documented cases of the 

state prosecuting online critics under CMA was reported in 2017 alone. In most cases, those 

taken for questioning were individuals sharing their thoughts and opinions over Twitter, 

Facebook and even WhatsApp (Venkiteswaran, 2018). Bersih 2.0 (2018) similarly reports 

that the crackdown on media from 2015 onwards, and the more recent 2018 Anti-Fake News 

Act have all had a chilling effect on media freedom.  

 

Structural Power and National Politics 

Similar to a lot of other Commonwealth countries, the Malaysian electoral system is inherited 

from the British Westminster model of the parliamentary system. The system is bipolar, 

which means that they have many parties, but no one has a majority. In such systems, 

coalitions are the central actors of the political landscape, not parties. These are typically 

elected before the elections, function as election alliances and often lead to the formation of 

two broad alliances with somewhat equal strength (Pérez-Liñán, 2017).  

 

Since the colonial period, the political-economic attributes of Malaysia have been a 

combination of a strong state and a relatively open market economy. Politically, Malaysia has 

had features of authoritarianism, where the general population has been lacking procedural 

requirements of free elections, equal privileges before the law, and fundamental civil liberties 

(Juego, 2018). Even before Mahathir formed Malaysia into a system of competitive-

authoritarianism in the late 1990s (Juego, 2018; Slater, 2003, p. 83), Malaysia has never 
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pretended to be a liberal democracy (M. L. Weiss, 2014, p. 3) (even though Mahathir did 

contend that the Malaysian political system is based on an ‘Asian form of democracy,’ 

without defining what this entails (Gomez, 2004, p. 5)). In competitive-authoritarian regimes 

elections are taken seriously, oppositional parties are allowed to form, but the political 

landscape is not even. Civil liberties are usually curbed, and opposing coalitions are hard to 

form (M. Weiss, 2018).  

 

In this way, competitive-authoritarian regimes are often democratic in appearance, but 

authoritarian in nature. Part of why Malaysia has been viewed as the textbook case of such 

hybrid regimes8 is because the Barisan Nasional (BN) coalition has occupied the broad center 

within the politics. This has pushed the opposition to a disadvantage set of margins, where, 

for example, the secular leftist margin and Islamist margin collaborate (M. Weiss, 2018). In 

other dominant party systems, opposition parties have remained niche-oriented competitors 

while the dominant UMNO has a more catchall character. Juego (2018, p. 55) argues that 

“…the aims and strategies of authoritarian neoliberalism across the tenures of Mahathir, 

Abdullah, and Najib [have] remained roughly consistent” when it comes to the operation of a 

strong state and the managing of social conflicts. Elections occur at regular intervals, but are, 

in the words of government-selected election observers during GE13, “only partially free and 

not fair” (IDEAS, 2013).  

 

Like most civil liberties (freedom of the press, speech, and association in particular), election 

activities are subject to constraints (Juego, 2018, p. 54; M. L. Weiss, 2014, p. 3). Since 

Mahathir last reigned, it has been reported that the monarchy, judiciary, and parliament have 

lost its capacity to check the executive, while the bureaucracy, military, and police have 

become increasingly subservient to the prime minister. However, with the emergence of a 

robust middle class, NGOs have been given a more significant role in society, including the 

promotion of political reforms (Gomez, 2004). The Malaysian political institutions have 

therefore played a complex and dynamic combination of democratic and authoritarian roles 

for the past five decades (Slater, 2003, p. 85), which have made most scholars on the subject 

differ in its categorization. However, the outcome of GE14 urges us to neither underestimate 

democratization nor overestimate authoritarianism (Juego, 2018, p. 56). 

 

                                                      
8 Political system which combine characteristics of different kinds of political systems (Pérez-Liñán, 2017).  
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Political Cleavages 

Malaysia has a historic continuity of social arrangements strongly divided along ethnic lines, 

dominated by what Boulanger (1991, cited in Boulanger 2009) calls the “tri-ethnic schema”, 

made up of the three main ethnicities; the Bumiputera (‘sons of the soil’ consisting of Malay 

and indigenous groups) (67%), Chinese (24,6%) and Indians (7.3%).  

 

Chart 1: Percentage distribution of the population by ethnic group, Malaysia, 2010 

 

Source; The 2010 Population and Housing Census of Malaysia (2011). 

 

Observing the basic cleavage structure (Lipset & Rokkan, 1967) during the last 61 years of 

independence, nearly every political issue that has animated political oppositions and 

motivated incumbent elites in Malaysian politics can be reduced to one of these two issues; 

ethnicity and economy. These are linked in distinct ways (Pepinsky, 2013, p. 4). During 

colonialism, the English used “divide and conquer” as a technique in many of their 

commonwealth nations (Barlocco, 2013, pp. 51-53). With the import of Chinese and Indian 

workers, they constituted “economic castes,” to serve different functions within the society. 

The ethnic Malays were poor and rural, with little participation in the formal economy. By 

comparison, ethnic Chinese occupied a comparatively higher economic position (Pepinsky, 

2013). This disparity in wealth and control between “indigenous” Malays and “immigrant” 

Chinese and Indians have been a recurrent theme in post-independence Malaysia. The 

different groups would interact with each other in the marketplace, but in every other context, 

such as family and religion, the relationships were vastly intra-ethnic.  
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These types of societies were defined as “plural societies” by Furnivall (1939, 1948, 1956, 

cited in Barlocco 2013). Schmitt (1991, p. 7) makes a comparable point when he defines bi-

communalism by social separation, not by political distance or conflict. This is because in 

hybrid regimes and multiethnic societies, like Malaysia, political expediency may encourage 

the formation of intra-ethnic group alliances (Schmitt, 1991, p. 8). He further argues that “bi-

communalism” refers to societies where “…two principal groups, ordinarily comprising at 

least three-quarters of the population, exhibit significant social separation” (Schmitt, 1991, 

pp. 7-8). The two broad coalitions in the Malaysian political system, BN and Pakatan 

Harapan (PH), are compromised by different ethnic parties. However, the pre-eminence of 

Malay interest has historically been assured by the central role of the largest political party 

within the longest ruling coalition, United Malays National Organisation (UMNO), by the 

PM-position, the majority of the top ministers in the Cabinet, and constitutionalized “social 

rights” (Pepinsky, 2013).  

 

 

Photo taken from a traditional Chinese temple, with KL skyscrapers contrasting the background. 
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Multi-cultural Kuala Lumpur is both a product of historical migration, but also of 

globalization. After Malaysia’s movements towards democratization, we can spot much of 

the continuing struggle between those who feel like they are on the “outside,” and those who 

are on the “inside” and thus defending the pre-existing societal structures. Multiple times, we 

have witnessed the military strike against those who disagree with the Malaysian 

government, or the “inside.” In today’s society, one can argue that there are new political 

cleavages that might compete with the ethnicity and economic cleavages, for example 

between the center and the periphery, cultural cleavages or liberal vs conservative.  

 

Many in Malaysia strive for such alterations of the political landscape, which is also visible 

in civil society (Pepinsky, 2013), for example, through the Bersih or Rerformasi movements. 

Nevertheless, post-election analysis has indicated that Malay voters did not actually vote 

beyond their ethnic and religious boxes for GE14. While the non-Malay vote went almost 

completely to the new regime, the Malays divided their support between Malaysian Islamic 

Party (PAS) and United Malays National Organisation (UMNO) (Rahman, 2018). 

Opposition movements and NGOs since the mid-1990s are based around new issues, have 

made use of new technologies, and rely on new repertoires of contention. The voting patterns, 

however, shows that the fundamental terms of the political debate, have not changed 

(Pepinsky, 2013). 

 

 The 14th General Election and its Controversies  

The Malaysian electoral system uses a first-past-the-post (FPTP) plurality voting method. 

This means that the election winner is not necessarily the one with the most votes, and the 

winner does not need an absolute majority. This system is often described as the winner takes 

it all, within each constituency. A report from Tindak Malaysia (2018), an electoral reform 

group, estimated that with the re-delineation process of 2018, Barisan National only really 

needed 33% of the votes to regain control during GE14.  

 

GE14 marked the end of the uninterrupted electoral dominance of the BN-coalition which 

had governed the country since independence from Britain in 1957. Before stepping down in 

2003, Mahathir Mohamad was the leader of BNs major party UMNO and prime minister for 

22 years. In 2018, he returned as the leader of the opposition coalition HP, in alliance with 

his old enemies Anwar Ibrahim and Lim Kit Siang, to challenge his former mentee Najib 
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Razak in a contest marred by claims of sabotage and a skewed electoral system (Juego, 2018, 

pp. 53-55). After a billion-dollar scandal of state investment fund 1MDB that involved the 

sitting government, and public anger over living costs, the Mahathir-led opposition promised 

institutional reforms, anti-corruption, democracy, the rule of law, and a range of populist 

economic policies (Juego, 2018, p. 54).  

 

A few days before GE14, The Human Rights Commission of Malaysia (Suhakam) expressed 

concern over the conduct of the body regulating the election in Malaysia, the Election 

Commission (EC). Suhakam’s chairperson Razali Ismail stated a decline in public confidence 

towards the EC due to the recent re-delineation process. Suhakam also noted a worry about 

the mainstream media not providing fair coverage and an increase in hate speech ahead of 

GE14 (Teng, 2018). The EC (which is under the control of the Prime Minister’s Department) 

has, also after the election, received critique for electoral malpractices, arbitrary decisions 

and lack of transparency (Bersih 2.0, 2018), many of which were not discussed in the 

Malaysian public news sphere, but instead became apparent through the whispering voices of 

the Rakyat (The people). For my interlocutors, this whispering often happened in person or 

through WhatsApp, which will be further discussed in chapter 5. In short, there were many 

controversies, accusations, and rumors before, during, and after this election many of which 

surrounded the electoral boundary, re-delineation, 1MDB and overall corruption (Tay, 2018).  

 

Psychologically, bi-communalism might elevate levels of antagonism and distrust (Schmitt, 

1991, p. 16), which arguably have historically happened in Malaysia and will be exemplified 

in this thesis by my predominately Chinese informants in the mentioned environmental 

movement in the following chapters. With just two major groups, there is little likelihood of 

shifting coalitions. Opponents may thus be locked into permanent opposition status, 

complicating the process of achieving a political compromise (Schmitt, 1991, p. 16).  

 

Following Schmitt’s (1991) argumentation, bi-communal Malaysia has previously been 

locked in a one-coalition rule but experienced an unprecedented regime change in 2018. Of 

course, in no society will bi-communalism be the sole variable determining political 

outcomes (Schmitt, 1991), and the recent shift in government might suggest a change in 

priorities by the voters. While UMNO has consistently focused on racial and religious issues, 

the leaders of the victorious PH have rather, especially for GE14, focused on issues such as 

the cost of living, corruption and good governance, which again is illustrated through the 
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biggest controversies that were discussed among the environmentalists especially, and media 

in general. This does not mean that PH has not appropriated ethnic and religious issues in 

their campaign, but has done so in less exclusivist ways. This means that even though the 

logic of Malaysian politics, the ethnicity and class cleavages that animate it, as well as 

economic factors like cost of living have not changed, other controversies were also an 

essential factor during GE14 (Pepinsky, 2013). The 2018 election suggest that old cleavages 

of ethnicity and class are eroding. The discussed controversies have been included in order to 

contextualize the terminology, distrust, and political activities discussed in the following 

chapters. 

 

Structure of the Thesis  

In Chapter 2, I present an overview of the literature that is used in this thesis, with a 

discussion of a relevant theoretical framework and central concepts.  

 

Chapter3 provides an insight into methodological aids and considerations taken during the 

fieldwork. The chapter position the interlocutors that were included in this study and discuss 

the practicalities of the field. 

 

In Chapter 4, I present empirical data that illustrates how the risk of climate change is 

identified, understood and communicated within the Zero Waste movement. I show how the 

environmentalists try to exit the consumer society and perform resistance in more informal 

and unspoken ways. Familiar to the historical trend of social networks, the thesis structure 

will first follow the group’s offline interactions in chapter 4, and then look at their online 

interactions and mobilization efforts in chapters 5 and 6.  

 

In Chapter 5, I show that as a response towards governmental restrictions, the group utilizes 

informal channels to spread their knowledge through social media. I argue that social media, 

here exemplified through WhatsApp, can be viewed through Scott’s (1985) theoretical term 

“Weapons of the Weak”.  

 

In Chapter 6, I argue that the lack of trust in government initiatives and a condition of 

marginality have created a strong collective imaginary, alternative to national identity.  
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Chapter 7 concludes with a summary of the previous chapters, where I draw lines and collect 

my final findings.  



 17 

Theoretical Approaches  

Anthropology and Climate Change 

Most scientists agree at this point, climate change is happening, and it is largely caused by 

human activity. The fact that climate change relates to the relationship between humans and 

the environment it being social, political, or economic issues, is a relatively new addition to 

social anthropology. The discipline has a long tradition with human-environment studies 

(Kvanneid, 2018), but the extensive and intensive anthropological engagement with climate 

change in a diversity of ethnographic and policy settings are relatively recent. Now we see an 

emergence of climate change anthropology with its own theoretical, methodological, policy 

applications and growing literature (Baer & Singer, 2018; Crate & Nuttall, 2009; Eriksen, 

2016; Hastrup, 2010; Kvanneid, 2018). Crate and Nuttall (2009) defines climate change as a: 

 

Variation in climate parameters attributed directly or indirectly to human activities, 

the growing use of technology, industrialization and the burning of fossil fuels, 

deforestation, resource depletion, environmental degradation, and consumer lifestyles, 

all of which is entangled with natural variations in climate (Crate & Nuttall, 2009, p. 

16).  

 

Yet, the way we relate to climate change is determined by a stray of social factors, like 

lifestyles, cultural practices, economic systems about our relationship to the planet, to each 

other, our future and place in it (Crate & Nuttall, 2009, p. 16). In 2019, there is no longer any 

doubt that the effects of global warming are shaping social, political and economic relations, 

politics, media discourses as well as the attention of civil society.  

 

Anthropologists have presented rich ethnographic contributions varying from studies on 

migration, policymaking, governmentality, and risk management to perceptions of the 

environment (Kvanneid, 2018, p. 32). These contributions have appeared in relation to a 

transdisciplinary conversation arguing for a redefinition of this geological epoch as the 

“Anthropocene.” The term Anthropocene was coined by Eugene Stoermer and Paul Crutzen 

(Chakrabarty, 2009; Haraway et al., 2016) and names “an age in which human industry has 

come to equal or even surpass the processes of geology, and in which humans in their attempt 

to conquer nature have inadvertently become a major focus in its destruction” (Baer & 

Singer, 2018, p. 13; Haraway et al., 2016, p. 535). The potential renaming of a geological 



 18 

period is significant for anthropologists because it acknowledges that humans and our 

environment are explicitly related (Kvanneid, 2018, p. 34).  

 

The book Anthropology and Climate Change- From encounters to Actions (edited by Susan 

Crate and Mark Nuttall) introduces a collection of ethnographic contributions to the field of 

climate science, and at the same time voices a need for more (Crate & Nuttall, 2009, p. 11). 

In this thesis’ I strive to comply with Crate and Nuttall’s request, and draw on Baer and 

Singer’s (2018) attempt to categorize current anthropological approaches to the field by 

looking at the dominant trends in climate change ethnographies: (1) precursors to the 

anthropology of climate change; (2) archaeological approaches to past and current evidence 

of climate changes and their efforts on and responses of human communities; (3) cultural 

ecological approaches; (4) cultural interpretive or phenomenological approaches; (5) the 

critical anthropological approaches; and (6) applied anthropological approaches (Baer & 

Singer, 2018, pp. 3-4). Following Baer and Singer’s (2018) categorization, I see my 

contribution as a cultural ecological approach. 

 

The cultural ecological approach in anthropology examines human adaption to the natural 

surroundings. Typical representations will look at the dynamics between production, politics, 

and ecology (Rasmussen, 2016; Vásquez‐León, 2009). However, I base my thesis’ on Baer 

and Singer’s (2018) exploration of the cultural ecological approach, which examines human-

environment relations and is concerned with risk, the resilience of social networks and the 

capability for human social systems to adapt to climate change. This perspective in the 

anthropology of climate change draws attention towards how people collectively cope, react 

and respond to new risks and develop new options in the face of climate change adversity 

(Baer & Singer, 2018, pp. 66-67). With the growing awareness of climate change among my 

interlocutors, it has been relevant to draw the same attention that cultural ecological 

perspectives do. As the empirical data from chapters four, five, and six will show, the 

communication within the group was often a way of finding common ways of reacting and 

responding to perceived risks.  

 

In her P.h.D on climate change resonance in India, social anthropologist Kvanneid (2018, p. 

42) writes that discourse-oriented approaches revolve around problems with the ‘transmitter’ 

of climate knowledge, and place much of the agency for change on the ‘global,’ or the ‘state.’ 
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In doing this, the approaches tend to become ‘top-heavy.’ To address this problem, I have 

chosen to focus on digital tools. Environmental movements that use social media create a 

certain horizontal power structure within the group. In a way, we can look at these 

movements in the same manner as Airbnb and Uber (Booth, 2015; Scholz, 2017), as a way 

for people to take control, and work around traditional top-down regulations. How horizontal 

these movements are in practice nuanced, and I will address various critiques in chapters 

three and seven. In this case, where the traditional transmitter (the state) is limited, I pay 

critical attention to the agency of the group itself through exploring scalable sociality, power, 

and network. 

 

Anthropology and Technology 

The erosions of new media on the global political stage raises urgent questions about the 

impact of digital activism on political systems. Anthropologist Postill (2008) writes that at 

the forefront of current struggles over the Internet in Southeast Asia there is a new class of 

political actors that he calls “freedom technologists” (Postill, 2014b).  That is techno-political 

nerds that are interested in the democratic and emancipatory potential of information and 

communication technologies (ICTs). There are a growing interest and awareness of the 

subject which has attracted the attention of social scientists and journalists alike. However, 

during my fieldwork in 2018, it became apparent that it is not just the nerds that make up the 

new class of political actors. Rather, social media facilitate political participation for an 

increasing group of actors; nerds, school children, politicians, indigenous groups, stay-at-

home-dads or established business women. In a blog post from December 8, 2015, Postill 

also notes that growing inequality and environmental degradation is largely absent from their 

discourse. Ironically, these were two of the most discussed topics among my interlocutors in 

2018. This fact does not argue Postill’s (2015) note, but rather comments that the topics are 

discussed, despite it being largely absent from the public debate.  

 

The problem Postill (2011) had after returning from his fieldwork in Malaysia in 2004, was 

how to study a locality under conditions of rapid social and political change when tribal, 

linguistic and other ‘community’ groupings appear to be in flux (Postill, 2011, p. xii). Faced 

with this fluidity, Postill turns to the Manchester scholars who moved away from the then 

dominant structural-functionalist paradigm and towards historical-processual accounts 

informed by new concepts such as ‘field,’ ‘network,’ ‘social drama,’ and ‘arena.’ Postill 
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(2011) then dismiss the local community being impacted by global networks and focus on 

how various positioned field agents compete and cooperate over matters concerning the local 

residents, often by means of the Internet. Postill calls this dynamic set of projects, practices, 

technologies, and relations; the ‘field of residential affairs’ (Postill, 2011). The purpose of 

this thesis is not to position the environmentalist in a global movement of zero waste (ZW), 

but rather to consider the field of residential affairs. I draw attention to how the group 

navigates the practices that coincide with the designation “zero waste,” use social media to 

communicate amongst each other, and how this set of relations created a community.  

 

Digital anthropologist Uimonen (2003) notes that the Internet in Malaysia has been an 

important medium for online nation building where the government has used the Internet 

actively to achieve a higher degree of modernity, but it also allows Malaysians to participate 

in the cultural management of their nation. This participation, Uimonen notes in 2003, has 

been especially prominent among the Malaysian middle classes during political crisis. During 

my fieldwork in 2018, I still found this to be relevant, especially in regards to social media, 

and consequently, I decided to include technologies when doing this research. 

 

Scalable Sociality 

In her book Reclaiming Conversation: The Power of Talk in the Digital Age, Turkle (2016) 

critiques what she sees as damaging consequences of never being far from screens and social 

media, and the effect this has had on family life, education, romance and the possibilities of 

solitude. She argues that through our infatuations with the online world, we are neither in the 

real world nor wholly in the other. This can be seen as a sort of continuation of Socrates fear 

of losing the capacity of memory because humans acquired the skill of writing. The irony is 

that we probably would not have known of Socrates’ fear, without the knowledge of writing. 

Miller et al. (2016) argue that anthropologists reject the idea of an unmediated authenticity by 

saying that “we are not going to lose offline interactions, even though we add online ones” 

(Miller et al., 2016, p. 102).  

 

Similar to Miller et al. (2016, p. 100), this thesis argues that online activity cannot be seen 

independently from offline activity. The popular perceptions of online relationships as things 

which can be contrasted with a ‘real world’- inhabited by one’s real or more authentic offline 

relationships- seems therefore simplistic and misleading (Miller et al., 2016, p. 100). Online 
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and offline interactions are, of course, different, but that is not to say that one is more 

‘authentic’ than the other. In the case of civil society in Malaysia, online sites have an 

important role in the offline world. As the following chapters will show, the offline 

interactions often included smartphones, TVs, or the discussions of information that came 

through these online channels. Our lives, whether lived online or offline, are so intertwined 

that we must implement them with the same meaning. Thus, to study a group or social 

movement in today’s Internet-dependent society, without looking at their online activities as 

well, would be rather narrow sighted.  Furthermore, we need to acknowledge that people give 

different meanings to the terms ‘online’ and ‘offline.’ 

 

Erving Goffman’s (1956) analysis of social activity can be useful when thinking about the 

relationships between online and offline. Goffman argues, through his dramaturgical 

metaphor, that the elements of human interactions are dependent upon time, place, and 

audience. The “frames” that are created between different settings help us to create 

boundaries, rules, and expectations, in social situations. Being in the frame of work, for 

example, you would act differently than hanging out with your friends at home. Miller et al. 

(2016) suggest that we look at our online and offline interactions as such frames as well, 

which might trigger different attitudes and behaviors.  

 

In practice, different social media platforms, or different groups on the same platform, serve 

as “subframes”, enabling individuals to separate and deal with various social relationships 

differently on different platforms (Miller et al., 2016). For example, during my fieldwork, 

Facebook was primarily used for maintaining good relationships with friends and relatives, 

and promoting a plastic-free lifestyle, and was not suitable for political discussions because 

political disagreements might abrupt those relationships. Various governmental restrictions 

on Facebook also contributed to keeping the platform free of politics. To utilize Goffman’s 

(1956) theatrical term of front stage/ backstage, I look at ‘open’ and ‘closed’ networks. 

Facebook became the front stage, where my interlocutors would front commonly acceptable 

topics, like downscaling the consummation of plastic. The more private WhatsApp-medium 

became a different subframe, where the environmentalists could front politically charged 

opinions. 
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Civil Society and Participation in Malaysia  

Concerns about participating in public life have long been central in social sciences. Taylor 

(2004, p. 83) defines the public sphere as “a common space in which the members of society 

are deemed to meet through a variety of media […] to discuss matters of common interest, 

and thus to be able to form a common mind about these”. In Democracy in America, 

Tocqueville (1847) remarks, as have many scholars since, that participation in the public 

sphere through public political talk is a crucial part of self-governance, citizenship, and the 

formation of political will. The Tocquevillian concern about a general participation deficit is 

reinforced by studies focusing on how people do, or do not, engage in public political talk. 

Studies by Eliasoph (1998); Evans (2014); Mutz (2006) and Miller et al. (2016) all show that 

people avoid public debate in “mixed political company” and thus prefer moving political 

talk to private life. Even though these scholars have done their research in different locations, 

the theoretical framework can also be implemented in a Malaysian context, where the 

national debate can be categorized as politically mixed, not just in regards to the right/left 

dichotomy, Malay-non-Malay, but also in the sense of environmentalists-non-

environmentalist.  

 

Civil Society  

Participation through civil society both provides for needs not met by the state and helps 

transform states in line with citizens’ preferences. Leftwich (1993) defines civil society as 

“consisting of those cultural, political or economic areas of social life that are organized by 

private or voluntary arrangements between individuals outside the direct control of the state.” 

Within this definition, there are mechanisms that focuses on networks to link citizens (Hassan 

& Weiss, 2012). Young (1999:141) argues that strong civil societies in the public sphere can 

limit state power and make them more accountable to citizens. This argument lines up with 

the argument held in this thesis, that social networks can be tools of power. Hence, civil 

society may play a role in expanding political participation and fostering political change, 

regardless of whether the state welcomes citizens’ political engagement or not (Hassan & 

Weiss, 2012, p. 5).  

 

Power  

The study of “power” is an essential part of the social sciences. One of the most popular 

definitions derives from Weber (1952), who defines power as the “ability of an individual or 
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group to achieve their own goals or aims when others are trying to prevent them from 

realizing them.” He further separates between coercive power and authoritarian power, where 

authority is taken for granted, and coercive power is challenged and defended. The 

anthropologist  Jenkins (2009) argues that Weber’s model is vulnerable to two basic 

critiques. The first critique is that power, for him, is conceptualized to beat resistance. Thus, 

the model is over-dependent of force. This means that he overlooks a range of other 

significant ‘power effects,’ not least with respect to absences and silences, those things which 

are neither said or done. The second critique is the difficulties to separate Weber’s concept of 

power and the three types of authorities; traditional, charismatic, and legal. Jenkins states that 

legitimacy is in the eyes of the beholder. That is to say, even if you do not accept the leader’s 

legitimacy, it might be legit for him. We cannot take this aspect for granted, like Weber’s 

definition do to some degree. Since power and authority are related concepts and easily 

confused, Jenkins defines power as efficacy (Jenkins, 2009). 

 

This thesis support Jenkins view, when he argues that power as impact is determined by the 

available resources the actor has, which again is determined by the access of social networks. 

Malinowski’s (1922) study of the Trobianders’ Kula exchange, illustrates that the goods are 

not worth much in itself, but the exchange of goods establishes and maintains alliances. The 

seemingly useless objects become resources within the context they exist. Through this 

reciprocity Malinowski (1922) argues, is how culture, politics, and economy are intertwined. 

The Kula exchange is a classic example of Mauss’ (1925) argument that solidarity is 

achieved through the social bonds created by gift exchange. Bourdieu (1977) draws on 

Malinowski’s theory to show that gifts and social phenomena camouflages power-relations. 

In this sense, social networks and power are mutually reinforcing. Through the works of 

Bourdieu (1977); Jenkins (2009); Mauss (1925) and Scott (1985); (1990) I will look at 

informal networks as a way of exercising informal power.  

 

Networks 

Even though it might be easy to state that online and offline relationships are intertwined; 

how do we actually study them as anthropologists? Postill (2008) addresses what he argues is 

an epistemological challenge posed by the global processes of Internet localization. By 

Internet localization, he argues that the Internet is becoming more “local,” which creates 

methodological difficulties in relation to offline/online. He asks: how can we conceptualize 
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the relationship between technological- and social change at a local level? Postill (2008, p. 

414) suggests looking beyond the community/network paradigm. Anthropologist Amit (2002, 

pp. 5-12) argues that relying on the terms community and network are unwise because they 

are too emotionally-charged and there are a numerous sets of social relations that are not 

included, such as neighbors, co-workers, other people that share a sense of contextual 

fellowship or in this case; members of online groupings like Facebook- or WhatsApp groups. 

 

One possible exit from the community/ network focus is Bourdieu’s concept of social fields 

(1993, 1996). A field is a setting in which agents and their social positions are located. The 

position of each particular agent in the field is a result of interaction between the specific 

rules of the field, agent’s habitus and agent’s social, economic and cultural capital (Bourdieu, 

1986). Here, Bourdieu embraces prime elements of Marx’s conflict theory, where the power 

in networks is visible through social capital. He was critical of social network analysis 

because of their naivety in their commitment to interactions as the basis for human life. He 

argues that this focus makes people ignore the invisible networks in human interaction and 

underlying power structures (Bourdieu, 1993, 1996). It is therefore field specific capital that 

matters, not with whom they interact.  

 

However, to quote Postill (2008, p. 418), “it is hard to envisage how one could study the 

Internet without considering its interactivity.” We cannot study people in a vacuum, which is 

why I have both considered Bourdieu’s concern for the underlying power structures in 

networks, and Postill’s reflections around Internet interactivity through networks. Looking at 

ZWM in closed online forums, like WhatsApp-groups, where traditional power relations 

were limited, created a horizontal aspect within these relations. Then adding offline 

interactions, where cultural and symbolic capital is prominent, I try to circumvent the naivety 

Bourdieu argues exist in the study of social networks. I would also like to stress that this 

thesis is not studying social networks by itself, but has found the network (both offline and 

online) of the group ZWM to be an interesting and resourceful way of looking at resistance 

within the civil society in Malaysia.  

 

Risk  

Douglas and Wildavsky (1983, pp. 29-30) argue that risk is a common consensus that occurs 

in a group concerned about an imagined future and an imagined threat. They write that in past 
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generations, natural disasters have been explained through means of, for example, 

superstitions or religion. The idea of nature was a social and political creation. Whereas “the 

modern man,” they argue, is morally neutral thanks to science and modernization. However, 

they also argue that anyone who claims to know the right priority of dangers to be avoided 

and who pretends that the priority has no basis in moral judgments are taking steps backward. 

In this sense; risks are selected (Douglas & Wildavsky, 1983).  

 

The work is classic, but being published in 1983, the examples are somewhat dated. Still, the 

core element remains valid: risks are hidden, and they are selected. Boholm (2015) claims 

that anthropologists must problematize what she argues is a simplistic approach to the 

cultural nature of risk. We must investigate risk contextually and avoid a relativistic 

discussion where we merely acknowledge a diverse set of risk perceptions. Risks are 

culturally defined and selected, but they are also about protecting human values. For my 

interlocutors, for example, the values of wanting to protect the earth for future generations 

were expressed through avoiding the consumption of waste. The thought that the oceans were 

to be filled with plastic was considered a high risk of top priority. In this way, risks were 

selected based on moral ideas about what the world is like.  

 

Exit, Voice, Loyalty, Resistance  

In the classic book Exit, Voice, Loyalty, Hirschman (1970) developed an economic concept of 

response where there has been a decrease in quality or benefit to the member of any form of 

social grouping. He states that individuals operating on a local level essentially have three 

choices. They can Exit the relationship, Voice their grievance, or stay Loyal. This concept can 

be implemented in most situations; it is nation-states, international organizations, or when 

buying a preferred brand of toothpaste (Hirschman, 1970). In this case, the product is the 

Malaysian state, and the individual consumers are members of the ZWM-group. The ZWers 

tries to avoid participation in the capitalist relations of their society, but they are not entirely 

able to exit it altogether. They do not openly voice their grievance because their oppositional 

communication mostly happens in closed formats. They do not stay loyal because the 

communication does happen, as well as an engagement in small-scale protests of refusing to 

buy the items in which they do not morally agree with.  
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James C. Scott (1985) presents a fourth choice to people, in addition to Hirschman’s three, 

through everyday forms of resistance. The situations presented in Scott’s work are different, 

but the theoretical framework is still relevant. Scott (1990) argues that even in a repressive 

environment, people can still build networks for potential social movements through the 

covert making and nurturing of hidden transcripts. As opposed to a public transcript, in 

which interactions between dominators and their subordinates are open and public, Scott 

(1990) argues that hidden transcripts are used for critique of power that takes place offstage 

and cannot be seen or heard by power holders. These are “speeches, gestures, and practices 

that confirm, contradict, or inflect what appears in the public transcript” (Scott, 1990, p.4-5). 

In Scott’s examples from Sedaka (Kedah state, Malaysia), these gestures and practices could 

be foot-dragging, false compliance, dissimulation, feigned ignorance, slander, arson, or so 

forth. In this thesis, this form of resistance is expressed through several different levels. The 

ZWers rarely openly exclaimed they were unhappy with the government, but this was still 

clearly communicated through the individualistic focus on saving the planet. The refusal of 

consumption is a form of foot-dragging and false compliance. Similarly, the use of 

WhatsApp was largely used for slander of the sitting government.  

 

In Scott’s book, Weapons of the weak, peasants, untouchables, slaves, laborers and prisoners 

were not free to speak their minds in the presence of power. These subordinate groups, 

therefore, create a hidden discourse that represents a critique of power, at the same time as 

the group in power creates their own private dialogue about practices and rule. Before GE14, 

a big part of the government’s political discussion was kept behind closed doors. Mass media 

being owned by this government, created a difficulty for the opposition to get media 

coverage. In this way, the national debate was divided between the decision makers and the 

rest. The oppositional groups, of which many of the members of ZWM were a part of, also 

created a hidden transcript through WhatsApp, which then became a weapon of the weak. 
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Methodology 

Ethnography and fieldwork have been utilized as a method within social sciences since the 

1920s and is increasingly used interdisciplinary. Ethnographic fieldwork is a longer period 

where the scientist studies a society, by “being there” over a longer period of time. During 

this fieldwork, the ethnographer documents what she sees, through field notes, video- and 

audio recordings, in addition to interviews and documents for analysis. The fieldwork can be 

defined as the physical prerequisite to use ethnographic methods and implement participatory 

observation. These methods are used to gather data that are mainly qualitative (Hagen & 

Skorpen, 2016, pp. 12-13). This thesis regards participatory observation to be a collective 

term that combines analysis of documents, interviews, direct participation, observation and 

introspection (Denzin, 1989; Fangen & Nordli, 2005; O'Reilly, 2012). 

 

Online and Offline Ethnography  

The emergence of social media has created new ways for social movements to participate, but 

it has also created new ways of conducting fieldwork. Instagram, Twitter, Snapchat, 

Facebook, Blogs, and Podcasts can all be important research tools, both under, during, and 

after the fieldwork. Bonilla and Rosa (2015) calls this “hashtag ethnography” and argues that 

online activism can create a shared political temporality.  Despite applying the same meaning 

to online and offline communication (Miller et al., 2016), we must acknowledge that the data 

collected from the different spheres give different data and must be studied with different 

methodological approaches. There are positive aspects of online ethnography, which includes 

the ability to connect with a new and diverse set of people. During my fieldwork, this meant 

that I could also connect with people that did not speak the same language, through 

translating applications, without the need for an interpreter, and I was able to continue the 

fieldwork way beyond actually leaving the field. Including technology has therefore, 

arguably strengthened the amount and quality of data collected.  

 

Collecting empirical data online can also have negative aspects. The communication is 

largely text-based, which excludes a large part of human-to-human communication. Gestures 

and cadences are, for example, not present and can make certain aspects of expression 

difficult to interpret. Irony and humor can easily be misunderstood, despite a persistent use of 

emoticons. Last but not least, it is difficult to limit the field. Comparing online ethnography 
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to Lien’s (2015) salmon; how can we study a thing that exists in so many locations? For these 

reasons, online ethnography was used complementary to traditional offline ethnography. 

However, the combination has been necessary in order to collect the data that was needed to 

write this thesis the way I intended to.  

 

Participation and Practicalities   

Getting Access to the Field 

Which areas and parts of people’s lives the researcher is granted access, create strong 

guidelines in regards to thesis question, theoretical perspective, and mythological choices 

(Hagen & Skorpen, 2016). To gain access to my field, “social media” was an essential tool 

before, as well as during, the fieldwork. Before the field (and in accordance with the project 

description), I researched events and organizations working with a broad spectrum of 

environmental themes. Open Facebook-events was a good way of getting to know relevant 

actors and also to narrow down the focus of the thesis. If there was a talk about flower-

poaching in the east of Malaysia, I would find the event on Facebook and attend in real life, 

even if the talk was not relevant per se. This is how I met most of my interlocutors, was 

invited to other events, WhatsApp groups, got introduced to more people, and gradually 

limited the field. Active environmentalists in Kuala Lumpur during the spring of 2018, was a 

rather small group of people and many of them were seemingly familiar with each other. 

These offline-groups might have been small, but they were connected to considerably larger 

online-groups. However, one had to know someone in real life to be invited to some of these 

larger networks which were often closed. Many of the political discussions happened in large 

WhatsApp-groups which soon made me realize that access was not just about whom you 

knew, but also about which WhatsApp-groups you were a part of (Langvik, 2018). In this 

way, my fieldwork transformed from the traditional anthropological fieldwork, into a hybrid 

offline/online field.  

 

Unforeseen Changes and New Themes  

Malinowski called the research questions we look for before going into the field 

“foreshadowed problems” (Malinowski, 2013, pp. 8-9). To look for such problems is not the 

same as having preconceived ideas, but rather to search in terms of what to look for after 

arriving in the field (Hagen & Skorpen, 2016). In my project description, I wrote that I would 

research the mainlander’s attitude towards the rainforest destruction in Borneo. Arriving in 
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Malaysia, I did not come across many grassroots movements concerned with this topic, and 

membership NGOs such as WWF were difficult to get in touch with. Instead, I learned about 

a mainly western critique of the palm oil industry. This is because 8% of Malaysia’s national 

economy depend on palm oil, and many Malaysian farmers and families live off this land. 

Those I talked to regarding the palm oil dilemma acknowledged arguments from both sides, 

but many were reluctant to discuss the subject. This was largely because upon entering the 

field in 2018, the sustainability and rainforest destruction resulting from the palm oil industry 

had recently been a hot topic across global news outlets. Many international actors had 

started boycotting Malaysian palm oil, which had created a large price drop that affected 

many of the local farmers negatively.  

 

Plastic did not carry the same moral dilemma for my interlocutors. Plastic was almost always 

treated as something just bad. The refusal of plastic didn’t affect any poor farmers negatively 

(it rather helped them). Plastic is a huge part of the abstract capitalistic society, but to the 

everyday Malaysians, there were little ups-and-downs in their approach to plastic. There 

were, however, lots of ups-and-downs, when it came to eliminating it, of which I will touch 

on further in the thesis. However, despite changing the research question, having this focus 

on environmental activism before entering the field helped shape the demography of the 

interlocutors, the theoretical framework, and thus the end result.  

 

Arriving in Malaysia, I had not been aware that the election was going to be held, mostly 

because it was not announced to the public until a couple of weeks before polling day. The 

government operated on a time limit, but few knew the exact dates for certain. Of course, this 

election colored the lives of my politically-aware interlocutors a great deal, and therefore also 

my data. This is largely because communication between the environmentalist was amplified 

during this important period in Malaysian history. The thesis has, therefore, become more 

concerned with politics than first anticipated.  

 

Data Limitations and Problems Encountered 

The Media Sources 

Critique of media sources is arguably the biggest limitation to the data collected in this thesis. 

A significant reason for this was the difficulties in obtaining and fact-checking information 

received from my interlocutors with official news sources. For example, GE14 is at the time 
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of writing still fresh, and there is little academic work published on the topic. I have, 

therefore, largely used mass media as a source when discussing GE14. It is important to note 

this, because many media outlets are notoriously run by government-affiliated ownership in 

Malaysia, and can, therefore, be biased. However, this is where the ethnographic method 

finds its strength and can really contribute in a meaningful way. When my interlocutors did 

not trust the news, they would rely heavily on social networks to stay informed. The 

information that ran through these social networks can hardly be googled but had to be 

forwarded from an actor within the field. For this thesis, I choose to regard this lack of 

information as an analytical tool, where my personal frustrations on the topic provided 

insight into the frustrations my interlocutors felt in their everyday struggles to orientate 

themselves in their political surroundings. Through this realization, the amount of rumors 

shared, and struggles to obtain the “truth” has become a rather large part of this thesis.  

 

The Language 

The official language in Malaysia is Bahasa Melayu. However, as a result of the wide ethnic 

diversity and being a former British colony, most Malaysians living in Kuala Lumpur speak 

English. Communication was therefore possible, but challenges could occur. English is often 

a second, third or fourth language, as it is also my second language. Cultural nuances could, 

for this reason, get lost in translation. This is important to mention because Malaysia is a 

multicultural society, where a huge part of the citizens can only communicate with their 

neighbors, classmates, and coworkers in English. The linguistic challenges were therefore not 

just something I had to face as a foreigner but is a national puzzle. The biggest linguistic 

challenge at the start of the fieldwork were nevertheless various cultural-conditional words 

that were mixed with English9. The challenge did not lie within the fact that I did not 

understand the language (English), but that I did not understand the culture. This variable 

improved during the fieldwork, especially after I attended a language course in Bahasa 

Melayu, in addition to a previous background in basic Mandarin.  

 

Example; “Should we Grab to a Mamak for some Assam Laksa? I must makan, lah”. Even if 

the person is speaking English, one has to understand that “Grab” is a local taxi-app, 

                                                      
9 Many refer to this phenomenon as Manglish (Malaysian English), which is a vocabulary consisting of words 

originating from English, Malay, Hokkien, Mandarin, Cantonese, Tamil, Malayalam, and to a lesser extent, 

various other European languages, namely old colonial overlords like Portuguese and Dutch.  
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“Mamak” is a Malaysian food stall, “Assam Laksa” is a local curry-dish, “Makan” means to 

eat, and that “lah” is a discourse marker that Malaysians often add after sentences.  

 

The Gender 

A different problem encountered in the field of an ethical and personal nature, which could 

affect the data’s scientific value, was in regards to gender. A series of uncomfortable events 

involving male interlocutors and myself as a researcher and a woman also prompted me to 

distance myself (and therefore also my research) form the majority of men who wanted to 

participate. For example, one potential interlocutor I met through a Facebook-event and who 

worked with sustainability in a company producing palm oil, got my number with the 

promises of several interviews and connections with “serious environmentalists”. The first 

interview with him ended up being productive and useful. The second interview he invited 

me to a rooftop restaurant above his apartment complex. Once I arrived at the restaurant, he 

told me that something had come up and his friends had canceled last minute and could not 

come after all. One drink later, his approaches became so uncomfortable that I had to leave 

the building.  

 

Experiences such as these prompted me to mention a long-term boyfriend at the beginning of 

conversations with potential interlocutors. If they never contacted me again, or asked me if I 

had a local boyfriend yet, I would know their true intentions. In this way (and surely many 

other), my own gender colored the results, and therefore also the thesis itself. There is, 

therefore, a skew collection of data when it comes to gender.  

 

Positioning the Interlocutors  

While writing about ZWers in Malaysia, I mainly refer to members of the Facebook group 

Zero Waste Malaysia (ZWM). Here I separate between members and active members. 

Facebook members would post in the group, as well as commenting and liking other posts. 

Active members would join events, meetings and be included in the WhatsApp-group. Even 

though the group targets Malaysians on a national basis, I have only included members living 

and/or working in (or in close proximity) to the urban center, Kuala Lumpur. I made this 

choice in order to combine online/offline ethnography.  
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ZWM started as a Facebook group in 2016. Around the beginning of this case study, the 

group had 7 707 members (23.01.18). Most of the active members seemed to be expats10 

living in Malaysia. At the time of writing (24.10.18), the group had experienced exponential 

growth with 21 287 members, most of the posts originating from Malaysia. The stable 

common denominator is that the posters were mainly women. Perhaps following a global 

trend of environmental awareness, the past two years of exponential member growth could be 

regarded as a growing consciousness of over-consumption in Malaysia. Since I started my 

fieldwork in 2018, several ZW-stores have been popping up all over the city.  

 

The active members mostly consisted of young professionals, committed to an individualistic 

ethos, which entailed making autonomous decisions and taking responsibility for one’s 

actions. This is important because the individual was often in the center of the vignettes that 

were shared on social media (mostly Facebook), not the organization. The personal anecdotes 

that were shared were often situational, some repeated multiple times. This can be seen in 

contrast to methodic collectivism, where one looks at a social phenomenon in order to say 

something about the individual.  

 

This focus on the individual and individualistic choices to save the environment, coincided 

with the interlocutors wish to change the society. In such, politics were a huge focus during 

the fieldwork, but this focus happened on different arenas. Facebook functioned as a personal 

promotion arena for the dangers of plastic, whereas WhatsApp functioned as a political 

sharing arena. I will touch more on the reasoning for this division later, but the division itself 

says something about the environmentalists understanding of their worldview. The 

interlocutors wanted to change the society through expressing a fundamental dissidence and 

firmly believed in the sharing of information to achieve this (in closed groups). They focused 

on corruption, cost of living and other campaigning issues. However, few of the interlocutors 

believed that the government would do anything about the environmental issues. The 

environmental issues, they mostly believed had to happen from below, and through 

individualistic actions, like refusing a straw.  

 

 

                                                      
10 A person who is temporarily or permanently situated in a different country than origin. In this case, it was 

mostly western or Indian females that came to Malaysia as wife’s of foreign workers.  
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Gender 

One of the findings in this study concerns women’s participation in environmental activism. 

Women’s representation in formal political office in Malaysia is limited. In her book 

Electoral dynamics in Malaysia, M. L. Weiss (2014) finds that women are very active and 

play an important role in the electoral campaigns, especially through political grassroots. This 

is an often overlooked dimension of women’s political engagement in Malaysia (M. L. 

Weiss, 2014). The interlocutors in this study were mostly female’s age ranging 30-50. Even 

though the Facebook group did include men, the degree of activity (or lack thereof) largely 

excluded them from the online data as well as the offline data.  

 

When I asked my interlocutors if they had any thoughts on the gender-gap within the ZW-

movement, many would answer that they thought it was somehow connected to the 

traditional gender roles in the home. The roles as primary caregivers and providers of food 

create a more hands-on awareness of the waste generated in a household. The woman follows 

the plastic from being new and attractive at the shopping market, to being useful/ used at the 

house, and, when it reaches the end of its lifecycle, watch the product transform into waste. 

UN figures (2009) also inexplicitly show that women are more vulnerable to the effects of 

climate change than men- primarily because they constitute the majority of the world’s poor 

and are more dependent for their livelihood on natural resources that are threatened by 

climate change. Their role as primary caregivers, not only creates an awareness (like it did 

with my interlocutors) but also makes women more vulnerable when flooding and drought 

occur (Oxfam, 2005).  

 

The disproportionate influence on climate change is also reflected in the average 

representation of women in national and global climate negotiating bodies, where it is below 

30%. The numbers worsen on the local level (Halton, 2018). This is interesting, because, 

studies (Muller & Schienberg, 1997) show that women and men differ in their preferences for 

how to address public health and environmental problems. Women tend to recycle more and 

are more likely to support environmental regulations. Of course, there are many factors in 

play as to who recycles (like accessibility, education, class, friends, and family), whom the 

climate change effects (poverty and socioeconomic power), and who are in positions of 

power (societal structures), but it continues to be an interesting observation. We can look at 

this issue from two directions; On the one side we can reflect around the low representation 
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of women in power position, and if this was a contributing reason to why the participants 

were more active in informal groups. On the other side it is interesting to look at the gender 

gap in relation to media censorship, and how this might affect gender equality when it comes 

to participation in civil society.  

 

Ethnicity  

Naïve, and fresh into the field, I had a notion that I did not want to look at ethnicity. Despite 

the amount of literature on the subject, I thought I could somehow surpass the uncomfortable 

notion of “race” while researching Malaysia. When entering the nation by, what was 

advertised as a five-hour bus ride from Singapore, the seven-and-a-half-hour ride made three 

rest-stops for passengers to use the bathroom and to buy snacks from awaiting vendors. On 

one of these rest-stops, I fished my phone out of the bag and pressed the blue bottom with 

three white lines shaped like a diagonal piece of cake. Surely, a public network popped up. 

To connect, all it needed was my phone number, religion, and race. Astounded, I typed the 

number, religion, and Norwegian. The public Wi-Fi, on a public rest-stop in the middle of 

Malaysia, did not accept Norwegian as an ethnicity. Desperate for a glimpse into the world I 

had just left behind, on social media, I finally write Caucasian. It accepts.  

 

The Wi-Fi turns out to be broken, but it still taught me more than I knew at the time; 

Ethnicity cannot be ignored in Malaysia. I realized that this naivety could be used as an 

analytical tool. Whereas I wholeheartedly tried to ignore the structural division along ethnic 

lines, I could not. Similarly, ethnicity is not the main topic in this thesis per se, but it cannot 

be ignored as it structures the everyday lives of the interlocutors. My Malaysian interlocutors 

would, for example, get questions regarding their ethnicity in job interviews, in Grabs, or in 

conversations with people they had just met, but it would also structure where they went to 

school, in which sector they would most likely work, and which activities you would meet 

up.  

 

The Facebook group ZWM was ethnically mixed. However, most of the active members 

were of a Chinese lineage. This does not mean that they lead the environmentalist movement 

in Kuala Lumpur, but can allude to a segregation of Malay society that lingers after a long 

history of colonization. Online social networks, such as ZWM, could ideally cross societal 

cleavages and uniting citizens without regard to their ascriptive identities. This ideal is 
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seldom the reality, but affiliations to ethnic, religious, or personal ties do not make the 

networks less significant (Hassan & Weiss, 2012, p. 3). NGOs in Malaysia also remain 

largely ethnically segregated in membership (Hassan & Weiss, 2012, p. 30), but not entirely. 

I experienced that the groups were either completely mixed or mostly monotonic. This must 

be seen in relation to languages and societal structures, not “just” ethnicity.  

 

Class  

The middle-class status many of my interlocutors enjoyed, can also be seen in relation to 

ethnicity; the Chinese are generally an economical stable group in Malaysia (Andaya & 

Andaya, 2016), and environmental engagement often is the privilege of those who can afford 

it (Hassan & Weiss, 2012, p. 6; Muller & Schienberg, 1997; Skogen, 1996). A common 

nominator among the active members was that most of them were educated and had studied 

abroad. It is not uncommon for Malaysians, that have the financial opportunity, to travel 

overseas to fellow Commonwealth nations and return with a degree. Even though few 

originally mentioned that they learned about the negative notions surrounding waste and the 

green movement during their studies, most reflected consensually on it when being 

questioned.  

 

The middle-class status does not just affect views and actions within environmentalism, but 

can also affect social media patterns. Activism and the masse surge in the use of social media 

in Malaysia are connected to the middle class (Uimonen, 2003). Chances for social 

advancement through the use of new technologies may selectively benefit only those people 

who are in a favorable position, for example, belonging to the “right” social group, or living 

in the “good” part of town. Even though there is a certain horizontal effect within online 

networks, this effect only applies if you are privileged enough to afford a smartphone, have 

the time to drive across town to shop at ZW-stores, attend protests, or the money to afford 

these choices. 

 

Deviations 

During the fieldwork, I encountered several groups that lived by the principles of ZW but 

without being a part of the movement itself. I mention these because it is essensial to regard 

the nuances of the grassroots, and also because the group of mention was an important 

influence to me as a researcher, even though practicalities urged me to focus within the 
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boundaries that ZWM created. I will mention especially one group that lived more ZW than 

the strictest ZWer I ever encountered. It was an anarchist group, which coexisted in a sort of 

bohemian coed. They were, mixed gendered (but mostly male), Malay, and mostly consisted 

of poor, struggling artists born out of the working class. Their opinions were progressive in 

their context and their actions even more so. 

 

 The loft, which was their main base, was bombarded with politically charged posters and 

banners with far-leftists and anarchistic slogans, from legalizing pot to same-sex marriage. 

Both progressive opinions in a Malay context. The loft was filled with plants that everyone 

would take turn taking care of. Besides producing political street art, and installation fronting 

environmental preservation, they would also engage in a project they called “Greening the 

city”. “Greening the city”, entailed getting high, roaming the streets of their burrow, while 

planting seeds of the marijuana-plant on public grounds. The grounds could be in a back 

yard, a pottery hanging from a balcony in passing, or along the government-owned, public 

subway stops. I stress the importance of this group because, despite the previous 

classification of my interlocutors, it is important to note that the movement is not 

homogenous. The practice of reusing is often identifiable with a low economy. When money 

is scares, the individual “thing” receives a higher value in the eye of the owner. They do not 

necessarily use the term ZW, but the importance the actor put on the thing before it is deemed 

waste, can still be of similarity.  

 

Processing the Data 

The qualitative dataset produced during the fieldwork could not be quantified and was 

systematized and registered in form of text. In the field notes I have written down the contact 

I have had with people, and the interaction they have had with each other in the form of 

conversations, collaboration, and conflict through informal interviews and participatory 

observation.  

 

I used several methods to analyze this rich and diverse data material. The field notes were 

systematically undergone and analyzed, partly during the fieldwork itself. A more 

comprehensive analysis of the field notes was done after the data collection was completed.  

To get an overview of the dataset, I sorted the data into different topics; Zero Waste, trust, 

resistance, rumors, risk, politics, media, and social media. Once divided into different topics, 
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I would analyze the interlocutor statements and actions, by looking at recurring themes or 

wordings. I tried to make sense of the massive amount of relevant (and irrelevant) 

conversations, settings, interviews, and observations. When I had organized the topics, I 

started connecting them and finding an overall red thread. One of the most visible trends that 

came out of this categorization was the difference in online/offline discussions. This finding 

resulted in a separation of the two first analytical chapters and the discussions raised 

regarding the combination of the two.  

 

All names and most recognizable characteristics of my interlocutors are anonymized. The 

name of the city and the Facebook group is not anonymized, however, both locations are so 

large that it would not be very likely that someone could trace the persons in question. The 

topics included here are not likely to be dangerous to my interlocutors, and they have all 

given oral informed consent of participation. The project was approved by the Norwegian 

Centre for Research Data prior to the fieldwork. 
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We Even Recycle our Prime Minister 

It is early afternoon, and we are unsteadily situated on a couple of pink and red plastic stools 

around a dirty, white plastic table in central Kuala Lumpur. The sun is gleaming out from 

behind the parasol, and our stomachs are rumbling. The place does not quite look the part, 

but it is supposedly one of the tastiest restaurants in the city. I have ordered an Assam Laksa, 

a Malaysian noodle dish filled with seafood and spices. Jenny, a 39-year-old zero waster 

sitting across from me on the round, plastic table, is waiting for a large plate of pork chops, 

no sides. Mouthwatering smells seep through the air, contrasting the garbage that can be 

spotted all over the street.  While eagerly awaiting the food, we are both busy scrolling 

through the latest feed on Instagram, occasionally sharing a comment or a photo with each 

other. Because we have met to talk about waste and environmental action against it, I check 

out #zerowastemalaysia on Instagram, to spark a conversation.  

 

Surely I am not disappointed, a new photo has been shared of a backpack laying on the floor 

in the middle of an airport. The caption below the photo urges other zero wasters to only use 

hand luggage while traveling. In this way, other zero wasters, like herself, could eliminate 

the bag-tag that is required to wrap around the luggage to be checked in, and thus travel 

safely without generating any trash.  

 

The poster mentions nothing about the environmental risks that exist from flying itself. Of 

course, this is only one Instagram-post out of thousands, and it does not represent the entire 

group, but it intrigues me. Why would she care about the small piece of paper on her luggage 

and not the huge amount of climate hostile emissions she contributes to by sitting on the 

airplane, with her hand luggage safely tugged away in the top apartment? I turn towards my 

interlocutor and ask about the photo. She answers; “[environmentalism] must be tangible for 

people to change. It cannot be too diffuse, because then they don’t think they can make a 

difference. Everyone can refuse a straw”. She smiles and presents her straw of stainless steel 

from her tote bag before inserting it into the sweating kopi peng11. Later that day she posts 

this text on Instagram along with a photo illustrating plastic-islands in the ocean: “Large-

scale, collective action is needed to address climate change but this doesn’t mean there are 

not important things to be done at an individual level. We need to work bottom up…” 

                                                      
11 Malaysian Ice Coffee 
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The vignette illustrates how the risk of climate change is identified, understood, and 

communicated within the Zero Waste movement in Malaysia (ZWM), and ultimately; how 

the environmentalists responded to the conception of risk. For the participants in this study, 

climate change was personified in the notion of “waste.” The risk, in this case, was visible 

and tangible waste, rather than emissions from meat consumption or flying. The vignette 

shows how risks are selected and alludes to a certain degree of dissonance in what is actually 

riskier than other things.  

 

Douglas and Wildavsky (1983) argue that “questions about acceptable levels of risk can 

never be answered by just explaining how nature and technology interact. We need to explain 

how people agree to ignore most of the potential dangers that surround them and interact so 

as to concentrate on selected aspects” (Douglas & Wildavsky, 1983, p. 9). Similar to Douglas 

and Wildavsky (1983, p. 10), I argue that a cultural approach is prudent to integrate moral 

judgments about how to live with the empirical judgments about what the world is like. This 

approach is connected to the perception of risk and trust in interpersonal relationships. Trust 

in other people is the glue that holds society together. What became apparent while working 

through the empirical data, and is thus visible throughout this thesis, was that the lack of trust 

in government practices among the zero wasters mattered quite a lot when it came to their 

sense of belonging and responses to their perception of climate change. In this way, trust and 

risk are connected. The interlocutors had low trust in the government in general, which made 

trusting the government to handle the waste in a proper fashion too risky. Thus, trust was an 

imperil part of how risks were selected and ignored. Using the theory of political economist 

Albert Hirschman (1970), Exit, Voice, Loyalty, I will discuss the zero wasters reactions 

towards the risk of waste and a declining satisfactory product [the state], through the practice 

of refusal and recycling.  

 

Waste 

Defining, characterizing and measuring waste is usually difficult because of the heterogeneity 

of the waste and its spatial as well as temporal variations (Lagerkvist, Ecke, & Christensen, 

2011), but also because waste means something different for different people. One of the 

most frequent topics to emerge in the debates during UN-habitats conference; The World 

Urban Forum (WUF9) (Kuala Lumpur Feb 2018), was the global communities need for a 
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standard international definition of “Waste” and how to measure it. In general, waste is 

unwanted things produced by human activities. The waste has mass, weight, and constant 

volume (Hoornweg & Thomas, 1999). It is segregated and categorized based on their 

physical compositions, which are organic or inorganic waste. A distinction is made between 

loss and waste; whereas loss is a problem of production, waste is a problem of consumption 

(Sundaram, 2018).  

 

Following a Durkheimian tradition, where symbolic order creates social stability, Douglas 

(1966) has tried to approach the relationship between humans and their surroundings, by 

looking at “dirt” as a system. She writes that where there is dirt, there is a system. Thus, ideas 

about dirt are not connected to religion, but to hygiene, esthetic, and the knowledge of 

bacteria, but also to the society’s ideology surrounding itself (Douglas, 1966). In other words, 

if waste smells bad and looks bad, somehow it is dirtier. The participants in this study 

focused on waste as a personal consumption phenomenon (municipal solid waste) and not 

waste deriving from industries, production, or transport.  

 

Although a variety of liquid and solid waste was a concern of the participants, they largely 

focused on inorganic plastic in general and single-use plastic specifically. When the 

participants experienced single-use-plastic in their food or drink, they would often express a 

form of disgust. Everything made of single-use plastic was deemed “dirty”, and most 

alternatives were deemed “clean” (of course there were different scales of dirtiness and 

cleanliness within this dichotomy as well). The goal was always to reuse what one could, and 

if the object was deemed waste, it was regarded very unwanted and in Douglas words to be; 

ritual pollution (1966), i.e., noticing my interlocutors ideas of clean/dirty, we can organize 

their relationship to each other. The attempt to eliminate dirt is the process of setting up a 

social world and about establishing autonomy.  

 

Zero Waste  

Historically, there have been three answers to our waste predicament: burn it, bury it, or cart 

it out to sea and dump it (Connett, 2013). None of these alternatives solves the problem of 

waste. zero waste (ZW) is proposed as a fourth possible solution to waste management. The 

movement requires a shift in mindset. It wants us to switch from looking at how to manage 

waste, to how to avoid generating waste. The ZW-concept is a modern term, but so is 
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humanity’s waste explosion. Around the mid-90s, the ZW ideal started spreading through the 

environmental movement (Connett, 2013) and in 2004, the Zero Waste International Alliance 

(ZWIA) established the first definition of the term ‘zero waste’ as: 

 

[…] a goal that is ethical, economical, efficient and visionary, to guide people in 

changing their lifestyles and practices to emulate sustainable natural cycles, where all 

discarded materials are designed to become resources for others to use. Zero Waste 

means designing and managing products and processes to systematically avoid and 

eliminate the volume and toxicity of waste and materials, conserve and recover all 

resources, and not burn or bury them (ZWIA, 2009). 

 

ZW is intertwined with the political, economic, and social décroissance (de-growth) 

movement. Similar to ZW, it is advocating a downscaling of global production and 

consumption. However, according to the economist Serge Latouche (2004, p. 1), a leading 

figure within the de-growth movement, de-growth is not a concept, because “[…] there is no 

theory of contraction equivalent to the growth theories of economics […] in fact de-growth is 

not a concrete project but a keyword”. The de-growth movement urges to reject the current 

economic orthodoxy and deconstruct the matter of development (Latouche, 2004), and is, 

therefore, regardless of the lack of a concrete political program, a political project (Latouche, 

2007). The de-growth- and ZW-movements mimic each other where they both seem to 

renovate the old formula of environmental activists: Think globally, act locally (Latouche, 

2007, p. 1). 

 

ZW, in this case, did not always mean 100% waste free, but an aspiration of becoming so. 

My interlocutors would often give statements like; “I am probably 70% zero waste, but I am 

trying to improve” (Krishna, 28), “I am far from perfect” (Bea, 34) or “we do not need a few 

to do it perfectly, we need many to do it imperfectly” (Jenny, 39). For this reason, and several 

more in which I will discuss later, it is important to pay attention to their ideas of waste when 

talking about ZW, in order to understand their patterns of reaction and the several 

phenomena’s that this particular movement in Malaysian civil society points to.  

 

Solid Waste Management in Malaysia  

Solid waste is a major environmental problem. It plays a significant role in the ability of 

nature to sustain life within its capacity. As of 2010, Malaysians had a material footprint of 

17,35 tons per citizen (SDG Indicators, 2019). Despite the massive waste produced from this 
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consumption, poor standards of waste management result in less than 5% of it being recycled. 

This is a consequence of outdated and inadequate documentation, inefficient storage and 

collections systems, disposal of municipal wastes with toxic and hazardous waste, 

indiscriminate disposal or dumping of waste and inefficient utilization of disposal site space. 

Landfilling effectively being the only method used for waste disposal (Moh & Manaf, 2014).  

 

The issue with Malaysian waste management was most recently illustrated by CBSNews 

revelation on the show 60 minutes ("Exposing Australia’s recycling lie," 2019), showing that 

mixed plastic waste from recycling bins in Australian suburbs have ended up in dozens of 

illegal processing sites in Malaysia. The plastic is reported to be dumped, buried or burned, 

instead of being recycled. The importation of waste largely escalated last January when 

China, the world’s biggest plastic waste importer stopped importing plastic waste because of 

environmental concerns. One of the new locations for the global recycling industry is now 

Malaysia. This means that in addition to the increasingly vast amount of waste Malaysians 

themselves produce, the nation also increasingly deals with importations of waste from other 

countries, for example, Australia.  

 

Solid waste management is subjected to the responsibility of the local government, as 

stipulated in Section 72 of the Local Government Act (1979). The local government is 

expected to “provide, directly or through contract, public cleansing services of equitable and 

acceptable quality to all urban and semi-urban communities within its jurisdiction, and must 

dispose of all the waste collected in a sanitary matter” (Moh & Manaf, 2014). The local 

government is facing many challenges in order to comply with this law, whereas a lot of the 

problem is budgeting. When waste management is subjected to local government, the 

feasibility of the project will, among other things, depend on differences in the party that 

rules each municipality, their policy, budgeting, and priorities.  
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Photo taken outside a middle class house in suburban KL on a Tuesday morning. 

 

The Perception of Risk 

The notion of clean/unclean meant something different for my interlocutors. Of course, 

saving the ocean from plastic and the polar ice from melting was a topic of discussion, but 

the everyday perceptions of environmental risk were connected to everyday actions. For 

example, a Chinese couple in their 40s whom I interviewed said they started using cloth 

diapers for their children, mostly because plastic-diapers become too hot in the Malaysian 

heat. They saw the health benefits of this practice and started to apply plastic-free-

alternatives to other areas of their lives. This way, the environmental benefits of going ZW 

became complementary to health concerns and economic savings. The risk of poor health and 

economy are interconnected with ZW, which creates a different set of motivations for 

avoiding such risks and for connecting with the group. 

 

It is in the middle of the day, and this is probably a redundant note, but I want it in black 

print on white paper; it was hot. I started volunteering in a garden some weeks ago. I go here 

once a week and help with the plants. It’s quickly become my little paradise in the middle of, 

what Kristhna calls, the ‘concrete jungle’: (of which she refers to Kuala Lumpur). The plants 

we are propagating today are supposed to be part of a larger giveaway in a couple of weeks. 
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A class of fifth graders is volunteering with their teachers. The kids seem more concerned 

with taking selfies with plants, than actually planting them. Kristna laughs sheepishly and 

makes small comments on the hectic session. There is a permanent grouping of individual 

volunteers that return every week, in addition to the group who books the session, which 

often comes once or twice in organized groups with their work, school or organization. 

Kristna is one of the permanent volunteers and looks like she could be in her mid-thirties. She 

grew up in a large house with a garden and miss being surrounded by the green while living 

in the city, but travels a lot and has a hard time taking care of her own plants. That is why 

she was so excited to find this place through the Internet [Facebook], she explains and raises 

the flower she is holding in her left hand above her head.  

 

Out of the blue, she asks me what I know of the Malaysian government while checking the 

corner of her eyes for nearby listeners, left, right, and left again. She lowers her voice to a 

conspiratorial whisper; “The government is very corrupt. They have a lot of private business 

interests” she starts. She continues explaining that she is not politically active herself, but 

she does what she can by, for example, refraining from voting for the current party [note that 

this empiric data is from before the election], and boycotting them financially. Boycotting 

businesses that are owned by the government is hard, because the public rarely knows which 

business is owned by whom, and only becomes aware when “suddenly the prime minister’s 

niece is on the board.” She raises her voice again and presents a loud, heartfelt laugh. It 

attracts the attention of another of the recurring volunteers. Bea walks over to where we are 

standing; rake in one glove-covered hand, a bucket in the other. After listening to our 

conversation for a couple of minutes while nodding eagerly, she wants to know why I am 

studying environmental movements in Malaysia. She does not seem to understand why I did 

not choose a better place to study this topic. “Most people do not even recycle! They do not 

care. We are so bad at it.” We discuss this topic further for a couple of minutes, before one of 

the children runs straight through the group, on a manic hunt for a selfie with a butterfly. 

Laughter abrupt, and we continue with the weeding [extract from field notes]. 

 

From the conversation with Jenny in the introductory vignette and Kristna and Bea from the 

garden, a couple of notes can be made on the group’s perception of risks. Firstly, the distrust 

in government practices, as well as the general people’s willingness to change, was made 

explicitly clear. Secondly, bottom-up approaches were central. Either through refusing a 

straw like Jenny, or boycotting goods and giving out free plants, like Kristna and Bea. 
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Thirdly, solid waste is perceived as more manageable and immediate, unlike non-physical 

pollution.  

 

It is interesting to look at how and why the interlocutors perceived some risks to be more 

‘risky’ than others. For example, talking about environmentalism and why people do not 

recycle could be done openly and loudly, while talking about politics was done with a low 

and more discrete voice. This practice is connected to the fear of getting at odds with the 

government. Environmentalism was not really perceived as a controversial topic, and could 

safely be discussed openly. In this way, the environmentalists could express their 

dissatisfaction with the ruling government through the use of ‘safer’ topics and informal 

networks that most people do not even know exists, like WhatsApp-groups. An interesting 

reflection in this regard is perhaps to look beyond the wish for environmental protection, and 

instead look at the discourse as a way of urging resistance and controlling what is 

uncontrollable.  

 

After volunteering at ZW-events, we often go for lunch. To avoid generating waste while 

eating out, there are some concerns. For example, to refuse a napkin for instead to use a 

personal handkerchief, to remember to tell the waiter that you do not want a straw or those 

small plastic trays of sauce that are often complementary to the Asian cuisine. This particular 

lunch has gathered seven zero wasters. Lee, a woman in her mid-thirties and one of the 

leading figures in the ZWM-group, is paying, and the group decides on splitting a whole 

chicken, no sides. After finishing the meal, Lee gathers up the bones and put them in a lunch 

box extracted from her tote bag. She explains that the bones are for her dog. Even though 

some of my lunch companions ate the chicken barehanded, not one reached for a napkin.  

 

Similar to the introductory vignette, the extract from the lunch setting also shows that the 

group was very aware of not contributing to direct emissions, like bare chicken bones or a 

napkin. Eating the chicken did not create waste in the moment. However, the process of 

getting the chicken to the plates has created emissions that the group could not physically see 

in that specific lunch setting. The emissions connected to the chicken happened earlier and 

somewhere else. These types of indirect emissions were prioritized lower on the scale of 

climate action by the lunch-participants and raises the question of responsibility. To take 

responsibility for the correct management of the bones are one thing, but who is responsible 

for the waste generated in the kitchen or even earlier? Similar to the ‘invisible’ emissions 
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from flying and eating meat, the waste generated before the plate reaches our table is not 

apparent to the costomer, but is still very much there. Plastic is almost guaranteed to be used. 

The perception of what is risky and what is responsibility in regards to environmental 

protection was, therefore, a puzzling observation during the fieldwork. These sort of 

disclaimers and negotiations was a daily part of Jenny, Kristna, Bea and Lee’s lives and is 

again connected to the urge to control their surroundings by defining what is ‘clean’ and what 

is ‘dirty’, in Douglas’ (1966) sense of the term.  

 

Scaling Risks  

Risks are here connected to two scales. One of the risks my interlocutors recognized was 

connected to the private and to the familiar. For example, the couple in their forties put a lot 

of emphasis on health and economy when talking about their motivations for becoming ZW. 

They identified plastic as a bad thing for their children and unnecessary for their personal 

economy, which is why they would try to eliminate plastic in their daily lives. Connections 

between ZW and personal advantages like this were quite common among my other 

interlocutors as well. The second scale is between the world, the environment, and politics. 

For example, Kristna’s critique of the government, but also her unwillingness to speak loudly 

in circumstances that were not controlled. She did try to make a difference, for example 

through boycotting government-owned businesses, which shows that she was concerned with 

the country’s politics and their environmental actions.  

 

There are obvious paradoxes connected to these scales, for example in my interlocutor’s 

inconsistency in what they were willing to endure on a personal expense. For them, large-

scale environmental predicaments could only be fixed through small-scale actions. However, 

my findings show, that they were rarely willing to make big personal sacrifices. Where living 

ZW could be somewhat uncomfortable or inconvenient, the positive sides would usually 

weigh heavier, e.g., the pleasure received from making a difference, economy and health 

benefits. When it came to personal sacrifices like cutting down on traveling or facing jail for 

spreading fake news (e.g., criticizing the government), few were willing to risk it.  

 

The relationship between ambivalence and engagement can, therefore, be understood as a 

result of a kind of cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 1962), and it shows that a large part of 

environmental engagement or selection of risks is symbolic gestures. Engagement takes place 
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at several levels of scale and can have implications for personal motivation, systemic 

consequences and for the analysis itself (Eriksen, 2018, p. 425). It is therefore relevant to 

consider to what extent small-scale resistance can affect large-scale processes. Large-scale 

processes are not simply contrasted against small-scale initiatives but are acknowledged to 

have several layers of nuances. Environmental engagement is anchored in the world of 

experiences (Eriksen, 2018, p. 437), which makes it relevant to consider the ZWers actual 

responses to these perceived risks, so that we can further analyze the influence and nuances 

that are embedded within them.  

 

Responses to Risk 

The Five R’s are a good way of illustrating the individualistic focus within the ZW idea, and 

nicely utilizes the theoretical framework Hirschman (1970) presents. The Five R’s are to be 

followed in the order presented here; Refuse, Reduce, Reuse, Recycle and Rot. In the 

following paragraphs, Refuse and Recycle will be elaborated and, for the argument, 

rearranged. First, the recycling practice of ZW is used to illustrate the distrust towards the 

government’s waste management and “why we need to do it ourselves.” Second, ZWers 

refusal to participate in the capitalistic mindset of consuming is here discussed in respect to 

Hirschman’s term “Exit.”  

 

Recycling: Then What is the Point?  

In the laundry room of our apartment, there is a huge, blue, plastic Ikea bag on the floor to 

throw the recyclables in. When the Ikea bag is full, my ZW-roommate brings it down to the 

basement to sort out the trash and recycle it properly. While washing a take-away-box (that 

our third non-ZW-roommate left on the countertop) to chip in the blue bag, she reflects on the 

practice. She explains that it was a girl in her class who made her aware of environmental 

protection. She started to recycle and through this practice, she became more aware of the 

environmental dangers that have become an imperative topic of our time, “but it was funny” 

she says “while only recycling I thought I did my part to save the environment, but it is not 

all. When I started to recycle I just became more aware that I needed to do more. Through 

every action I do to save the environment, I learn more and more things that need to be 

done”.  
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Through recycling, you can reduce landfill contributions. However, for many of the 

participants, this option manifested distrust in the governments waste management practices 

and was presented as the last possible action. Trust in the government is imperative for the 

success of a wide range of public policies that depend on behavioral responses from the 

public. It serves as a driving force for economic development, and makes the decision-

making and implementation of policy more effective (OECD, 2017). Government trust levels 

are generally determined by whether or not people consider their government reliable and 

stable, if it is able to protect its citizens from risk and whether it can effectively deliver public 

services (OECD, 2017).  

 

While discussing the topic of recycling, many of my interlocutors were very interested in the 

Scandinavian recycling practices, and would regularly share videos over Facebook and 

WhatsApp, while expressing enjoyment. It was made clear to me that it was not the practice 

itself that was the problem with recycling, but rather the Malaysian government’s (mal-) 

treatment of waste. In one of Lee’s speeches at a ZW event, she explained that Malaysia has 

three factories that recycle today. Only one of them works, and this one can only burn paper. 

In the same speech, she blamed the government’s lack of skillset in waste management and 

recommended that Malaysia should not develop recycling plants, because “it probably would 

have been mishandled and too dangerous anyhow. We must avoid garbage because it is not 

handled properly here”. Lee was not alone in not trusting that the waste would be handled 

correctly. As expressed through Jenny’s words; “My friend actually saw the garbage men 

throwing all the recyclable into the same trash car. Perhaps they separate it later… but what is 

really the point then? Just look around you. You can see plastic litter everywhere now”. In 

this way, the practice of recycling was deemed too high of a risk. 
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Photo of garbage bins in a high-end apartment complex. 

 

The garbage bins above are designated for recyclables. However, it does not say which 

recyclables it is purposed for. The bins contain cardboards, plastic (and sometimes general 

waste). This shows that recycling practices are not just compromised by a lack of trust, but 

also a lack of information. My own confusion was confirmed by my native interlocutor’s 

confusion about waste management practices. The combination of lack of trust and 

information were motivations, for many of the interlocutors, to turn to the ZW-definition in 

order to “[…] avoid and eliminate the volume and toxicity of waste and materials […]” 

(ZWIA, 2009), through the practice of refusing.  

 

Refuse 

For a zero waster, the first and foremost R is to refuse unnecessary products. Refusing 

eliminates waste before it is an issue. Using the wordings of Jenny;  

 

[…] It is about refusing and reducing our need for plastic. No demand, no supply. Just 

say no to single-use plastics and packaging, like disposable coffee cups, plastic bags, 

and straws. If it is plastic, think again. If the end result of what you are buying is 

leading you to throw away, think again.  

 

For Jenny and the other zero wasters, many of the difficult predicaments regarding refusal 

occurred in the practice of food consumption. Despite the social and cultural norms relating 
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to Malaysian food consumption (e.g., consumption of pork or alcohol), a common nominator 

is the social factor food plays in the everyday. Being a Muslim country, social gatherings 

often transcend to spaces free of alcohol. Where meeting over a beer is a common notion for 

many people in Scandinavia for instance, a study done at Taylors university shows that food 

can hold the same social “glue” for Malaysians. The study shows that more than 64% of the 

participants in the study have at least one meal outside the house every day. This is one of the 

highest rates in the world (Poulain, Tibère, Laporte, & Mognard, 2014, p. 214).  

 

Meeting a familiar person in Norway, the conversation often starts with how are you and 

perhaps a mention of today’s weather. In Malaysia however, one of the first questions 

received when meeting someone is, sudah makan (Have you eaten yet)? If you had, the 

conversation would move on to what, how and where the food had been consumed. Being a 

foreigner, the questionnaire usually would include which national dishes have been tried, 

how good they are, and how the Malaysian dish is better than the Singaporean equivalent. 

Most gatherings, being a business meeting or a casual hangout, entails food. These are often 

consumed in restaurants in highly socialized settings. Unfortunately, plastic and waste exist 

in most societal contexts today, food not excluded. These encounters did therefore not come 

without hurdles for the ZWers. 

 

Photo 1: Photo from a normal supermarket in KL. Every single food item in the background is individually 

covered in plastic. A single onion has two layers. Even the egg carton is wrapped in plastic.  

Photo 2: Photo of my take-away after a late night in the field. The ingredients of the noodle soup have 10 layers 

of plastic. 
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The egg-carton on the photo above is an example of one of these hurdles. The 12 eggs, which 

do come with a natural packaging, are placed together in a cardboard box, and then 

completely wrapped in plastic. The other photo is of my dinner one day at the beginning of 

the fieldwork. I had forgotten my bag at home, and with it, the eating utensils. My easy 

noodle soup, which could have all fit in one to-go food container, was now placed in 10 

different layers of plastic. Thus, while refusing a plastic straw in a restaurant might be an, 

somewhat, easy step, strolling down the supermarket aisle can be a minefield.  

 

 

Photo of what a zero waster would usually keep in their bags. 

 

With a dismissive wave towards the plastic bag, Jenny pays for the fruit and drops it into a 

tote bag with the logo “Zero Waste Malaysia” printed on it. Her friend tours on to the 

neighboring durian stall. The strong whiff of turpentine and onions, garnished with a gym 

sock, or as the locals call it; Durian fruit, does not quite blend with the Mamak stalls selling 

the less distinct noodle dish, Mee Goreng. Smartphones and selfie flashes dash up the street 
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market, generations of street vendors idly standing by. Shopping with Jenny and her friend, 

she reflects on the specifics and reasoning behind going ZW in Malaysia. She argues that it is 

not a hard lifestyle to lead, but there are many considerations of which one has to be aware.   

 

Traditionally there is a distinct marked-culture in Malaysia. Here, it is easier to shop in bulk, 

as well as bringing food containers to carry groceries. Thus, to shop ZW in Malaysia, many 

bring their shopping habits out of the supermarkets, and back to the traditional markets. 

While speaking, Jenny picks up a couple of lemons and drops them in the tote bag. “谢谢, 别

客气,”12 Commodities, currency, and smiles change ownership. Her hands reach for a small, 

wooden spoon positioned on the top of a large, open burlap bag, and transfer four large 

spoons of white powder into what used to be a t-shirt. Jenny says, “the first step is really to 

have some thinking… If I am thinking of going to the groceries today, I will bring and 

prepare some reusable bags prior. Otherwise, do not buy anything first! Or buy enough for 

your hands to handle”. A common denominator many of the participants mentioned was 

creating a routine one step at a time. Thus, planning your days is a huge part of ZW as a 

community of practice. 

 

Bringing containers to shop was difficult and uncomfortable at the beginning. People 

would stare, and many would not understand why we would insist on bringing our 

own containers and often question the action with; but you know that the plastic is 

free, right? We would find that, rather than going into deep moral discussions about 

why plastic is bad, the best way to influence people or to avoid the discussion, is by 

explaining its practicality [Chinese couple in their 40s during a taped interview]. 

 

My interlocutors emphasized that refusing should not be about denying yourself the good 

things in life. Refusing should be about saving the environment while receiving economic 

and health benefits. Like the couple from the interview mentioned, it was easier to focus on 

the positive effects of the choices they made, rather than the negative. Where refuse was seen 

as the most trustworthy option when striving to “save” the environment, living ZW was not 

uncomplicated. The measures could cost the interlocutors social status in the short run, but 

many said (including the interviewed couple) that it actually gave them more in the long run. 

Similar to the couple, other ZWers mentioned that they would hide the practice in the 

beginning to avoid any social stigma, but still reflected that it was the best option.  

 

                                                      
12 “Thank you” and “you are welcome” in Mandarin.  
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Humor  

When the risk of climate change is identified and understood, it can be hard to grasp the 

gravity of the situation. There is a sense of hopelessness connected to the feeling that we must 

act now in order to save the earth. How we can stop climate change or if it actually is too late, 

are questions often asked. Waste management practices are not satisfying, and most people 

do not even recycle. As discussed in this chapter, to refuse one single straw was a way for my 

interlocutors to deal with an abstract and hopeless situation. It was a way of taking control, 

and to feel like one is making a difference, one straw at the time. In a similar way, humor 

became an important tool for my interlocutors to deal with the gravity of the situation.  

 

Five zero wasters walk into a bar. Despite sounding like the beginning of a joke, the 

conversation is serious. Two days have passed since the GE14, and the conversation is 

centered around what happened during the election days, and how this would affect the green 

focus of the government. The conversation is simultaneously marked by a hope of a stronger 

political strategy in eliminating corruption, and hopelessness regarding the new regime’s 

approach towards the environment. Suddenly, one of the ladies’ shouts, “We are such an 

environmentally minded people; we even recycle our prime minister.” Everyone laughs.  

 

Humor and irony is a known coping mechanism within psychology. Scheper-Hughes (1993) 

in Death without Weeping and Donna Goldstein (2013) in Laughter out of place have both 

conducted ethnographic fieldwork among people who cope with unbearable suffering and 

social abandonment, through humor. Now, I am not saying that being an environmentalist in 

Malaysia is the same as the women living in horrific conditions in South America that 

Scheper-Huges and Goldstein studied, but the responses towards what is perceived as a 

hopeless situation is compelling.  My interlocutors would often joke around and make fun of 

the current political situation in the country when talking face-to-face. The ZWers joke in the 

bar refers to the old Prime Minister being re-elected into office. It became a joke because 

they did not see Malaysia as an environmentally friendly country at all. Sharing jokes like 

this, the group would defuse the grave hopelessness of the situation, create unity, and the 

motivation to continue the climate-struggle. 
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 Exit, Voice, Loyalty 

Turning to Hirschman (1970), we can analyze the ZWers actions in order to understand their 

responses to a lack of trust in government waste management. The ZW-group did post a lot 

on social media, which is a form of Voice. However, voice is not just a matter of speaking up 

but also a matter of making connections that amplify protest, draws in allies, and create 

momentum (Li, 2014, p. 164). The nature of the posts was not directly critical of the 

government. They did not try to influence policy, but rather teach people how to individually 

be the change. The conversations that were critical towards the government happened 

through hidden transcripts (Scott, 1990). They did not stay Loyal to the consumerist society 

of which was expected of them. The ZWers responses to governmental restrictions were not 

to stay passive and do nothing, despite not being openly vocal about their grievances. They 

stopped shopping at the supermarkets, boycotted the government-owned businesses, and 

refused to participate as much as possible. The last option, according to Hirschman, is for the 

marginalized citizen to exit the society.  

 

Living and working in a large capital city, it is nearly impossible to fully Exit the society, 

when removing relocation from the equation. Through boycotting goods wrapped in plastic 

and supermarkets that engage in this capitalistic system, ZW can be viewed as a form of exit. 

However, the exit-option is nuanced. As we have seen from the empirical dataset provided in 

this chapter, it is clear that they do not really exit the society because they still engage in 

different practices like eating meat or flying. The interlocutors all lived in the city of Kuala 

Lumpur, they all had houses, and most of them had jobs. In these ways, they were all 

interconnected and active participants within the society. One can argue that the change of 

government after GE14 is a form of Exit. However, the policies for waste management are 

still in place. In September ‘18, the newly appointed minister in charge of environment 

matters Yeo Been Yin revealed that the country would launch a road map that aims to abolish 

single-use plastic by 2030 (Zein, 2018). A lot of businesses will be hit by this ban, so the case 

is also highly political. This is an indication that, at least in the near future, single-use plastics 

will remain a part of the lives of Malaysians. This illustrates that even if the government 

change and some policies change, the ZWers are still unable to fully exit the plastic-society 

in which they live. 

 

The model of a simple price system often applies poorly to collective action, since the 

costs of exit are frequently too high. When the government is corrupt, most actors 
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have to choose between stating their opposition and suffering in silence, between 

voice and loyalty. However, Hirschman argues, voice is at its most effective when exit 

is possible (and therefore a realistic threat) but not so easy that people rush away as 

soon as performance declines. Voice then carries the threat of exit. A medium of 

loyalty--of reluctance to leave—strengthens the corrective effect of voice (Tilly, 

1978). 

 

What Tilly (1978) shows is the complexity when we apply Hirschman (1970) framework to 

social movements and the actions and behaviors of people. Exit, voice, and loyalty are not 

clear-cut categories. That is to say, that voice is more effective and likely when exit is 

possible. When exit is not feasible, as for my interlocutors, voice is not so effective. The 

government will not listen to the group if they know that the group has no other choice than 

to live with the social conditions preexisting. Likewise, the group needs to have some loyalty 

to voice opposition. Without any loyalty, people would just leave the society. If there is no 

loyalty and exit is impossible, people will have no choice but to suffer in silence. According 

to this framework, the ideal climate for social change is a society when the people are not 

completely satisfied, the members of the society have some amount of loyalty (but not too 

much), and exit is possible but not too easy.  

 

In the case of the ZWers in Malaysia, the group was not happy about the conditions that the 

government provided, e.g., freedom of speech, corruption, cost of living, environmental 

protection, and waste management. They did have some loyalty, in which they did partly 

participate in the society through their jobs and exit was possible, but not an easy process. 

The conditions should then be ideal for social change. What is prominent in Malaysia is the 

restrictions that the government has inflicted on the country’s civil society regarding freedom 

of speech. Marginalized groups are not able to fully voice their concerns, making social 

change difficult. Social scientists often study groups that use voice as a tool for social 

movements. Because voice is difficult in Malaysia, we can challenge the frameworks to 

create a deeper understanding of how the group is reacting to a dissatisfying situation. This 

leads us to the last option, provided by Scott, which I will discuss in the next chapter; 

Weapons of the Weak. 

 

 Concluding Remarks 

This chapter has given a short review of how the risk of climate change is identified, 

understood, and communicated within the ZW-movement in Malaysia. The chapter has also 
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reviewed some waste- and management problems within the nation, as well as my 

interlocutor’s conception and responses to these risks. Environmental movements have not 

previously been big in Malaysia, nor Asia as a whole. There is a marginal political space for 

activists to work, so they have not been very visible. In addition to a restrictive civil society, 

low trust in the government regarding environmental action has seemingly created negative 

annotations towards the idea of policy change and thus based on the empirical data collected 

during my fieldwork, been one of the reasons why small-scale actions are more preferred 

among the ZWers. Tensions with state and the “we need to do it ourselves” mentality, has in 

this chapter illustrated a sort of lack in participation as actors in the society. Waste is 

understood through specific moral judgments of how the world is, and while the group does 

make efforts to exit the society, they are not successful. In the next chapter, I will discuss 

ways of which they can and do exercise resistance. 
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 When the Power Was Back On, so Was 

the Government’s   

A drop of sweat runs down the ridge of my nose and splashes towards the phone screen 

presenting the number 10 and the word April. A small gathering of environmentalists is 

replanting some seedlings in a community garden in a Kuala Lumpur suburb when a green 

message tick’s inn. The government has made a long-awaited announcement regarding the 

dates for the upcoming election. The news reaches us, not through mass media, but through a 

WhatsApp-group.  

 

Its official folks! GE14 

Nomination Day: April 28th, 2018 (Saturday) 

Polling Day: May, 9th, 2018 (Wednesday) 

Please do not be deterred by the midweek-polling day. Do balik kampung13 to vote! 

Every vote counts! 

#GE1414 #JobUbah15 

 

Elbow deep in fertilizer, an animated discussion abrupt regarding political expectations, 

concerns and hopes for the election among the environmentalists. Six ladies, one man. The 

official campaign period in Malaysia permitted by law runs from the date of nomination until 

polling day. For GE14 this period lasted for 11 days. One of the ladies laughs and 

comments; “[The election] is eleven days because they don’t want us to think. They don’t 

want us to get orientated about the political issues. Just vote without thinking”. She is in her 

late 30s, wearing yoga pants and a “save the rainforest” t-shirt. Once the announcement is 

out, the group scatters one by one to wash their hands of dirt and flower residue in order to 

buy tickets home, using their smartphones. The woman in yoga pants, Bunga, explains that 

many of the tickets are already sold out because the government employees knew when the 

election would be held before the announcement and therefore pre-bought the cheap ones. In 

Malaysia, everybody votes in one day, and it has to be done in a designated location in their 

home town. Bunga, for example, is born in Kota Kinabalu, but live and work in Kuala 

Lumpur. This means that to vote, she must fly for 2h 40m (plus travel time to and from the 

                                                      
13 “Return to village” A Malay term for the massive exodus during festive seasons, when migrants or migrant 

workers return to their hometown or village. Here used, because Malaysians must return to vote in their 

hometown, not town of residence.  
14 The unofficial hashtag of the 14th general election 
15 #Let´sGoChange 
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voting location) two times in one day to exercise her constitutional right. Concerns, 

conspiracies, rumors. and knowledge like these are being passed around the group while 

tidying up the gardening tools. Messages are coming through the respective WhatsApp-

groups, people are added and information shared.  

 

In the previous chapter, I discussed how my interlocutors practically navigated their sense of 

risk connected to climate change, and in extension, their responses towards a, by the 

interlocutors perceived as, less than satisfying waste-management practice. In this chapter, I 

intend to illustrate the importance attributed to news sharing and social media by the 

interlocutors in relation to political activism and how this was connected to the world of 

meaning in the offline sphere. In this way, I will shed a light on the relationship between the 

offline and online interaction within the group, through discussing the use of social media 

within the social movement Zero Waste Malaysia (ZWM). Fake news, rumors and the 

circulations of these in WhatsApp-groups, are here of especial importance when analyzing 

conditions of participation in civil society.  

 

In extension of the previous chapter, the vignette above also shows that low trust in a fair 

election was a contributory reason for the use of informal Internet sites and applications as 

the primary source of information in order to surpass what was, by many of my interlocutors, 

perceived as “Fake News”. Bunga’s uneasiness was reflected by most of my interlocutor’s 

discussions surrounding the topic of participation and politics. As the vignette shows, many 

were troubled by whether they would get enough and correct information to make an 

informed choice come election date. They were concerned that people would be deterred 

from voting or make informed choices as a result of the short campaigning period and the 

struggles of getting to their hometown. This concern has historical roots growing from a 

Malaysian tradition of ethnic voting, which means voting for a party representing an ethnic 

group, and therefore not just the politics they represent. This form of traditional voting 

requires less time for preparation or access to detailed information.  

 

Throughout this chapter, I show how my interlocutors believed in the power of information. 

This belief made access to the news very important, as they were all conscious of the society 

and their political surroundings. Similar to the findings in this study, research done by Chang 

and Tham (2016), Seah (2018), and C. Lee (2017) found that a majority of Malaysians 

(86,9%) relied heavily on social media as their main source of news. The importance may, in 
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reality, be higher as mass media increasingly cover debates and reactions originating from 

social media. The utilization of social media in personal news consumption can be viewed as 

a global trend. However, an increased difficulty for the public to acquire reliable information 

from the regular media due to confinement in the freedom of the press (Kavanaugh et al., 

2014; Siebert et al., 1956), has arguably created an extra incentive for Malaysians specifically 

to turn to alternative sources of information. Freedom House (2017) has ranked Malaysia 

69/100, 0 being most free, which has deemed Malaysia’s press freedom ‘Not free.’ Thus, a 

lot of the information-sharing among civil society, of which includes my interlocutors, 

happened through WhatsApp-groups, or physical meetings discussing WhatsApp-

conversations (Chang & Tham, 2016; Nizah & Bakar, 2016).  

 

To understand how and why WhatsApp became an important resource for the Malaysian civil 

society, it is important to look at the specific conditions the state has created through media 

censorship and institutionalized corruption. The empirical data gathered during my fieldwork 

shows that it was a good dose of self-censoring among my interlocutors as a result of 

restrictions imposed by the government and the rumors swirling around fake news and 

corrupted officials. Furthermore, the empirical data that will be presented below from the 

election days’ shows how rumor sharing in the unofficial online sub-frame of the WhatsApp-

groups had great importance when connecting, communicating and keeping up to date on the 

political situation. I use the election as a framework because communication between the 

environmentalists was intensified during this period, and because being a politically alert 

group, the election mattered quite a lot for the ZWers as well as the nation as a whole. 

Embracing Scott’s (1985) theory on weapons of the weak, we see how WhatsApp becomes a 

tool of resistance, where information was formulated, shared, re-shaped, and re-shared. 

 

Fake News  

The Malaysian Parliament passed the Anti-Fake News Act (AFNA) one month before GE14. 

The law defines fake news as including “[...] any news, information, and reports which, in 

part or wholly, are false, whether in the form of features, visuals or audio recordings or any 

other form capable of suggesting words or ideas”. This means that sharing a rumor on social 

media (of which was very common among my interlocutors), could lead to prosecution under 

AFNA, with a maximum six-year jail term. Its introduction received a vast array of criticism 

from journalists, bloggers, politicians, and netizens, even though the law is only 
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complementary to several other laws restricting freedom of speech (as presented in the 

introduction). The timing of the law is argued to be a way of keeping a controversial re-

delineation process, the scandalous 1MDB and other financial misappropriations out of the 

election (Venkiteswaran, 2018). This was made more evident by the Malaysian minister of 

communications and multimedia, Salleh Said Keruak when he said that tying Najib to a 

specific dollar amount could be a prosecutable offense (Beech, 2018)16.  

 

Najib himself stated that “[AFNA] was necessary because the people could be instigated to 

hate the government or commit something like uprisings due to the influence of fake news 

[…] We don’t want this fake news to spread. This does not mean we control the Internet, the 

Internet is free, but the freedom must exist within the elements of accountability” (Bernama, 

2018)17. The irony of this statement, is that when people are afraid to post their opinions in 

the public sphere, where they can be argued, discussed, supported or shut down, they will 

move these opinions to closed political forums (Eliasoph, 1998; Mutz, 2006) and thus create 

hidden transcripts (Scott, 1985) that will meet less accountability. Rumors are created, and 

fake news does arguably occur. Discussing a street protest held after AFNA was made 

known, during an informal interview, one of the younger ZWM group-members dismayingly 

says, “[…] even if there are protests, such laws will be passed regardless in Malaysia. This is 

how Malaysia works. The law is against all new ideas”. She shakes her head; “It’s crazy.” 

After promising to abolish the law during his campaign, Mahathir now states that “even 

though we support freedom of press and freedom of speech, there are limits,” making it clear 

that he will review, but not revoke the new law (Naidu, 2018).  

 

Corruption  

A large part of mainstream media is owned by component parties of the long-time ruling 

coalition Barisan Nasional (BN) or individuals with close links to these parties (Bersih 2.0, 

2018). In addition to subjective ownership, to run a newspaper or conduct journalism, one 

needs a license issued by the state, to be renewed yearly18. For this license to be renewed, 

articles must be in accordance with what the government deems not to be fake news. As 

                                                      
16 1MDB was set up by Najib in 2009, and was meant to turn Kuala Lumpur into a financial hub and boost the 

economy through strategic investments. The Wall Street Journal reported it had seen paper trail that allegedly 

traced close to $700m from the fund to Mr Najib´s personal bank accounts.  
17 Pertubuhan Berita Nasional Malaysia (The Malaysian National News Agency), abbreviated BERNAMA, is 

the government’s official news agency. Content is right-leaning and pro-government. 
18 I have heard that this license would be removed by the new regime, but could not find sources to confirm this.  
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explained by Mandi, a former political journalist on the topic of why he quit his job weeks 

before the election: 

 

There was too much shit behind the scenes lah. Actually, I wanted to become a sports 

journalist because at least then you write the truth. Everything in the sports section is 

the truth, even though there are politics there as well. It is less bullshit. But no one 

wants to write the political articles and my boss thought I was good at it. I understand 

the political landscape [...] Everything in the political section is censored and you 

have to accept bribes. It’s in our culture. If the newspaper didn’t shift the angles, the 

interview objects would just pay to change it anyway. If you choose not to accept the 

bribes, you get stamped as ‘that guy’. Everybody does it. It’s part of the job, lah.  

 

Mandi would rather accept the bribes than to be ostracized by his colleagues but claimed that 

he tried to give the money to the poor. However, sometimes he would forget and use them 

instead; “My newspaper was so small; I would only get about 50 Ringgit per article anyway. 

Would barely cover two beers”. These findings are in line with regional research done 

previously (Chang & Tham, 2016). This kind of institutional corruption, in addition to the 

supplementary laws, creates a self-reinforcing circle, which makes it strenuous to speak out 

or access true information. It also creates a sense of self-censoring, whereas Mandi would 

rather accept the bribes, he did not have to. In his words, the newspaper he worked at also did 

not have to publish anything, but they did so to stay on the good side of the government, and 

to keep their publishing license.  

 

Offline Voting/ Online Confusion  

Like most of my informants, Jason goes to cast his vote. Reflecting on the awaited results, he 

compares his car with the political system in Malaysia: “It’s like driving a car. If it’s a bad 

car and it has a bad driver, it’s worse”. He is set to vote at a middle school, not far from his 

parents’ house. A group of elderly people is scattered outside the polling station. They are all 

dressed formally, in the same manner as Jason. In the five months I have known him, this is 

the first time seeing him out of flip flops, and a t-shirt with a cartoon logo and a weird 

English wording that does not quite make sense. In fact, most Malaysians are usually casually 

dressed in public. A rumor has been spreading the last couple of days across social media 

channels, stating that they will turn voters away from the polls if not properly dressed, or if 

wearing nail polish (this is connected to the usage of indelible ink). Eying several people with 

smart clothing outside the financial district is an uncommon sight. It sets the mood.  
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Earlier that day, when Jason parents were voting, the queues had been hours long. Some 

retirees had been lining up for more than five hours outdoors in 35 degrees Celsius. When 

Jason walks in at 3 pm, the process takes 10 minutes. Entering the room, he shows his ID and 

dips his left finger in the purple indelible ink. Jason is left-handed and must be extra careful 

not to stain the ballot with ink and thus make it invalid. He receives the ballot and walks 

behind a cubicle. On the ballot, there are two alternatives, one for each coalition. Two logos 

with two names on. One marks the box next to a candidate, not a party. Once marked, he 

folds the ballot and stuffs it in a see-through plastic box. The ballots are not marked with a 

personal identity. When the plastic box is full it receives a name and date, and is closed by a 

zip lock. It is not opened until the votes are counted later that day.  

 

After the vote is cast, Jason receives a text message from his mother. He is of Chinese 

descent and, like many unmarried Malaysians his age, still lives at home. She asks him to 

come straight home after the votes are cast and stay home for a couple of days. Jason 

explains that she and many of her Chinese-Malaysian friends have been stocking up their 

pantry, prepared to stay indoors the next week if necessary. His mother does not mention it, 

but Jason thinks she is worried about a remake of the May 13th incident19; “[1969] is not that 

long ago. I don’t know that much about it, but she still remembers it. We’ll go home before 

the night or she’ll worry”, he says and continues; “but […] restaurants are giving free food 

and discounted beer if you show your voting finger, so better go eat first”. Jason’s mom is not 

the only one staying home tonight. Walking through downtown after dinner, the streets are 

empty. The constant traffic buzz that usually characterizes the city is absent.  

 

Like most Malaysians this evening, we are settled in front of our selected display screens; 

computers and smartphones. Similar to Fern’s (2014) finding from GE13, the perception of 

my interlocutors during GE14 mostly coincided with these; mainstream media heavily 

covered BN events, while opposition-coalition at the time, Pakatan Harapan (PH) candidates 

hardly received any mainstream media coverage. PH was, therefore, more active on social 

media, whereas BN members seemed to pay less attention to these channels (Fern, 2014). 

Streaming the public national channel Kini.tv, most of the debates are in English, some are in 

Bahasa Melayu (not subtitled). The results are being reported and the opposition (PH) creeps 

                                                      
19 The May 13th incident refers to a bloody race riot that broke out after the 1969 election. 196 people died 409 

were injured and about 6000 homes destroyed. The victims were mostly Chinese (Andaya & Andaya, 2016). 

The incident has long been illegal to talk about and they still do not mention the incident in school curriculum.  



 63 

to a lead. Suddenly, the anchorman is cut and replaced by a honey commercial20. The 

WhatsApp-groups is blowing up. The broadcast returns momentarily, only to yet again be 

replaced by the same honey commercial, for the perceivable future. At this point in time, the 

only results received are from the trending Twitter tread #GE14, and most importantly, the 

WhatsApp-groups.  

 

When the election results get increasingly inconsistent and confusing, Jason repeats a 

common perception by commenting in one of the WhatsApp-groups; “During the last 

election, the opposition was in the lead. Suddenly there was a blackout throughout half the 

city. When the power was back on, so was the government’s”. He was worried the same 

would happen this election and illustrates why many of my interlocutors were not completely 

convinced the power-shift would happen until the inauguration was completed. No one in my 

WhatsApp-groups seems to doubt that the blackout was intentionally used to rig the election, 

and would commonly conspire around it saying that it mostly happened in opposition friendly 

neighborhoods, though no definite proof has been released to back this up. 

 

The international media announced the winner of the election, Tun Mahathir Mohamad from 

the PH-coalition, around 11 pm. Because of the confusing nature of the information and the 

general lack of trust in it, there was still a lot of disorientation within Malaysia. While 

waiting for the final results, millions of tweets are shared during the election night showing 

protests in the streets and cars being stopped with thousands of fake ballots on their way to 

the polling station. Two contradictory messages are shared over and over again; 

 

1. Stay inside! All these pictures and videos of riots are Fake News leaked by the 

government to make people upset and take to the streets. The government wants an 

excuse to announce a State of Emergency like last time. Stay calm until the election 

results are certain. Do not give the government a chance to invalidate the results and 

let us not have another bloody riot.  

2. The government is trying to cheat!!! We need all men on deck! Everybody needs to 

get out in the street to stop the cars carrying fake ballots to reach the polling stations. 

We need people to make sure the votes are counted correctly. 

 

 

 

                                                      
20 Live.undi.info independent media elections result website run by independent news site MalaysiaKini was 

blocked for a few hours during key election results announcement period on TMnet and Maxis networks (Yusuf, 

2018).  
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  More Confusion and Rumor Sharing  

The confusion carries on into May 10th, which is the supposed inauguration day. Sumisha 

Naidu from Channel NewsAsia announces on Twitter that Mahathir’s inauguration as 

Malaysia’s Prime Minister, meant to be held at 09:30 am, has been canceled. 

 

 

 

The inauguration is postponed three times after this tweet. In an updated tweet by Sumisha, 

she reports, “We are hearing from the palace that nothing is set in stone”. Most news reports 

use words like apparently and Disclaimer! This is just speculations so far. Forty minutes 

after the latest offset, Najib enters the pulpit and states that no party received a majority, 

which means that the final decision lies with the king. Confused voices continue to blow up 

Twitter and the WhatsApp-groups all day. Someone from the community garden we were 

planting at when the news broke has it from “good sources within the palace” that Najib is 

trying to call a “State of Emergency”, but that the military is refusing him on the grounds that 

it would create absolute chaos. Najib later tweets that he respects the people’s opinions 

reflected in the election. The garden-owner states that “this only happened because they are 

so used to having a huge majority. If the election was closer, then he would’ve called an 

emergency”. “Asshole” another group-member replies.  

 

A message coming in through the WhatsApp-group at 9:51 am, sums up some of the rumors 

blasting through the Internet today, why the inauguration has been postponed, corruptions 

and scandals, but perhaps even more revealing is how the information-sharing-processes 

happened during GE14;  
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Not verified- it is not over yet. Just rcvd this from one of the people that volunteered 

as PACA21: I just got call from counting Center, ass Warisan22 candidate not gathered 

at Shafie´s23 house in KK24. He about to go to Istana25. Warisan candidates are being 

offered RM20million each to jump to BN. Anifah Aman26 initially lost his 

Parliamentary seat after many recounts now he won, Musa Aman27 initially lost his 

state seat after many recounts now he won. Musa now at Istana, Shafie on his way. 

Latest. BN is negotiating with Warisan who won many seats. If Warisan joins BN the 

PH cannot form government. Pray that Warisan will not betray the people of the 

country. This is why SPR28 delays in announcing results.  

 

The message is typical, in the sense of the amount of key-word information being shared in 

one text. The information has not been verified and it requires a lot of background 

information to comprehend. Discussions continue to dissect and interpret the message, but 

the amount of new information impending leaves little time for lingering. Further 

puzzlement, conspiracies surrounding cheating-attempts and fake ballots, questions regarding 

actual regulations and rumors follow Malaysians far into the evening. 

 

While walking towards an expat-bar in the Bukit Bintang area of Kuala Lumpur, where a 

friend of a friend is playing with his band tonight, we hear fireworks. Trying to check the 

Twitter hashtag GE14 is pointless, because of the many conflicted voices shouting across 

each other. The several hundred messages pushing through make it difficult to follow the 

WhatsApp-groups. The bar is packed, and the band is playing a seemingly emotional song 

called “I Love Malaysia.” A huge white canvas, live streaming from Istana Negara [The 

castle], has been pulled down on an outside wall in the front yard. It has become dark outside. 

The lead singer of the band grips the microphone and says he needs a break. Someone 

whispers in my ear that he is revisiting his dinner, around the corner. The guitarist smiles and 

takes the stage like it was planned all along. She flips her long dark hair, strokes her acoustic 

guitar and embarks on a four-minute-long love ballade. Unbeknown to us, the ceremony has 

already started on the canvas when we enter the bar. The camera is focused on Sultan 

Muhammad ke-V’s (Malaysia’s king at the time) face. Like the rest of the male population of 

                                                      
21 Polling and Counting Agents 
22 Parti Warisan Sabah (Sabah Heritage Party). Now part of government coalition PH, after election.  
23 President of Sabah Heritage Party 
24 Kota Kinabalu 
25 The castle 
26 Member of the political party; Dewan Rakyat. Formerly member of UMNO. 
27 Former Chief Minister of the state Sabah. Member of UMNO. 
28 Election Commission of Malaysia. Abbreviated SPR or EC. 
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that room, he is dressed in the Malay traditional costume for men, baju melayu. The wives 

are wearing the female equivalent, baju kurung. The large canvas and bright surrounding 

lights amplify a deep grout in the king’s forehead. In sharp contrast, the sounds audibly are a 

mix of love ballade, clinking glasses, and jolly people. Mahathir Mohamad and Sultan 

Muhammad shake hands with a serious mine. The camera zooms out and a large smartphone 

can be spotted being tucked into the pocket of the king’s baju Melayu. Several people laugh 

loudly at the sight. Flashes light up the canvas. We discuss the excitement of last night 

wholeheartedly when one girl exclaims that she was watching three screens at any time, 

because she did not trust any of them. Around the table, a common consensus states that there 

might be a positive change. The lead singer is back. With shining eyelets, he starts singing 

the national anthem. 

  

Self-censoring and Social Media  

Discussing the results of last night, a hefty topic among the environmentalists was mass 

media methods of news sharing. One of the hosts announcing the results on television had 

supposedly gotten more unrestrained the further the broadcast lasted, especially when the 

election’s winner became apparent. Bunga laughs when she says: “I was so shocked. This is 

Malaysia. We are not used to so much brutal honesty.” Similarly, during the days after the 

election, many of the discussions on WhatsApp become a public matter. Some people write, 

“We broke the chains.” A friend of a friend posts a photo of himself naked, with the face of 

Rosmah (former PM Najib’s wife) covering his private parts, on Facebook. A photo he would 

have been arrested for posting the day before the election. Rosmah’s alienated daughter, 

Arzene Ahmad, posts a lengthy Facebook-status airing among other things that;  

 

Today marks the end of an era of tyranny that many have prayed for […] The amount 

of money in briefcases exchanging hands and being spent like water not for the 

benefit of the rakyat but to be spent like water on jewels, bribery of officials and used 

in the pursuit of gaining more power […] Something malignant had creeped into 

1MDB but instead [of fixing it] this family resorted to committing the disgustingly 

treasonous act of stealing from their people billions of dollars with they proceeded to 

use not just as their personal coffers to the detriment of the people but to bribe, extort, 

silence, maim and kill […].   

 

The imperative difference from the night before the election and the night after is that many 

of the previously private discussions emerged from the private sphere of WhatsApp-groups, 

and became visible in the public spheres. One of the places where this emergence became 
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visible was through Twitter. The conversations that emerged, illustrated a massive positive 

hope for change amongst the rakyat. An example of the national hope was the ubiquitous use 

of the phrase “A new Malaysia.” Interestingly, even though the opposition party won and the 

conversations emerged into the public, the laws restricting public participation were then, and 

are still, very much in place.  

 

The fact that the conversations still emerged, at least at the time, alludes to a certain degree of 

self-censoring of the people. This self-censoring happened in relation to the state, and in 

relation to each other. There will always exist a certain degree of self-censoring in the public 

space, but it is necessary to reflect around the extent of it. Paula Uimonen (2003, p. 306) 

highlights that self-censorship in Malaysia is connected to the fear of upsetting the status quo 

as well as personal and professional implications that defiance would bring along. This was 

also quite clear among my interlocutors, exemplified in Mandi’s story of why he quit his job 

as a political journalist. In a report called “Creating a Culture of Fear,” the Human Rights 

Watch argues that “the Communications and Multimedia Act (CMA) has been used to block 

websites reporting on corruption, penalize radio stations for airing discussions of matters of 

public interest and arrest and prosecute users of social media.” The report also shows how the 

media and civil society have been a target for crackdown of peaceful political commentary. It 

was evident that the government was censoring the civil society, but the culture of fear the 

few arrests they conducted created was arguably an equally large hindrance of freedom of 

speech.  

 

WhatsApp of the Weak  

The rise of social media has numerous times showed us there is strength in numbers. Look no 

further than the fundamental role these networks played during the Arabic spring, where they 

created a political revolution in 2010/12, what the #metoo campaign has done for the 

women’s movement in 2017/19, or how civil society in Malaysia mobilized to secure a 

historic regime change for GE14. Connections formed through social media can provide 

tremendous advantages, but can also be dangerous. The world experienced some of these 

dangers through the revelations of election manipulation done by Cambridge Analytica 

during Trumps 2016 US presidential campaign and UKs 2016 EU membership referendum 

(Brexit). In this chapter, I have looked at the rakyat’s use of social media to communicate but 

also how the structural power of laws, corruption, and (self-) censoring are inhibiting this 
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communication. An interesting finding during my fieldwork among the environmentalist is 

the methods they exercised to circumvent the government’s discouraging restrictions.  

 

The use of social media is a relatively new communication tool, especially within the 

political discourse. The different platforms created ways for my interlocutors to connect and 

communicate without meeting in person or go through official channels, and it created 

possibilities to categorize and organize resistance away from the public eye. This shows that 

even in repressive environments, people can still build networks for potential social 

movements through the making of hidden transcripts (Scott, 1990). These hidden transcripts 

have the potential to create a lot of influence. There is power in strong networks (Bourdieu, 

1977; Jenkins, 2009; Malinowski, 1922; Mauss, 1925), which makes social media powerful. 

For example, although it was hard to know what was true, what were rumors, and what was 

propaganda from the losing government during GE14, social media did provide the rakyat 

with new channels of collecting and sharing information. People videotaped the protests, the 

police barriers, and joined the information sharing. From a casual conversation reflecting 

back on the days of the election, quoted from a ‘green event,’29 Cleo, a young 

environmentalists exclaimed excitingly:  

 

Social media makes corruption harder. The government could for example not try to 

change the election result to their pleasing after the votes were cast as they have 

before, because the information came out so quick, despite their efforts to stop it. We 

know the results this time! 

 

The zero wasters’ use of WhatsApp during GE14 is not exclusive to this group. We can look 

at the empirical findings from two different directions; it can be viewed as an example of 

communication among the environmentalists, or we can look at the use of informal networks 

as a political weapon. People are usually connected through a variety of social networks, 

through friends, family, school, or work. For my interlocutors, one of these networks was the 

ZW-group. The group served as a way of connecting with other people with similar political 

convictions, and it served as a way of obtaining news and information across other groups. 

Thus, the network served an important political function, in mobilizing and activating the 

group members in more effective ways than previously, creating a channel for people to 

                                                      
29 A term often used by the environmentalists to categorize environmentally aware events.  
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speak their mind without the presence of state power. In this way, WhatsApp became what 

Scott (1985) called a weapon of the weak.  

 

Some of the empirical findings in this study show that the news received through the 

WhatsApp-groups was highly dependent on personal connections. One person from the group 

shared a rumor from a position within the castle, and another person shared a rumor heard 

from her hairdresser the same day. Some screenshotted straws of information from a variety 

of WhatsApp-groups and shared them on Twitter, mainly through the seemingly opposition-

friendly #GE14. Through these screenshots, #GE14 functioned like a reflection of the 

WhatsApp-groups. Following the hashtag on Twitter, you could be somewhat informed of 

the information/rumors that were spreading through the groups, but not quite. Only following 

#GE14 was like looking at the reflection of yourself in a pond. You can see defining features, 

but wind, dirt, and other disturbances would always corrupt the complete picture. How 

powerful each individual was, were then largely depended on how resourceful their network/ 

WhatsApp-group was (Bourdieu, 1986; Jenkins, 2009). The group would use each other to 

fact check the information shared and received by asking questions like “what do you know 

on this subject?” or “have we received any confirmation on this yet?”  

 

In this way, the group’s cultural capital, i.e., knowledge, ideas and habits originating from the 

individual’s offline background, was expressed and accumulated in the group’s social capital, 

i.e., the network or WhatsApp-groups they belonged to online (Bourdieu, 1986). Like 

economic capital, both cultural and social capital are convertible. The value of the knowledge 

the individuals had, it be a new recipe for zero waste- deodorant, or what was going on 

during the election that no one else was reporting on, created a value that strengthened their 

place in the network. Likewise, good networks could also open new doors and create 

conditions where one would get the “correct” cultural capital. In this way, it existed a form of 

reciprocity between the members of the group, embedded in the exchange of information. 

The “gift” of information was given with an expectation of receiving information in return 

(Mauss, 1925). It is here interesting to note that there were several underlying power 

structures in the discourse. There was an expectation to contribute and participate in the 

WhatsApp-groups, but mostly hidden transcripts represented a critique of power that was 

important for my interlocutors in their reactions to governmental restrictions.  
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In Chinese culture, there is a word used to define the fundamental dynamic in personalized 

social networks of power, Guanxi (關係). Guanxi is relations that builds an identity relative 

to a, for example, place, kinship, or education. It is an egocentric network that can remind 

one of that of a friendship. Whereas friendship is often based on affect, Guanxi is based on 

strategy. However, friendship can be the base of Guanxi (Smart, 1993). This can be 

exemplified through Chinese new year’s. During Chinese New Year, all businesses give gifts 

to each other. These are supposed to be of equal value, and forgetting to give such a gift or 

give a less worthy gift can mess up your business for the entire year. Similarly, in personal 

context, this personal connection is often favors or services. 

 

I have made it clear that my interlocutors were engaged in politics and the power of 

information. Comparably, it is hard to know if they were more or less informed than other 

groups, but it was evident that they shared more bits of information with each other (true or 

not) than the media did. This sharing was not just characteristic for the duration of the 

election (though intensified). The group put great emphasis in this sharing of important (and 

less important) news in the duration of the whole fieldwork, and beyond. Being a part of the 

WhatsApp-groups has made it easier to follow political events in Malaysia, even after leaving 

the field.  

 

However, after leaving the field, the absentness of offline discussions and therefore the 

explanations of online conversations clarified how political analysis is more nuanced when 

discussing them, complimentary to only sharing them online. Similarly, discussions around 

the events offline without receiving some of the information from the social networks online 

would be uninformed, and because Malaysia is somewhat socially segregated, probably quite 

one-sided. These empirical findings show that there is power in the online-networks, but 

there is also power in the offline-networks. Sometimes these would overlap and sometimes 

they would not. In this way, Goffman’s (1956) categorization of social activity in different 

frames becomes clear. The online and offline frames trigger different attitudes, but similar to 

Miller et al. (2016) findings, my data clearly shows that a complementary discussion paints 

the clearest image of political discussions.  
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Not-Not Weak 

I have discussed how WhatsApp can be used as a ‘weapon of the weak’ and how the online-

networks are complementary to the offline ones, but there are two more interesting remarks 

to be mentioned in this regard. The first one is why WhatsApp was perceived as “safer” than 

Facebook to publish controversial opinions hidden from a state of censorship. Publishing 

content on Facebook has the potential to reach more followers, which makes it a more public 

platform. However, WhatsApp is owned by Facebook and has the same privacy regulations. 

In the WhatsApp-groups, there could still be hundreds of members, and even though a person 

has to invite you in, one can never really trust everyone in the group. On Facebook, you can 

create fake profiles, log into a different computer, use a different IP-address, and your 

identity would be hard to discover. On WhatsApp, you have to register your phone number, 

which connects you to your personal identity, despite the phone you post from or where you 

are located. The messaging app does promise its users end-to-end encryption, but there is no 

guarantee for the human members of the group so you can never really be sure of who might 

turn you in. In 2016, the police arrested a man for sharing a photo insulting the then PM in a 

WhatsApp-group, and in 2017, the government threatened to jail WhatsApp-group admins 

over the spread of Fake News. These arrests show that even WhatsApp-groups are under 

surveillance and state-restrictions.  

 

The previous chapter concentrated on the zero wasters perception of risk, which can also 

shortly be noted here. Because of the aspects of self-censoring that existed within the group, 

reflections around the use of different platforms and the risks connected to them were 

selected, formed and negotiated within the group. There was a mutual understanding that 

WhatsApp was safe for political discussions and negative connotations surrounding existing 

government practices. Because they felt that this transcript was hidden and therefore safe, the 

group became a safe space for such discussions. It was safe because the group selected away 

the thoughts of spies in the group or the dangers of connecting with an identifying phone 

number. It was safe because it was perceived as the safest option.  

 

The second remark is that the Chinese-Malaysians are, in general, an educated minority, with 

a strong position in the economy. Comparably, environmentalism is also a feature 

predominated in the middle class. Be that as it may, economic strength does not guarantee 

equal political sway. Because the political power principally lies with the Malay, and as mass 
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media is owned by the government, we are talking about a deficit in freedom of speech, but 

in a different way than the peasants of the village Sedaka, portrayed by Scott in 1985. The 

civil society in Malaysia does possess a voice, regardless of it being compromised by the 

different press regulations, corruption, and confusing and contradictory rumors. By cutting 

the ‘peasant’ from Everyday Forms of Peasant Resistance, we transcend Scott’s contribution 

into the now and the urban. Utilizing Scott’s (1985) theoretical framework, WhatsApp 

becomes a weapon for civil society to express their voice in a political landscape. They might 

be positioned in a weaker location within the political discourse in mass media, but they are 

not powerless. In this way, they are not weak, but they are also not-not weak.  

 

Throughout the discussions in this chapter, I have especially reflected around fake news, 

corruption, and self-censoring. Many more factors can be highlighted and discussed as to 

why the group chooses the platform they did. I choose to focus on these three because they 

were constantly debated and strongly emphasized by my interlocutors when discussing 

freedom of speech and the use of public space (referring to media and online platforms). 

However valid the discussion as of how effective WhatsApp is as a weapon of the weak, the 

general perception of my interlocutors was that “at least it is better” than other channels. 

Despite the flaws of WhatsApp, the hidden transcripts did provide the group with a new form 

of power which not only had a huge effect in the political landscape during the election but 

also on the communication and resulting formation of the group and the practice of ZW. 

Because the group is able to “low key” participate in the political debate through informal 

platforms (despite having a very visible social media front), the network becomes strong. I 

will further develop this argument in the following chapter.  

 

Concluding Remarks 

The international media announced the election’s winner around 4 am local time on May 9th. 

The inauguration did not happen until late evening on the 10th. Even today, the rumors of 

what happened that night are being discussed on social media. As illustrated by the empirical 

data from the election days, the rakyat would find news from social networking, despite 

compromised information from government and mass media. A lack of trust in government 

owned mass media resulted in different approaches towards obtaining information. What 

becomes apparent while reading the empirical data is how the conversation goes from being 

very much anchored in the physical world through casting the ballot, to being almost 
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completely digitalized. We also see how the different frames are actually intertwined when 

the online interactions color the offline-conversations and vice versa.  

 

Speculations were formulated, shared, re-shaped, and re-shared on how the government 

would compromise the people’s right to a free and fair election. There was no way for people 

to fact check these rumors because the government was not releasing correctional 

information to the public. In this way, WhatsApp-groups and public Tweets of these 

conversations became important tools for people to connect. The use of WhatsApp by 

environmentalists in Malaysia as a way of discussing the politics and arranging organized 

resistance away from the public debate, became a weapon for the marginalized, and arguably 

contributed to shaping the grassroots of Malaysia.   
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Pee, Shampoo, and Coffins- An Imagined 

Community of Practice 

May I know your thoughts? Would you still consider a coffin after your last 

breath as a zero waste practitioner? If no coffin, where are we supposed to 

be placed for the last respect? (Facebook poster). 

 

Cheap travel and new technologies have created a way for physically distant people to lay 

claim to universal values such as human rights and climate activism. In this chapter, I will 

discuss how the new media shaped and reshaped the relatively new zero waste (ZW) group 

into a community of practice. Anderson (1983) argues that print capitalism has created a 

common language for humans to connect across political and geographical cleavages. I 

further develop this idea and will argue that instant translating algorithms over the Internet 

has had the same but amplified effect in the formation of groups and communities. Through 

this instant and direct communication, the group is not just an imagined community, but also 

a community of practice in which they share purpose and discourse through mutual 

engagement. In this chapter, I will lift the gaze from the environmentalist’s day-to-day 

actions to what this means within a larger picture, by reflecting on the case study Zero Waste 

Malaysia (ZWM), what this case can say about civil society and their use of social media as a 

communicative tool.  

 

Community of Practice   

Historically, nationalism has played an important part in contemporary nation-states, where 

they have integrated an even larger number of people culturally, politically, and economically 

(Eriksen, 2014, p. 29). The difficulties regarding these multi-cultural nations are how to 

analyze the groups that grow from within, and across state-borders with the help of new 

technological tools. Anderson (1983) defines a nation as  

 

[…] An imagined political community- and imagined as both inherently limited and 

sovereign […] [the nation] is imagined because the members of even the smallest 

nation will never know most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of 

them, yet in the minds of each lived the image of their communion  (Anderson, 1983, 

p. 6).  
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In Malaysia, the established media is closely tied to the process of nation-building, and as 

illustrated in the previous chapter, the political culture plays a vital role in the production and 

dissemination of information. I have argued that the implication of the Internet has had 

profound significance for the information flow among the environmentalists, and the 14th 

general election (GE14). Uimonen (2003) argues that the Internet is not just a technology but 

it is also a culture. Following the organizational principle of networks, she argues that this 

culture is an expression of flow rather than structure. Furthermore, online political activism in 

Malaysia represents an instance of online nation building, where the social and cultural 

online-interaction has a direct bearing in creating an imagined community.  

 

The emergence of the Internet has broadened our views of what a community is, and can be. 

A Facebook-group is not a nation, but it is a community based on a set of ideas that can 

transcend nations, ethnicity, and other traditional characteristics. The group was imagined 

because the environmentalists would not personally know everyone in the group, but they 

were a political community bounded by the same ideas and practices. What it means to be a 

zero waster, is therefore bounded in the collective fantasy of the community. In this way, the 

community of zero waste has something in common with the church and the state. The 

community exists and has value because people ascribe it value, unlike, for example, food, 

which is valuable through its physical characteristics. Besides being a Facebook group, the 

community that grew from the online platform has become an essential component for many 

people. The WhatsApp- and Facebook groups were tools of communication, but they were 

also crucial in creating a sense of community for the group of environmentalists.  

 

The ZW-group was an imagined political community, but the fact that they were not centered 

around an intense feeling of nationalism, but rather a common purpose, forces us to look 

further than the “imagined.” The endless possibilities that the Internet provides human beings 

also force us to look at the constructions of communities. Thus, I further develop Anderson’s 

(1983) theory of imagined communities by adding Wenger’s (1998) community of practice 

as a framework to analyze the interactions between the group members. A community of 

practice is a set of interacting people engaged in common practice (Wenger, 1998). Practice 

refers to the work people do, but also to the ideas behind it - their shared understandings and 

their activities. The three key dimensions are mutual engagement, joint enterprise, and shared 

repertoire.  
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Mutual Engagement 

Wenger (1998, p. 83) argues that the central defining feature of a community of practice is 

what he calls “mutual engagement.” The zero wasters formed a community of practice by 

sharing a repertoire of routines, words, ways of doing things, stories, gestures, symbols, 

genres, and action’s produced or adopted by the community and which have become part of 

its practice. One of the strengths of this notion is that we can analyze the group out of actions, 

not by a fixed criteria of belonging (Barlocco, 2013).  

 

Through analyzing the group out of their actions, I can drain out the passive members of the 

Facebook group, and rather focus on the people more actively engaged in the ZW-practice 

that would identify with the group more strongly. Alternatively as Geertz (1972) would call 

it; deep play. In identifying with ZW, the practitioner is not only identifying with her ideal 

self, but also with her fears, wants, and social capital of the group. Membership is more than 

clicking a button on Facebook; interaction is also necessary. Through these interactions, they 

shaped the group’s culture and its practices. Typically, interactions mean geographic 

proximity, but for the ZWers, it also entailed online proximity. The group was very active, 

sharing between 10-200 posts per day (depending on the platform). The posters would 

usually share tips and questions surrounding the practicalities of the ZW-lifestyle, or photos, 

articles, and videos on a relevant environmental topic. There would be long debates in each 

comment-field of each question, with lengthy discussions about the chosen topic. 

 

For example, this question posted mid-day by one of the groups newer members; “Can 

suggest the best cheap/ affordable shampoo/ body bar? Thanks!” or this tip posted by one of 

the regular members at evening time “Does anyone know what I can do with these plastic 

fruit trays? Such a shame to throw away though and might be too shallow for a composting 

bin setup […]”. These questions both which illustrates how the group would share 

information, routines, and ways of doing things, but also a shared focus on the environment 

and economy. The importance is not in the wording itself, but the fact that they would engage 

in sharing ways of doing basic day-to-day task; From how to make cleaning products or shop, 

to how to share these experiences with friends and family. In this way, the group is 

participants in creating their understanding of what ZW meant in their context.   
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From the posting pattern of mostly sharing questions, articles, and tips, individual 

“influencers” grew and became prominent representatives of the group. My interlocutors 

shared personal stories from their lives, tips on how others could be like them, and personal 

aspirations as of how they could become better. Jenny would do this all the time. For 

instance, in a post with a lengthy tip on how to reuse bread clips. She shared photos of her 

earrings connected and her chargers organized by these bread clips, and proclaimed that she 

had not thrown away a bread clip in years.  

 

When the Facebook-group started to grow, ZW started to attract attention outside the online 

world of Facebook. The prominent members would be asked to attend interviews in the local 

newspaper (mostly articles written in Mandarin), the news (also predominantly Chinese), and 

to speak at events about their sustainable lifestyle. Especially after the FB-group became an 

NGO, their status became more established as a part of the ‘green’30 community. ZWM 

would host events, like markets, clothes swaps, and community workshops.  

 

Besides hosting ZW-events, the group was invited to hold stands at other green events. 

During my fieldwork, the group hosted, among other things, a stand at a green-fest in a mall, 

which showcased a ZW-home. The ZW-home illustrated products to use in the bathroom 

with a bamboo-toothbrush with pig hair, homemade soap, reusable makeup-removing cloths, 

and menstrual cups. The kitchen stocked with reusable utensils like bamboo- and stainless 

steel straws, homemade products like washing-enzymes made from food scraps, and 

kombucha (a fermented tea). The stands would usually have some of these products for sale 

as well, but most of the people that stopped by did so to talk and learn. The events were 

characterized by an casual vibe, with activities that were meant to add environmental value to 

the visitors. The purpose was to teach people how to reduce personal consumption and to 

meet others with a common purpose. 

 

In the beginning, Lee would accept all invitations to speak at such events, but after the 

popularity started to become apparent, she would become more critical as to which 

invitations to accept. The anecdotes she would tell were often situational, and she would 

repeat the most successful ones at the next event. She spoke fast, with a slightly broken 

                                                      
30 I refer to the emic term ´Green-events´ and ´Green-communities  ́as events and communities with an explicit 

focus on protecting the environment.  



 78 

English, substituted with an occasional word of Bahasa or Mandarin. One of the stories she 

liked to tell was the morning routine of her husband and her;  

 

I go into the bathroom and do the morning care. When I finish brushing my teeth with 

my bamboo brush, finish cleaning my hair with only warm water, I go to pee. At first, 

I did not know about the massive water we waste, but when I learned I started to 

think. How can we use less water? So after I have peed in the morning, I yell at my 

husband to come into the bathroom and pee on my pee. This way we save one flush 

every day.  

 

In such, the group connected through the constant mutual interaction and sharing of 

experiences. These interactions became amplified in the vast echo chamber that is social 

media. Constant repetition of these actions creates a new form of habitus (Bourdieu, 1977). 

Once it has become a routine one of the interlocutors commented on a quite visible trait, 

“[…] you feel uneasy when you forget the food container, and you have to get a plastic box. 

At first, you feel weird because no one else is doing it, and then it feels nice when you go to 

the regular restaurants, and they know you, and does not ask questions”. Hence, the constant 

planning and the uncomfortable feeling that can emerge from ‘being different,’ become 

routines and creates a form of accomplishment once completed. This sense of 

accomplishment is again constantly reinforced and confirmed through sharing these 

experiences on social media. 

 

The group also became connected by conflict. The most apparent conflict, enhanced during 

the days of the election, was the conflict with the state. The interlocutors would often declare 

their dismay over the state and their practices, and opted more strongly for change the closer 

it got to the election dates. Most importantly, they would resist the state in their negligence to 

address the environment in a satisfying way, which, by my interlocutors, was perceived as a 

critical topic. As discussed in the previous chapter, this conflict was enhanced and confirmed 

by the constant online interaction within the group, which included sharing rumors, news, 

and opinions. The topics of discussions were not just a subject to the external censor board, 

but as I have discussed previously, through the practice of self-censorship. The practice of 

sharing a repertoire clearly illustrates that self-censorship is a more significant issue in some 

languages than in others.  
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 Shared Repertoire 

Shared repertoire refers to the continual development and maintenance of a shared repertoire 

of procedures, techniques, shortcuts, jargon, tools, forms, symbols, mental categories, 

actions, and concepts. This is the most apparent outcome of a community of practice 

(Wenger, 1998). The repertoire is often built up and shaped over time, by the group 

themselves. However, because the ZW-movement in Malaysia was relatively new, they did 

not have a shared history to give a sense of identity and belongingness. In the freshness of the 

movement, a lack of history, also clarified a lack of variety in the repertoire. For example, the 

group would often refer to the French- American ZW-guru Bea Johnson when discussing the 

particularities of living ZW, but also expressed a need to develop a local meaning. The 

buildup of local jargon, symbols, and techniques takes time, but as we could read out of the 

examples in chapter four, where many would take their daily shopping out of the mall and 

back to traditional markets, make the regional kombucha or homemade washing products 

inherited from their mothers, the group slowly developed a local authenticity. The shared 

repertoire is supposed to provide a shared language for communicating this meaning, but 

social segregation, and natural language barrier is also a hinder to overcome in Malaysia. The 

use of social media played a massive part in circumventing this barrier, and therefore in 

creating the community.  

 

In bi-communal Malaysia, there has been a huge national debate surrounding the use of 

languages, especially in public- and school sector. Languages have proven to be a highly 

sensitive subject (Andaya & Andaya, 2016, p. 334). Most notably, Malay language 

publications and broadcasts are more subjected to censorship, than English, Indian, or 

Chinese media outlets, and popular media receive more scrutiny than intellectuals (Uimonen, 

2003). This separation embedded in the languages is nicely exemplified by my friend Mrs. 

Choo, a seventy-year-old lady. Her family had lived and worked in Malaysia for three 

generations, but she still identified herself as “Chinese.” As most Chinese children do, she 

went to a Chinese school and spoke very poorly Malay, which is the case of many from her 

generation. She did speak English, but not very well. When a considerable part of the 

national debate happened in Malay or English, Mrs. Choo could not understand nor 

participate in the political debates which occurred across the country. She could only follow 

Chinese-run news and some English-news. Thus, the structural ethnic division, created 

already as school children, has a negative democratic effect where Mrs. Choo became 
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excluded from a critical debate in the public space of a country in which she had worked and 

lived all her life. 

 

Photo illustrates a sign refusing to sell alcoholic drinks to Muslims, found in a grocery store.  

 

The online sphere of ZWM had members with different ethnicities, but the physical meetings 

were visibly homogenous. Even though the interlocutors were inclusive (and most of a 

younger generation than Mrs. Choo), the spoken language quickly shifted from English (the 

group’s lingua franca) to the most comfortable one, depending on the present majority. This 

primarily occurred during our offline-meetings when there was something quick to be 

explained, a personal one-to-one message, or if I would take too many notes on my phone (in 

which they often interpreted into me not paying attention to the conversation, and thus did 

not need to include me by speaking the not-preferred language of the setting). Therefore, it is 

not just the terminology that is important, but also the language it is communicated. Anderson 

further discuss the role of languages when he states that;  

 

What in a positive sense made the new communities imaginable [referring to print 

capitalism] was a half-fortuitous, but explosive, interaction between a system of 

production and productive relations (capitalism), a technology of communications 

(print), and the fatality of human linguistic diversity. The element of fatality is 

essential. For whatever superhuman feats capitalism was capable of, it found in death 

and languages two tenacious adversaries. Particularly languages can die or be wiped 

out, but there was no possibility of humankind´s general linguistic unification 

(Anderson, 1983, p. 43).  

 

Anderson writes about the crossfire between capitalism, print, and languages in shaping 

modern communities. He writes this in 1983, in a time just before the Internet exploded in 

real and irreversible ways. The emergence of the Internet, with its instant translations, have in 

a way, created an international language, in a similar way Anderson (1983) argues that some 

symbols (for example the cross in Christianity) does, and what Wenger (1998) argues is an 

essential part of the shared repertoire. In an instant chatroom, a Malay ZWer can write in 
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Bahasa Melayu, with a Chinese ZWer writing in Mandarin, and thanks to translating 

aapplications, they could understand each other in a way they would not have understood 

each other in ‘real life.’ Through the messaging application WeChat (which translates 

instantly) or WhatsApp (which can be used in combination with for example Google 

Translate), Mrs. Choo sent me relevant articles and memes31 wishing me a good day in 

Mandarin, of which I instantly translated and replied. We did not have to wait for a translator, 

or for what Lazarsfeld, Berelson, and Gaudet (1968) called an opinion leader. Similarly, in 

the large chat-groups on WhatsApp, the environmentalists would share text and articles in the 

most commonly used languages Bahasa Melayu, Mandarin, Hokkien, and English, that 

everyone could still understand through translation applications. Through these channels, the 

ZW-community bypassed the top-heaviness that discourse-oriented approaches are often 

critiques for (Kvanneid, 2018, p. 42), and became imagined as a “deep, horizontal 

comradeship” (Anderson, 1983, p. 7), over the practice of direct and translatable 

communication.  

 

This translatable service was imperative in creating a forum where the ZWers could share 

their repertoire. However, WhatsApp-group is not a perfect format, and the translating 

services can be inadequate. They do not necessarily make room for slang, poor grammar, or 

typos. As discussed previously, written communication through an application can lack the 

context and depth that an offline conversation can create. It is, for example, not possible to 

fall back on hand gestures when the translation fails. Anderson summarize his argument by 

drawing conclusions from the statement  

 

[…] thus far by saying that the convergence of capitalism and print technology on the 

fatal diversity of human language created the possibility of a new form of imagined 

community, which in its basic morphology set the stage for the modern nation 

(Anderson, 1983, p. 46).  

 

I want to pull this statement, from the abstract nation-state, down to the environmentalists in 

Malaysia. The technology of communications and anthropological linguistics has not just set 

the stage for the modern nation, but also communities across the nation-state. ZW is a 

community of ideas and ideology, which connects people not only through nationality, but 

through a shared repertoire of habits and ideals. The idea that over-consumption is bad grew 

                                                      
31 An image, video, piece of text etc., typically humorous in nature that is copied and spread rapidly by Internet 

users, often with slight variations.  
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in response to a system of production and capitalistic relations. Hence, in the crossfire of 

capitalism, technology, and languages, a group of environmentalists grew into an imagined 

community. The languages in real life could be a hindrance when sharing the discourse, but 

the Internet have the possibility to surpassed this hinder and created a space of which the 

group could share similar ideas and concepts. Because the group is constructed by mutual 

negotiation, it creates a regime of mutual accountability. People are responsible to each other 

for sharing information. The interlocutors would take this responsibility very seriously and 

share everything they knew.  

 

Once someone posted something in the group, it would not take long until the comment-field 

was filled up with tips, comments, and stories. This communication became apparent during 

the election, where people would share every bit of information they would come across in 

the WhatsApp-groups, verified or not. However, the election-debates clarified how much the 

rumors and “fake news” in circulation, were subjected to individual analysis. Thus, how the 

elements of the repertoire become viewed and used is always up for interpretation (Wenger, 

1998). For example, a plastic bottle can be a container to drink from, or it can be a symbols 

of capitalism and over-consumption. It was important for my interlocutors to navigate this 

stream of information to find the truth. The WhatsApp-groups were of major significance 

here, where they would discuss the information shared, and often collectively decide if this 

was ‘real’ news or ‘fake’ news. In this way, the group would navigate a shared repertoire 

through mutual agreement. 

 

Common Purpose  

Wenger’s (1998) third dimension of a community of practice is a joint enterprise. This refers 

to the common purpose that binds the people together and provides a unifying goal and 

coherence for their actions. The group developed a conception of their shared goals through 

mutual engagement and reciprocity (Mauss, 1925). In part, the goals of the group become 

determined by the larger structure in which they are embedded, i.e., the broader network and 

concept of ZW. However, the local Zero Waste Malaysia created its own identity and goals 

specific to them. An example of this notion is a rather unique question posted in the group; 

“May I know your thoughts […] Would you still consider a coffin after your last breath as a 

zero waste practitioner? If no coffin, where are we supposed to be placed for the last 

respect?” 
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This question illustrates not only how the ZW-group would share their practice and 

repertoire, but it also raises an compelling point in respect to how media can play an essential 

role in promoting a sense of shared ideas and sense of identity. The question of death is 

usually closely connected to religion, culture or family practice, where the discussion that 

eroded from a question about the coffin being ZW, also eludes to how closely tied the 

identity of environmentalist can be to the self. At the same time, it is through communication 

between geographically dispersed people, that contributes to making the boundaries of 

societies and cultures harder to identify (Hannerz, 1992, pp. 29-30). The images of the nation 

and Malaysia’s role and place in the world is, for example, inseparable from the political 

imagery (Uimonen, 2003). This blending of mediascapes and ideoscapes (Appadurai, 1990) 

is not unique to Malaysia, but it is important to consider when discussing Malaysian society. 

 

Local Consequences of Globalization 

Back at the urban garden on another Tuesday morning, we are cleaning up and getting ready 

to go to lunch. Bunga holds up the last sprout to be replanted. One of the Indian volunteer’s 

comments on the specificities of the flowers in Malaysia and asks about the name of a plant 

she does not quite recognize, even though the plants also exist in India. Bunga explains that 

the plants have to grow in a similar climate to remain the same plant. To bring the seeds of a 

Chinese plant like Ginseng Jawa to America would after generations become a new plant. In 

fact, it would no longer be Ginseng Jawa but rather American Ginseng. It is therefore not 

enough to bring the seeds; one has to bring the same dirt and the same conditions for the 

plant to have the same qualities.  

 

Based on Appadurai’s (1990) concept of mediascapes, ideas become globalized because of 

the global flow of their printed and screened media image. Similarly, Eriksen (2018) 

contrasts Greenpeace’s global activities with localities that come across as instances of global 

processes. Accordingly, ZWers around the world has become influenced by the global 

production of environmentalist that has spread to their nations from the western epicenters. 

The global flow of humans, the Internet, and information have been an instrumental part in 

forming the ideas of being “Zero Waste,” even though the practices in itself might be 

anchored in the traditional way of living in Malaysia. The terminology is not local, but as 

illustrated in this thesis, many attempts to apply ZW to the Malaysian context was often to 
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shop at the traditional markets, make traditional teas (kombucha), or homemade appliances 

that were common among the older generations. This way, environmental engagement moves 

from its initial local scale to a large global scale, but remains anchored in local lifeworld’s 

(Eriksen, 2018, pp. 435-436).  

 

Ferrarese (2015) study of the movement of metal music in Malaysia, questions what Deena 

Weinstein (2011) called “the globalization of metal.” Ferrarese says that “such interpretations 

could suggest the subordination of the developing world’s metal scene to a form of Western-

influenced ‘metal colonialism’, thus suggesting their inability to create authentic metal 

music” (Ferrarese, 2015, p. 4). I agree that such an interpretation would be too simplistic also 

for the ZW-movement. The group’s characteristics are not inherent in objects but are 

negotiated and mutually agreed on, through a shared repertoire. ZW is indeed a concept of 

ideas that have derived from foreign countries, but as I have tried to argue here, Malaysians 

construct their own sense of “environmentalist authenticity.” The ZW-group in Kuala 

Lumpur is, therefore, a local consequence of globalization. The ideas might not be new to the 

city, but the terminology has arrived from overseas. However, the western idea of ZW 

without Malaysian specific knowledge cannot exist in Malaysia.  

 

Concluding Remarks  

I have argued that the group is a community of practice, i.e., their actions and ideas are 

produced and reproduced through constant interaction. In bi-communal Malaysia, language 

has been a sensitive and important subject when it comes to integration and group-forming 

across from ethnic cleavages. The Internet has not only become a way of communicating and 

sharing ideas across the globe, it has also provided a sort of general linguistic unification, that 

may surpass the language barrier that has previously confined ethnic groups within the nation 

as well. Through a mutual engagement and shared repertoire, the group has shaped a local 

form of ZW, out of what can be called a local consequence of globalization. This 

environmentalist authenticity shows how local concerns are important when conducting a 

global analysis.  

 



 85 

Discussion 

Throughout this thesis, I have looked at political exclusion in Malaysia, weapons of 

participation despite this exclusion, and what these new weapons have done to communities 

and the feeling of belonging within the civil society. The case I have used as a framework to 

exemplify this discussion is an environmental NGO that grew out of an online network called 

“Zero Waste Malaysia.”  

 

The empirical data is based on six months’ fieldwork in Kuala Lumpur, where I lived with 

and by the principles of Zero Waste (ZW). The group consisted mainly of female 

environmentalists from the Chinese middle class. However, this classification is nuanced and 

not absolute. The reason it is still important to mention is because the Malaysian society is 

closely structured around these differences. Gender, class, and ethnicity permeate almost 

every aspect of the Malaysian way of living. Where and when to eat, which school to attend, 

which sector to work in, voting patterns, economy, clothing, who to date, befriend, how to 

communicate, and to participate in the public sphere, are all affected by these ascribed 

identities.  

 

When starting this fieldwork, I wanted to do something, rather radical within anthropology, 

and ignore these identity features through looking at social media as a sort of super-weapon 

with the possibility to circumvent the uncomfortable notion of being born into the 

expectations and possibilities that gender, ethnicity, and class present. However, efficacy is, 

at least in part, influenced by individual variations in competence (Jenkins, 2009), and there 

is hardly a society where these identities do not matter. As the fieldwork progressed, I 

quickly acknowledged that values people ascribe to the online world exist because humans, 

that are anchored in the offline world, introduce it and give it meaning. These identities 

matter, and they construct and shape the way people communicate offline and online.  

 

Female, environmentalist, and Chinese are identities that are all underrepresented in the 

public political sphere in Malaysia. This fact does not necessarily mean that they are less 

active, but that they participate through different forums. Mostly unable to participate in the 

national arena, the zero wasters concentrated their search for belonging on a local level, of 

which they felt they could exert a certain degree of control. Because of the difficulties of the 

politically marginalized to identify with the state, they identified with a group in their 
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everyday lives (Barlocco, 2013). Ultimately, they create an identity across state identity and 

ethnic identity without eliminating them.  

 

Uimonen (2003) notes that participation through social media is prominent among the middle 

class in Malaysia, and Hassan and Weiss (2012) show that Malaysian women prefer 

participating through informal networks. Similarly, environmentalism is a phenomenon 

usually prominent in the middle class, and in developed countries (Hassan & Weiss, 2012, p. 

6; Muller & Schienberg, 1997; Skogen, 1996). This is because the environment only becomes 

a priority when basic needs, like food, water, warmth, rest, and a sense of safety are covered. 

The sense of safety is key here. My interlocutors wanted to participate in creating a more 

sustainable society, but rarely on the expense of personal cost. For example, they would 

refuse single-use plastic, which creates a local and direct effect, but most did not refrain from 

other environmentally harmful activities like flying or eating meat. The paradox of these 

actions is important to point out because it demonstrates that there are additional layers to the 

movement than only environmental concerns.  

 

First, I want to stress that to point out these paradoxes is not to belittle the environmental 

effect these actions and groups may have. Environmental action does not have to be an all-or-

nothing scenario, a fact my interlocutors were also eager to express, illustrated by Jenny who 

claimed that “we do not need few to do it perfectly, we need many to do it imperfectly.” The 

zero wasters selected what became perceived as the most imminent risk to them (Douglas & 

Wildavsky, 1983). 

 

Second, however partial people’s understanding of the situation was, or the dissonance in 

their actions (Festinger, 1962), there is a set of symbols, norms, and ideology that constitute 

the background for their actions. The relationship between thought and action is complicated 

but significant. Everyday forms of resistance are more than a collection of individual acts or 

behaviors. In trying to understand the resistance of thinking, social beings, we must 

acknowledge their consciousness and the meaning they attribute their actions within a context 

(Scott, 1985, pp. 37-38). For Douglas (1966), the relationship between clean and dirty created 

symbolic order and is a positive effort to organize the environment. In chasing dirt, recycling, 

refusing single-use plastic or reusing old t-shirts as shopping bags, the zero wasters were not 

governed by anxiety to escape disease but were positively re-ordering our environment, 

making it conform to an idea. Plastic creates an illusion of clean food, but for a zero waster, 
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plastic is dirty. This notion of what is clean and what is dirty creates a way of controlling 

their environment, in the same way as the group’s sense of belonging became anchored in the 

locality of Zero Waste Malaysia. They are both within reach of individual action. In this case, 

a large part of the environmental engagement or selection of risks were symbolic gestures, 

where there is little evidence supporting the idea that refusing one single piece of plastic will 

change Malaysia’s economic strategy, it creates a symbolic indication that alludes to a much 

deeper understanding. Such symbolic actions are about scaling down huge social issues to 

something manageable, and in this way, create a sense of control.   

 

By establishing this control through encouraging people to make small changes in their lives, 

by for example refusing drinking straws made of plastic, one not only see a change in the 

pattern of behavior but also in the pattern of thoughts. Like Jenny, who through basic 

recycling started to understand the vast waste problem the world has, eventually began to 

avoid plastic in total. Alternatively, the couple in their 40s who through buying cloth diapers 

because of the Malaysian heat, became aware of the economic, health, and environmental 

advantages ZW entailed. In this way, ZW can be positioned as something more than a 

lifestyle group, namely a civil society organization whose concerns far transcend ZW as 

such; it encompasses democratic participation and societal influence as well.  

 

Third, many of the members of Zero Waste Malaysia were marginalized politically, but it is 

important to highlight that they were not excluded. The civil society in Malaysia has largely 

been suppressed in the public debate, is heavily regulated and has been met with both 

crackdowns and imprisonment (Hassan & Weiss, 2012, pp. 1-7). Still, it remains a vital and 

legal part of the national discourse. Environmentalism was not a priority in the Malaysian 

public debate, and civil society was subjected to a vast array of restricting laws, but this does 

not mean that they did not have any form of power. Resources are understood in the context 

of local frameworks of meaning and relationships between groups and individuals (Jenkins, 

2009; Postill, 2011). For my interlocutors, one of the most significant resources they could 

access was an exchange of information. I have looked at this reciprocity as a gift exchange, 

where the Malaysian culture, politics, and economy becomes intertwined (Bourdieu, 1977; 

Malinowski, 1922; Mauss, 1925). Accordingly, the informal network Zero Waste Malaysia 

became a way of exercising a form of power. 
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Throughout this thesis, I have included several of the communication platforms that the 

group used. The group started on the public Facebook-platform. This is where they would 

connect and share ZW specific content. International blogs, Instagram’s, TED-talks and other 

Facebook-pages with the same purpose already existed on the web, showing that Zero Waste 

Malaysia is not the first group of its kind, still, it became unique within Malaysia. 

Environmentalism is not perceived as an especially controversial topic, and could safely be 

discussed through this public transcript. In this way, the environmentalists expressed their 

dissatisfaction with the ruling government through the use of safer topics in public and a sort 

of “foot-dragging” (Scott, 1985), by for example criticizing waste and consumerism in 

general, and they could be explicit and critical through informal networks, by for instance 

expressing direct critique toward the government or use “slander” (Scott, 1985). 

 

WhatsApp became an imperative channel for my interlocutors to speak their mind without 

the presence of power. Several laws constricting freedom of speech in the public discourse, 

and Mahathir Mohamad asserting that demonstrations are ‘Ini bukan budaya kita’ (It is not a 

part of our culture) (J. C. Lee, 2016), grew a need for alternative methods for communication. 

In this way, ZW can be seen as a way of exiting the public debate, whereas social media has 

created a way of participating in it, in a less dangerous way. The different platforms provided 

different settings which defined the nature of the communication between my interlocutors 

(Goffman, 1956). In other words, we can see that both platforms brought with them different 

ways of communicating, but were equally important in the formation of the zero wasters 

group identity (Miller et al., 2016).  

 

Anderson (1983) argues that these communities are imagined because the zero wasters would 

never know everyone in the group. I further develop this argument by additionally using 

Wenger’s (1998) notion of a community of practice in order to fully include the interactivity 

of the Internet (Postill, 2011). The key dimensions here are mutual engagement, joint 

enterprise and a shared repertoire. The interactivity that social media introduced to the civil 

society in Malaysia unwrapped a way of connecting across class, gender and ethnicity. Even 

though the movement is not completely horizontal, such tools create opportunities which did 

not exist before. I especially emphasize the role of language here, where instant translating 

applications have made information more accessible. The reciprocity of information that the 

group shared increased their social capital, and therefore strengthened the power of the 

network (Bourdieu, 1977). The empirical data presented here has shown how my 
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interlocutors shared the information, for instance how they would update each other on the 

fateful election night when the international media assumed that Mahathir had won, and the 

national media did not share much confirmation either way. In this way, social media was not 

just instrumental in the formation of different grouping within civil society, it was also 

imperative to the mobilization of oppositional voters during the 14 general election. 

 

Social media have become an agent in forming (trans-) national connections, provides the 

people with information and connecting geographically and socially dispersed people. I have 

discussed the power of this information and these networks thoroughly throughout this thesis, 

for example through sharing ZW tips- and experiences through Facebook or as a form of 

communication during the election. By looking at these specific cases, we see how social 

media became a method of connecting people with similar perception of risk and trust in the 

governments capability of representation. Allowing the civil society to exercise resistance 

towards governmental restrictions that stretched way beyond environmental critiques.  

 

Implication for further research  

In the gliding transmission between the physical and virtual world, relationships of the 

members of the ZW-group were formed, amplified, and broken. Online platforms created 

opportunities for people to connect on physical platforms and vice versa. The intersection 

created new relationships and strong identities in new and innovative ways. These new ways 

of forming groups and the power that lies within these new networks do not just apply for 

zero wasters within Malaysia but is a global phenomenon that we, as social scientists, should 

give more attention.  

 

It would be interesting to further study how horizontal these networks actually are, and how 

much meaning we should ascribe them. Furthermore, it would be meaningful to distinguish 

between the contextual field of bounded online communities and the fluid communicative 

contents based on their metadata. In this thesis, I have had to limit the field to specific 

WhatsApp-groups but these two layers of digital environments are connected to user’s social 

practices, online and offline. Are we moving towards an un-sited ethnography? 
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Appendix 

Table 1  Periodology of Malaysian history 

Year Milestones 

1511 Portugal makes its first European colonial claim on Malaysia 

1641 Dutch East India Company and local allies occupies Malaysia 

1700s 

 

 

Late 

1700s 

Malaysia becomes an increasingly popular trading port of tin and gold, and bring a growing 

influence of Arab, Indian and Chinese immigrants. 

 

British establishes colonies and trading ports on Malay peninsula.  

1857 

 

1941 

 

1942-

1945 

Kuala Lumpur is founded as a trading post for immigrant miners. 

 

Japanese occupation begins by the bombing of Singapore. 

 

Japanese occupation; Nationalism grows and ethnic tensions between Malays, Chinese and 

Indians are exacerbated. Japan´s sook ching (purification through suffering) campaign leads 

to the death of 80,000 ethnic Chinese in Malaya and Singapore.  

1945 After US bombs Hiroshima and Nagasaki, British forces regain control of Malaya 

1946 United Malays National Organization (UMNO) is founded by Onn bin Jaafar. The nationalist 

group seeks independence from Britain, but will only tolerate a state dominated by ethnic 

Malays. 

1948-

1960 

Influenced by Cold War politics, ethnic Chinese communist guerrillas maintain insurgency 

in jungle areas. Known as the Malayan Emergency, the uprising is suppressed by British and 

Commonwealth forces. 

1957 The federation of Malaya becomes independent from Britain. 

1963 Together with Sabah, Sarawak and Singapore the Federation of Malaya becomes the 

Federation of Malaysia. 

1965 

 

1969 

1981 

 

 

1981 

 

2003 

 

2004 

 

2008 

 

2009 

2010 

 

April 

2018 

Singapore is expelled from Malaysia over political and racial concerns. 

 

Violent race riots, particularly in Kuala Lumpur leave hundreds dead.  

Dr. Mahathir Mohamad becomes prime minister (PM). 

Mahathir fires his deputy Anwar Ibrahim for alleged sexual misconduct after differences over 

economic policy during Asian financial crisis.  

Anwar mobilizes thousands of people to rally against the government and form the 

opposition movement Reformasi 

Abdullah is named PM after Mahathir resigns after 22 years in power, making him 

Malaysia´s longest-serving PM. 

Abdullah wins landslide GE victory. Anwar is freed after court overturns the sodomy verdict, 

but corruption conviction stands. 

Abdullah suffers worst election results in decades after Anwar leads the opposition to 

unprecedented gains. Shortly after the vote, Anwar is hit with new sodomy charges.  

Najib Razak becomes PM.  

Religious tensions increase following court decision allowing non-Muslims to use the word 

Allah to refer to God. Several churches are attacked. 

Najib dissolves parliament in preparations of GE 
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Year Milestones 

9th 

May 

2018 

Opposition wins and marks the end of BN 61-year rule since independence from the British. 

Dr. Mahathir Mohamad is PM again.   

(Aljazeera, 2013; Andaya & Andaya, 2016) 
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