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1. Introduction 

Malaysia’s United Malays National Organisation (UMNO) led the world’s longest-ruling 

elected government when it was unexpectedly defeated in May 2018. Together with its 

Barisan Nasional (BN) coalition partners, UMNO thoroughly dominated Malaysian politics 

from independence in 1957 through the unexpected transition.4 The regime’s extraordinary 

resilience in the face of past challenges as well as the suddenness of its end makes the 

transition important not only to scholars of Malaysia, but to the study of democratization 

more broadly.  

Three questions stand out. First, how did the opposition finally defeat UMNO despite 

a heavily biased electoral process and numerous structural obstacles? In other words, what 

makes the country’s 14th general election (GE14) different from previous elections? Second, 

while it is clear that Malaysians overwhelmingly voted against UMNO in GE14, it is less 

clear what alternative they were voting for, since not all opposition voters shared the same 

vision of a post-UMNO “New Malaysia” (Malaysia Baru). In short, what were voters voting 

for? Third, what do the answers to these questions imply for reform and democratization in 

post-transition Malaysia?  

These interlinked questions have drawn significant attention since the election. 

Several accounts highlight the role of elite defections, particularly of former UMNO prime 

minister Mahathir Mohamad, whose ability to attract votes from the country’s ethnic Malay 

majority and to overcome interference by UMNO-aligned institutions was seen as vital 

(Abdullah 2019; Lemiere 2018). Structural changes and modernization likewise feature 

among the explanations (Slater 2018), as do the effects of economic conditions (Hutchinson 

2018), civil society activism (Chan 2018), legitimacy loss due to monetization of consent 

(Saravanamuttu and Mohamad 2019), the increasing effectiveness of PH’s own personalistic 

politics (Dettman and Weiss 2019), and the shadow of a rising of China (Malhi 2018). One 

major edited volume (Gomez and Mohamad Osman 2019) focuses on divisions among the 

country’s ethnic Malay majority, while another (Lemiere 2019) instead looks towards the 

country’s ethnic minorities for insights. Collectively, these studies provide a rich account of 

                                                        
4 The coalition was known as the Alliance prior to 1973. 
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the historic 2018 election. Their focus on particular geographic areas or aspects of the 

election, however, do not readily allow for an encompassing and coherent response to the 

three questions we raise.   

Explanations for democratic transitions must invariably accommodate the anomalies 

of cases under consideration (Haggard and Kaufman 2016). Malaysia’s diversity calls for 

some form of disaggregation to make understanding variation in voting patterns more 

tractable. This is typically done using the country’s major ethnic groups (i.e. Malay, Chinese, 

and Indian) or its major administrative units (i.e. the states and federal territories) as 

categories. This paper argues that identity and geography are indeed central to understanding 

Malaysia’s transition and its aftermath, but that those default categories are ultimately 

problematic given the significant intra-category variation in some areas and inter-category 

consistency in others. Rather, we propose that Malaysian politics are better understood by 

discerning between four unique “electoral arenas”, each with their own electoral dynamics 

and visions of an ideal post-transition polity.5 By explicitly disaggregating analysis into these 

identity-based arenas, we are able to present coherent insights into Malaysia’s transition and 

post-transition politics.  

The roots of Malaysia’s transition can be traced back to the Reformasi movement of 

the late 1990s (Wong and Ooi 2018). That movement led to the creation of the bridging Parti 

Keadilan Rakyat (PKR), which brought Malaysia’s previously fragmented opposition parties 

together into a unified coalition for the first time, invigorated civil society, and brought about 

the rise of an alternative media that drew attention to UMNO’s authoritarian tendencies. The 

Reformasi demands centered around reform of governance, protection of civil liberties, space 

for political pluralism, and a shift away from structuring politics and policy around rigidly-

defined racial and religious categories. These demands found a ready audience in the diverse 

and relatively developed urban centers of peninsular Malaysia’s west coast. Yet the 

resonance of these demands beyond that area was, and perhaps remains, limited: as former 

Reformasi leader and prime-minister-in-waiting Anwar Ibrahim conceded nearly one year 

after the transition, the “urban elite” who forcefully articulate demands for progressive 

                                                        
5 An early version of this argument is expressed in Ostwald, Schuler, and Chong (2018).  



 4 

politics have often overlooked the “common people” from other parts of the country (Anwar 

2019). 

In an effort to draw votes outside of the ethnically diverse urban cores, the opposition 

joined forces with the Parti Islam Se-Malaysia (PAS), which has deep roots in the peninsular 

northeast where British colonial influence was relatively limited and Islamic identity politics 

dominate. This grand coalition, known as the Pakatan Rakyat (PR), achieved a string of 

remarkable feats: it denied the BN its customary supermajority as well as captured control of 

five state governments in the 2008 general election (GE12), and then managed to win the 

popular vote in the 2013 general election (GE13). Unprecedented as this was, PR’s poor 

performance in the remaining two arenas—where significant malapportionment inflates the 

value of votes—left the opposition with a significant seat deficit. To overcome this in GE14, 

the opposition made a Faustian bargain: it welcomed into its ranks numerous defectors from 

the BN coalition that could draw votes from the two remaining and hitherto elusive arenas. 

The strategy worked. The newly constituted Pakatan Harapan (PH) coalition penetrated 

areas that the BN had previously dominated, picking up a sufficient number of seats in 

addition to those from the diverse urban arena to capture a parliamentary majority and 

overthrow the world’s longest ruling elected government.  

The four arenas framework provides several advantages in making sense of this 

transition. First, it clarifies how PH achieved victory in GE14: electoral results are highly 

consistent across GE12, GE13, and GE14 in two of the arenas, but significantly different in 

the remaining two. Notably, many of the seat gains in the latter two were achieved by BN 

splinter parties, making elite splits and PH’s “soft incorporation” of BN politics a decisive 

element of the transition. Second, the factors motivating voting behavior vary considerably 

across the arenas. Viewing these individually, we develop a clearer picture of how Malaysia’s 

transition speaks to theories of democratization: modernization theory has traction in one 

arena, but subtly different forms of identity politics and patronage politics dominate in the 

others. There is, we argue, no single overarching explanation of the watershed transition.  

Finally, isolating the decisive arenas and the political dynamic that dominates in them 

is instructive for understanding the nature of post-transition Malaysian politics and the 

prospects for reform. Not all votes against the BN were votes for the same vision of a post-
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UMNO Malaysia Baru. Identity plays a crucial role in understanding voting motivations. 

Many anti-UMNO votes in diverse areas endorsed a vision of Malaysia in which all citizens 

received at least relatively equal recognition by the state, regardless of race and religion. 

They were, in other words, a vote for a more post-racial Malaysia where race and religion 

feature less prominently in the structure of public life. By contrast, many anti-UMNO votes 

in the remaining arenas were a rejection of Prime Minister Najib Razak and the inner core of 

UMNO’s leadership, but were not an endorsement of deep social transformation, especially 

of a leveling of the implicit racial hierarchy in which Malays and other Bumiputera—i.e., 

Malaysia’s indigenous population—hold a “special position” in public life.  

Status loss anxiety among Malays has defined and driven post-transition politics, 

especially in electorally important areas. The rapidly consolidating UMNO-PAS partnership 

has identified this political opportunity and focused its efforts on amplifying those anxieties, 

thereby also amplifying racial and religious tensions. This has fundamentally tied PH’s 

hands: reform is possible on items that have no direct link to identity, but too politically risky 

on the numerous items that do. Consequently, relatively little of the Reformasi agenda has 

been implemented, and the post-racial Malaysia that the progressive core has long sought 

remains elusive.    

  This paper begins with a brief overview of Malaysia’s political development prior to 

the watershed 2018 election. The following section distinguishes between the four arenas, 

examining variations in voting behavior across them. This allows us to draw conclusions 

about the nature of the transition and the prospects for reform in the final section.  

 

2. Malaysian Politics and the Breakdown of Dominant Party Rule 
 For better or worse, the history of Malaysian politics is the history of UMNO and the BN. It 

is hard to overstate the degree to which UMNO dominated the political sphere from 

independence in 1957 through its surprise defeat in 2018. So enduring was UMNO’s rule, 

that Malaysia was often described as a quintessential dominant party system or some related 

variant (Gomez 2016; Brownlee 2007; Slater 2012; Wong, Chin, and Othman 2010; 

Jesudason 1995). UMNO itself was founded in 1946 as a vehicle to represent the interests of 

ethnic Malays and agitate against the British-endorsed Malayan Union, which was seen as 
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making too many concessions to the country’s large ethnic Chinese and Indian minorities. 

After successfully blocking the Union, UMNO ushered in Malaya’s independence together 

with its junior coalition partners the Malaysian Chinese Association (MCA) and the 

Malaysian Indian Congress (MIC). The new federation expanded in 1963 to include the 

Bornean territories of Sabah and Sarawak as well as Singapore.6 

 

Origins of UMNO’s Enduring Dominance 

UMNO and its coalition partners won every general election from 1957 until 2018, leading 

to an uninterrupted 61 years in power. For large stretches of that period, the coalition held a 

two-thirds parliamentary supermajority that allowed it to amend the constitution at will. It 

penetrated Malaysia’s strong state to such a degree that the line between state and party was 

rendered ambiguous in many areas. Its resilience results from several factors: Malaysia’s 

strong developmental record conferred performance legitimacy (Means 1996; Pepinsky 

2007). The monetization of politics and resource asymmetries fundamentally advantaged the 

incumbent coalition (Gomez 2016; 2012). Interference in opposition politics encumbered 

opposition coordination (Gandhi and Ong 2019; Dettman 2018; Ong 2018). Extensive 

manipulations of the electoral process also provided UMNO with fundamental advantages at 

the ballot box (Ostwald 2017a). As Croissant and Lorenz (2018, 154) noted just prior to 

GE14, “[w]hile elections are [typically] designed to make governments, in the Malaysian 

context, elections are not intended to break them.” 

The enduring presence of ethnic politics also played an important role in UMNO’s 

resilience. In addition to Malaysia’s ethnic majority Malay group, the country has significant 

Chinese and Indian communities whose roots trace back to economic migration fostered by 

the Colonial British in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.7 Malays and a small 

number of aboriginal groups—which are concentrated in East Malaysia—are recognized as 

                                                        
6 The Federation of Malaya took the name Federation of Malaysia with the cession of Sabah, Sarawak, 
and Singapore in 1963. Singapore left the federation in 1965, leaving the current 13 state arrangement.  
7 At present, Malays constitute approximately 50% of the population. The two largest minority groups 
(i.e. Chinese, 22%; Indians. 7%) are concentrated in the Peninsula. The remainder of the population is 
comprised of non-Malay indigenous groups found primarily in East Malaysia, as well as several other 
small groups.  
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indigenous. The prevailing narrative holds that independence was achieved through a social 

contract—often referred to as the “Bargain”—in which the migrant Chinese and Indian 

communities were granted recognition as citizens in exchange for the Malays being granted 

a “special position” in the country (Puthucheary 2008). This amounted to a guarantee of 

political power and ambiguously defined economic protections (Milne 1970). The 1957 

Constitution affirmed this arrangement by making Malay the official language of the country 

and Islam its official religion.8 Moreover, Article 153 empowers the Yang di-Pertuanan 

Agong—the king of the traditional Malay monarchy—to safeguard this special position 

through a range of mechanisms, including quotas in the civil service, education, and 

licensing.  

Tensions within this compromise, particularly the enduring economic weakness of 

the Malays, culminated in serious ethnic violence in 1969 that claimed hundreds if not 

thousands of lives. Mahathir Mohamad, at that time a junior UMNO MP, spearheaded a 

movement within UMNO that accused the party’s leadership of making too many 

concessions to the Chinese and Indians. That agitation effectively set the stage for the 1971 

New Economic Policy (NEP), the goal of which was nothing less than the fundamental re-

engineering of Malaysia’s social structure through extensive positive discrimination 

measures that advantaged the Malays and other Bumiputera. Few areas of the economy or 

society were beyond its purview. In practice, it substantiated and significantly reinforced the 

tiered citizenship implied by Article 153 of the Constitution, underscoring the special 

position of the Malays at the top of that hierarchy (Chin 2009).9 While the NEP formally 

expired in 1991, it was replaced by development plans that carried forward its essence.10 In 

more virulent form, these measures are interpreted by some as an endorsement of Ketuanan 

                                                        
8 As per the Constitution, Islam is the religion of all Malays and apostasy is forbidden.  
9 Horowitz (1985) distinguishes between ranked and unranked ethnic structures with reference to 
coincidence or non-coincidence of social class and ethnic groups. Using this scheme, Malaysia’s major 
ethnic groups are classified as unranked. We use ‘ranked’ to denote an informal tiered citizenship, where 
a particular group—the Malays and other Bumiputera in the case of Malaysia—enjoy a range of legally 
recognized privileges and advantages unavailable to other groups.  
10 The complexity of the NEP precludes a comprehensive discussion here. In short, many have argued it 
had significant initial successes—including the creation of a Malay middle class—but that adverse 
consequences and distortionary effects have arisen in recent decades. See Jomo (2004); Gomez and 
Saravanamuttu (2012); Lee (2014); and Tan (2014).  



 8 

Melayu (Malay supremacy) in what is held to be Tanah Melayu (Malay soil), on which the 

Chinese and Indian communities are pendatang (recent immigrants) and thus guests rather 

than legitimate co-inhabitors.   

The special position of the Malays featured prominently in UMNO’s campaigning, 

primarily through warnings that an UMNO defeat would result in Malays losing the extensive 

privileges it confers. In the words of Najib prior to GE14, if UMNO were to lose, the “Malays 

will no longer have anywhere to hang their hopes, they will fall and lie prone, and will be 

considered lowly and be vagabonds, beggars and destitutes in their own land”, as “the rights 

and privileges advocated and defended by UMNO over the years… will become extinct and 

disappear” (Bloomberg 2016). Without question, these warnings resonated among some 

Malay voters. Related, the ominous shadow of the 1969 ethnic violence also constrained 

opposition parties and opposition leaning voters; in the face of thinly-veiled threats from 

UMNO leaders and Malay-rights groups that a turnover could trigger renewed instability, a 

cautious electorate often opted to live with UMNO against their true preferences. As 

Horowitz (1993) notes, “even at the height of the worldwide democratisation movement, the 

question [of democracy] was hardly raised in Malaysia,” due to uncertainty among 

Malaysia’s sizeable ethnic Chinese and Indian minority communities of what democracy 

would mean vis-a-vis their inclusion or exclusion in post-transition politics. As Shamsul and 

Athi (2014, 267-268) note, “[e]thnicity permeates all aspects of the complexities exhibited 

in Malaysian social life, both seen and unseen. Ethnicity has a dominant influence in defining 

and shaping the identities of Malaysians, consciously as well as unconsciously.” UMNO’s 

ability to manipulate those deep-seated ethnic distinctions unquestionably strengthened its 

resilience and became among the main obstacles to democratization.  

 

The Breakdown of Dominant Party Rule 

In retrospect, the roots of UMNO’s eventual defeat begin with the rise of the Reformasi 

movement in the late 1990s (Weiss 2006; Noor 1999). This movement articulated a range of 

progressive social and institutional reforms and saw the eventual creation of viable 

opposition coalitions built around two progressive and nominally multiethnic parties: the 

predominantly Malay PKR and predominantly Chinese Democratic Action Party (DAP). 
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Together with PAS, this coalition managed an unprecedented breakthrough in the 2008 

general election, denying the BN the popular vote in the peninsula and forcing it to concede 

control of five states (Ooi, Saravanamuttu, and Lee 2008). A highly coordinated and 

energized PR opposition made further inroads during GE13, where the BN lost the popular 

vote by four percent (Saravanamuttu, Lee, and Osman 2015). Extensive malapportionment, 

however, provided the BN a twenty percent parliamentary seat advantage and kept a 

transition well at bay (Wong 2018; Ostwald 2013).  

The BN’s victory in GE13 despite optimal coordination by the opposition and 

unprecedented enthusiasm among the electorate appeared to indicate that PR’s strategy for 

unseating the BN was simply not viable: while symbolically important, PR’s electoral 

dominance in ethnically diverse areas and a strong performance in the northeast were 

insufficient to capture a parliamentary majority in the absence of success in other Malay-

majority areas and East Malaysia. For many opposition supporters, an electoral path to 

victory appeared as distant as ever. In the shadow of this realization, infighting within the 

coalition resulted in PAS splintering and leaving the pact.  

Several unexpected developments fundamentally altered elite politics in the run-up 

to GE14. At the core was Najib’s deep personal unpopularity and allegations of involvement 

in the notorious 1MDB scandal (Case 2017). With pressure against him mounting from 

within UMNO, Najib resorted to increasingly authoritarian tactics to ward off challenges to 

his leadership (Nadzri 2018). This included a purge of UMNO elite whose loyalty he 

doubted, most notably his deputy prime minister Muhyiddin Yassin and Mahathir’s son 

Mukhriz Mahathir. Those cavalier maneuvers insulated Najib from intra-party attacks, but 

also focused dissent against him. Importantly, Mahathir himself quit the party he had been a 

lifelong member of in a bid to bring down Najib.  

To challenge Najib, Mahathir formed a new UMNO-clone opposition party known 

as Parti Pribumi Bersatu Malaysia (Bersatu), which—like UMNO—limited its membership 

to Malays (and other Bumiputera) and maintained the objective of upholding the special 

position of Islam and the Malays. Bersatu rapidly drew in a significant number of other 

UMNO elite, who either defected or were purged from UMNO. This presented the Reformasi 

elite with a dilemma: as an UMNO-clone party, elements of Bersatu’s platform were at odds 
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with their long-standing agenda, but Bersatu gave the opposition a potentially effective 

vehicle to contest in electorally-vital UMNO strongholds.  

Ultimately, the prospect of bringing down Najib and implementing even some 

elements of the Reformasi agenda were enough for the partnership to materialize. The 

opposition coalition was reconstituted as Pakatan Harapan (PH), with Bersatu and PAS-

splinter party Amanah joining PKR and the DAP. A de facto partnership with Sabah-based 

BN-splinter party Parti Warisan Sabah (Warisan) further expanded PH’s potential reach into 

East Malaysia. While PKR’s Anwar Ibrahim was nominally recognized as PH’s leader, 92-

year-old Mahathir became Chairman and Prime Minister Designate. 

   Few gave PH a realistic chance of defeating the BN. Its predecessor coalition PR 

struggled with coherence and internal tension despite a significant history of working 

together and greater ideological coherence. The inflow of BN defectors heightened concerns 

about internal frictions, as did the increasingly prominent position of Mahathir, whose 

authoritarian tendencies were a major catalyst for the Reformasi movement two decades 

earlier. PH nonetheless strove to signal unity through joint campaigning and a manifesto that 

laid out an ambitious reform agenda, many elements of which come straight from the 

Reformasi movement (Pakatan Harapan 2018).  

 

An Unexpected Defeat and Transition 

The election returns from 9 May 2018 were entirely unexpected. Together with Warisan, PH 

captured 49% of the popular vote and 121 of the 222 lower house seats, well above the 112-

seat threshold required to form a government. The BN managed just 79 seats on an anemic 

vote share of 34 percent. PAS, which contested widely as a third party, secured 18 seats.11 

The outcome was decisive enough to take the BN’s major obstructionist options off the table, 

thus forcing Najib to concede defeat. Nearly 24 tense hours after most polls closed, Mahathir 

was sworn in as Malaysia’s seventh Prime Minister by the Yang di-Pertuan Agong, formally 

ending over half a century of uninterrupted UMNO rule. 

                                                        
11 A set of counterfactual simulations in Ostwald, Schuler, and Chong (2018) suggest that the three-
cornered fights had relatively little effect on the election outcome due to the territorial concentration of 
supporters.  
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PH and its supporters publicly attributed the shocking outcome to a “Malaysian 

tsunami”, suggesting that Malaysians of all backgrounds were unified in their endorsement 

of the new government. In the heady days immediately following the election, many began 

to speak of a Malaysia Baru, in which the reforms promised during the campaign and in the 

manifesto would transform the country into a new version of itself.  

Most signs, however, were inconsistent with the notion that Malaysians collectively 

granted the new government a mandate for change. First, PH (along with Warisan) won a 

plurality of votes, but fell short of a majority. Second, PH did not win so much as a single 

seat in PAS’ traditional heartland on the eastern coast of the peninsula. More telling, there 

appeared to be dramatic variation in its electoral success across the country’s major ethnic 

groups: credible polls from the Merdeka Centre suggested that whereas PH captured 95 

percent of the Chinese and 70-75% of the Indian vote, it secured only a meagre 25-30 percent 

of the Malay vote, less than either the BN (35-40) or PAS (30-33) (Hutchinson 2018).  

The heterogeneity of results provides challenges for parsimonious and unified 

explanations for the transition. To be clear, arguments that focus on the personal unpopularity 

of Najib and appeal of Mahathir (Abdullah 2019; Lemiere 2018; Hutchinson 2018) are 

compelling, as is the modernization argument that plays a central role in explanations of other 

dominant party defeats (Slater 2018). Civil society movements like Bersih (Chan 2018) 

clearly helped set the stage for the transition in some areas. These and other contributions 

provide valuable insights into individual aspects of UMNO’s defeat. They are, however, 

difficult to reconcile with the dramatic variation in party support across regions and ethnic 

groups: in each case, it is easy to identify electorally-important parts of the country in which 

the arguments provide relatively little analytic traction. It is not clear, for example, that 

national figures like Mahathir, Najib, or Anwar Ibrahim played a central role in driving voter 

behavior in Sabah and Sarawak. Likewise, modernization theory has little traction in 

explaining the dominance of PAS in the northeast, nor is it clear that Bersih and other civil 

society movements were important in swaying voters towards Bersatu in rural Malay areas.  
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3. Four Arenas of Malaysian Politics and their Electoral Dynamics 
 We argue that unitary arguments necessarily provide only partial insights into UMNO’s 

defeat in the 2018 general election. This is due to the absence of a coherent and singular event 

demanding explanation. To address this mismatch, we argue that the election—and 

Malaysian politics more broadly—are better conceived of as comprised of several ultimately 

distinct polities, which we call arenas. Understanding Malaysian politics in this 

disaggregated way resolves some of the tensions discussed above and offers clear 

implications for the country’s ongoing political developments.  

  We argue that the four arenas have clear historic origins that relate to the process of 

Malaysia’s state formation. The relevant distinctions to draw out for the present argument 

begin with the British establishment of the Straits Settlements in 1826, which comprised the 

coastal areas of Penang, Malacca, and Singapore.12 As entrepot economies connected to 

global trade routes running through the Strait of Malacca, they were diverse and outward 

oriented, remaining largely insulated from the traditional, Sultan-controlled politics of the 

broader peninsula. An unrelenting hunger for raw materials found in the peninsula’s interior 

catalyzed British expansion beyond the coastal enclaves from the 1850s onward, eventually 

leading to the establishment of the Federated Malay States in 1895. The nature of resource 

exploitation in the new areas of British influence led to several waves of migrant labor from 

China and India that transformed the demographics of the western half of the peninsula, 

merging elements of traditional and colonial structure.  

British control over the Unfederated states was less direct by contrast: the southern 

state of Johor reluctantly entered an agreement with the British in 1885, while control over 

the northern states of Kelantan, Terengganu, Kedah, and Perlis did not take root until their 

transfer from Thailand under the Bangkok Treaty of 1909. Consequently, the northern states 

largely did not experience the same economic and demographic transformation as the rest of 

the peninsula. The resulting clear demographic and social differences relative to the rest of 

the peninsula have been effectively leveraged by PAS, which has helped to sustain the unique 

                                                        
12 The pre-colonial history of what now constitutes Malaysia as well as its legacies are both rich and 
fascinating, but ultimately beyond the scope of this paper. See Andaya and Andaya (2001) for an 
overview.  
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features of the region, particularly in the northeastern states of Kelantan and Terengganu 

(Kessler 1978).  

In what is now East Malaysia, the British North Borneo Company governed Sabah, 

while the White Rajah dynasty governed Sarawak until Japanese occupation in 1941. As 

Chin (2014, 83) writes, “[i]n terms of history, culture and demography, there was nothing in 

common between the peoples of the Malayan peninsula and Borneo, other than that all were 

once part of the British Empire.” Indeed, Sabah and Sarawak operated more or less 

independently from British Malaya throughout the colonial period, and retain a distinct—and 

relatively insulated—political dynamic through today that produces occasional calls for 

secession from the federation.   

  The four arenas are ideal types. This means some individual districts have elements 

that we associate with multiple arenas.13 Moreover, even arenas that closely approximate the 

ideal type are comprised of heterogeneous voters, so not every voter will accord with the 

descriptions we attach to their arena. We rely on the following guidelines for the delineation. 

The first we call Peninsular Diverse, which we define as peninsular districts that had greater 

than 50 percent non-Malays in GE14.14 Most, though not all of these, are urban or semi-urban 

in nature. The second we call Northeast, which comprises all districts in the northeastern 

states of Kelantan and Terengganu. The third we call Peninsular Malay, which is defined 

as a peninsular district outside of Kelantan and Terengganu that is greater than 50 percent 

Malay. The final is called East Malaysia, which comprises all districts of Sabah and 

Sarawak. Figure 1 shows the geographic distribution of the four arenas within Malaysia. 

 

 

 

                                                        
13 For example, the dynamic we associate with the Northeast arena is present in some parts of Kedah and 
Perlis, while the Peninsular diverse dynamic describes political behavior in some urban and semi-urban 
areas of East Malaysia. Nevertheless, the categorization presented here helps to orient thinking about 
important differences. 
14 We use a 50% threshold for its simplicity, not because we suggest that it is a hard line after which a 
district’s political dynamic suddenly changes. We repeat the categorization using 60% non-Malay and 
67% non-Malay thresholds. While a small number of districts are categorized differently, the general 
conclusions remain unchanged. As such, we show only the 50% threshold.  
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Figure 1: Geographic Distribution of Malaysia’s Four Electoral Arenas 

 

  
Sources: Data from Tindak Malaysia and STAR Online 
Note: Data on electoral district boundaries is from Tindak Malaysia. Data on ethnic composition of 

districts used to distinguish between Peninsular Diverse and Peninsular Malay arenas is from 
STAR Online. 

 

 

Table 1: Descriptive Statistics of Malaysia’s four Electoral Arenas 

         

Electoral Arena Electoral  
Seats 

Voters 
(Million) 

Voters per 
Seat  

(Thousand) 

Percent 
bumiputera  

(%) 

Peninsular Diverse 48 4.4 91.9 33.9 

Northeast 22 1.8 81.2 96.0 

Peninsular Malay 95 6.4 67.1 71.8 

East Malaysia 57 2.4 41.5 76.1 
Sources: Data from SPR and Star Online 
Note: Reported figures based upon authors’ calculations. Data on seats and voters is from SPR. Data on ethnic 

composition is from STAR Online. Percent Bumiputera is calculated based upon ethnic composition 
and the number of voters in each arena. 

 

 

Table 1 provides some basic descriptive statistics for these arenas. Two observations warrant 

brief discussion. First, the Peninsular Diverse and Peninsular Malay arenas overshadow the 

others in terms of numbers of voters. Neither arena, however, contains more than 50 percent 
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of the total electorate. Second, variation in the number of voters per seat between arenas 

indicates significant malapportionment that over-weights votes in select districts, essentially 

inflating their political influence relative to their number of voters. Indeed, votes in the 

Peninsular Malay and East Malaysia arenas count for between 1.5-2 times as much as votes 

in the Peninsular Diverse and Northeast arenas.15  

 

Figure 2: Coalition Seat Shares across Malaysia’s four arenas 

 
Sources: Data from SPR 
Note: Reported figures based upon authors’ calculations. 
 

 

Figure 2 contrasts the electoral performance—measured by the percentage of seats won—in 

each electoral arena by the dominant coalitions in GE13 and GE14. To facilitate comparison 

                                                        
15 Oliver and Ostwald (2018) show that pro-BN partisan bias resulting from malapportionment provided 
UMNO and the BN with an even greater potential parliamentary seat advantage over PH in GE14 
relative to GE13. Although UMNO failed to capitalize on this advantage in GE14 due to the collapse in 
its popular support relative to GE13, the prevailing electoral map leaves open the opportunity for a 
resurgent UMNO to capitalize on this in the next election.   
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of results across the two elections, we consider PAS separately from PR in GE13. Red 

denotes the PH/PR coalitions (with PAS considered separately from PR in GE13); green 

denotes PAS; and blue denotes the BN. The first pair of columns are for the Peninsular 

Diverse arena, then Northeast, Peninsular Malay, and East Malaysia arenas.  

Several observations warrant explicit discussion. Comparing GE13 and GE14, there 

is little change in the Peninsular Diverse and Northeast arenas. In the former, Pakatan (minus 

PAS) thoroughly dominated both elections, winning nearly every seat it contested. In the 

latter, PAS and UMNO split the available seats at roughly similar proportions, with other 

Pakatan parties—including PAS-splinter Amanah—proving to be thoroughly uncompetitive.  

By contrast, there is a dramatic shift in results across the two elections in the 

Peninsular Malay and East Malaysia arenas. In the Peninsular Malay arena, the BN 

dominated GE13 by capturing 75% of seats, while PR (minus PAS) managed to win only 

17% of seats within the arena. GE14 was far more symmetric: the BN won 42.1% of seats 

against 54.7% for PH. Although PAS competed in 94.7% of seats within this arena in GE14, 

it was a non-factor and won a mere three seats in Kedah.  

Similarly in the East Malaysia arena, the BN dominated GE13 by winning 86% of 

seats while PR (again, minus PAS) managed to win only 14% of seats within the arena. This 

shifted to near parity in GE14 with the BN winning 40% of seats against 45% for PH (with 

Warisan). Again, PAS was a non-factor, as it failed to win a single seat in East Malaysia. In 

fact, PAS failed to cross the 12.5% vote threshold required to recoup the election deposits in 

13 of the 14 seats it contested.  

A clear picture emerges from this comparison. The Peninsular Diverse and Northeast 

arenas were essentially static across GE13 and GE14. In other words, the answer to why 

UMNO was finally defeated in GE14 is not to be found in these arenas. By contrast, Pakatan 

dramatically improved its performance in the Peninsular Malay and East Malaysia arenas, 

shifting from being largely uncompetitive in GE13 to capturing a substantial portion of seats 

in GE14. Pakatan’s seat gains in those two arenas were key to finally bringing UMNO’s 

dominance of Malaysian politics to a close. Importantly, half of the seats that PH took from 

the BN came through Bersatu in the Peninsular Malay arena and Warisan in the East Malaysia 
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arena.16 Simply stated, the incorporation of BN splinter parties into the opposition coalition 

made it competitive in arenas where it had previously found little to no success.     

Table 2 provides more granular detail regarding coalition performance across the four 

arenas in GE13 and GE14. As before, PAS is considered separately from PR in GE13. The 

column titled Percent Deposit Loss captures the percentage of seats in which a given 

coalition/party failed to cross the 12.5% vote threshold required to recoup the election 

deposit; this indicates the relative non-competitiveness of a party and its platform.   

 

Table 2: Coalition Electoral performance across Malaysia’s four arenas 

                     

 GE13  GE14 

Electoral 
Arena 

Vote 
Share 

Seats 
Contested 

Seats 
Won 

Wins 
(%)   

Vote 
Share 

Seats 
Contested 

Seats 
Won 

Wins  
(%) 

Percent 
Deposit 

Loss 

Peninsular 
Diverse           

BN 34.8 51 7 13.7  21.3 48 2 4.2 12.5 

PR/PH 62.4 50 43 86.0  70.8 48 46 95.8 2.1 

PAS 1.8 1 1 100.0  7.6 33 0 0.0 72.7 

Northeast                     

BN 48.7 21 9 42.9  39.0 22 7 31.8 0.0 

PR/PH 8.4 4 0 0.0  11.0 22 0 0.0 63.6 

PAS 45.5 18 12 45.5  48.0 22 15 68.2 0.0 

                                                        
16 For example, Warisan flipped six out of the ten previously BN-held parliamentary seats that shifted 
from BN to PH or allied control in Sabah during GE14. In contrast, PKR and the DAP were only 
responsible for flipping three and one previously BN-held seats. Similarly, Bersatu flipped twelve out of 
twenty-six previously BN-held parliamentary seats in the Peninsular Malay arena (i.e. 46%) that shifted 
from BN to PH control. Though PKR flipped the same number of seats in this arena, this elides the 
indirect though almost certainly positive effect of Bersatu’s membership in PH on the PKR’s 
performance in this arena. 
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Peninsular 
Malay           

BN 53.2 92 69 75.0  37.7 95 40 42.1 0.0 

PR/PH 26.2 46 16 34.8  44.5 95 52 54.7 1.1 

PAS 20.0 45 7 15.6  20.3 90 3 3.3 23.3 

East 
Malaysia           

BN 57.1 57 49 86.0  40.0 57 30 40.0 0.0 

PR/PH 34.6 50 8 16.0  45.0 56 24 45.0 5.4 

PAS 1.9 7 0 0.0   1.0 14 0 0.0 92.9 
Sources: Data from SPR 
Note: Reported figures based upon authors’ calculations. 

 

Beginning with GE14, PH’s dominance in the Peninsular Diverse arena—victory in 95% of 

seats contested—stands in stark contrast to its utter failure in the Northeast arena, where it 

did not win a single seat and secured only 11% of the popular vote. Further underscoring its 

lack of traction in the Northeast, PH’s performance was so poor that its candidates lost their 

election deposits in more than 60% of the seats. By contrast, PAS performed extremely well 

in its home arena—eliciting discussions of a “green tsunami” (Saat 2018)—but could not 

capture a single seat of the 54 it contested in Peninsular Diverse and East Malaysia arenas, 

while winning only 3 of 81 in the Peninsular Malay arena.  

Clearly, Pakatan coalitions dominated in the Peninsular Diverse arenas in both GE13 

and GE14. The Northeast was competitive between PAS and UMNO in both GE13 and 

GE14, but leaned towards PAS in both. The only sizeable shifts between elections occur in 

the Peninsula Malay and East Malaysian arenas.  

  

4. Malaysia Baru: A unified vote for change? 
How do we explain these results and underlying voting patterns? Najib’s personal 

unpopularity was a clear push factor contributing to anti-UMNO votes across at least the 

Peninsular Diverse, Peninsular Malay, and Northeast arenas. But even if many voters were 
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unified in displeasure with the perceived power abuses by UMNO’s inner core, there were 

significant divergences in what voters were voting for. There was, in other words, no coherent 

and unified vision of what should replace the BN government across the four arenas.                                 

The Peninsular Diverse arena is the clearest starting point to examine this divergence. 

Its diverse, largely urbanized, outward looking, and relatively educated population has long 

been the source of (much of) Malaysia’s progressive civil society and has consistently 

supported demands for political reform. Many of these demands align with modernization 

theory, including better governance, more space for civil society, and at least some 

liberalization of the social sphere. Within it, the DAP’s—and to a lesser extend PKR’s—long 

standing calls to reduce the prominence of state-imposed racial categorizations resonate 

strongly, as does the corresponding call to make opportunities in the public domain less 

conditional on racial and religious identities. This is reflected in the post-UMNO Malaysia 

Baru vision that many of its voters hold: a Malaysia that is progressive, cosmopolitan, and 

(relatively) post-racial, in which all citizens enjoy an equal sense of belonging to the country, 

and the pronounced racial hierarchy of the NEP is at least somewhat levelled.17  

Identity politics dominated in the Northeast arena as well, though in a fundamentally 

different form. The prevailing contest was between two related visions of a Malay/Muslim-

centric politics. PAS’s model, which advocates for a more orthodox form of Islamism and 

the formation of a juridical Islamic state (Ahmad Fauzi 2018), emerged triumphant. Shamsul 

AB attributes this in part to an increasingly prevalent “moralistic constituency”, which in the 

Northeast rejected PH and its member parties due to its perceived non-Islamic character and 

the BN due to the corruption within UMNO.18 It is noteworthy how weakly progressive 

alternatives to this model resonated among the electorate, as PAS and UMNO captured over 

90% of votes in the Northeast arena. This pattern has well-established roots: Hamayotsu 

(2013) argues that the exclusionary stances inherent to the model of orthodox Islam prevalent 

in the Northeast are a reaction to progressive demands in the peninsular urban cores, while 

Mohamed Osman (2017) notes that the “conservative turn” that underlies the results includes 

                                                        
17 Notably, this vision is difficult to reconcile with the Bumiputera-centric elements of Bersatu’s 
platform, explaining that party’s—and Mahathir’s—relative absence in the arena. 
18 See “Siapa Lagi Melayu Mau” in The Star Online 9 June 2019.  
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an explicit rejection of the Reformasi-era progressive agenda. In short, even with PAS 

splinter party Amanah contesting several seats, PH’s perceived reform agenda was soundly 

rejected. Insofar as there was a vote for change in the Northeast, then, it was to increase the 

role of Islam in the state and to remove a scandal-plagued UMNO leadership, rather than to 

embrace a progressive model of Malaysia Baru.  

  Identity politics played a prominent role in the Peninsular Malay arena as well. As in 

previous campaigns, UMNO positioned itself as the true defender of Malay rights, warning 

that its defeat would bring about an erosion of Malay privilege and Islamic primacy. That 

message brought remarkable success in GE13, where UMNO won approximately 85% of the 

seats it contested. GE14 brought a seismic shift: UMNO captured just under half the seats it 

contested, with PH winning all but three of the remainder. How do we make sense of this 

change? Bersatu’s strategy in Peninsular Malay districts focused strongly on discrediting 

Najib and highlighting the abuses of his administration. Largely absent, however, were strong 

references to the progressive elements of PH’s reform agenda, let alone to any leveling of the 

racial hierarchy. Rahman (2018) convincingly portrays the ambivalence most rural Malay 

voters felt for PH, underscoring the notion that the vote shift within the Peninsular Malay 

arena can be read more as a rejection of Najib than of UMNO’s basic political positions. In 

fact, Mahathir arguably offered conservative Malay voters concerned with the erosion of 

Malay primacy a way to “refresh” UMNO and return to the glory days of a political model 

that had gone astray. In that sense, Mahathir and Bersatu offered voters “same same (core 

principles), but different (personnel)”. Thus, the embrace of that option is hardly an 

endorsement of the progressive and post-racial Malaysia Baru espoused by counterparts in 

the Peninsular Diverse arena, and does not imply support for a leveling of the Malaysia’s de 

facto racial hierarchy. 

The distinct political dynamic of Sabah and Sarawak, where local elite networks and 

clientelistic practices are especially prominent, has received detailed scholarly attention 

(Faisal 2018; Chin 2014). In GE13, that dynamic allowed BN component parties to capture 

86% of districts. PR, by contrast, secured only a few urban seats and PAS was totally 

ineffective. GE14 broke the BN’s stranglehold on East Malaysia, with PH picking up over 

40% of the seats it contested. As in the Peninsular Malay arena, many of PH’s gains came 
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through the cooptation of former BN-aligned elites. As such, the shift away from the BN 

appears less an endorsement of a new political model, and more a function of local elite 

realignment as well as other local factors that are distinct from the broader peninsular 

political discourse (Chin 2018; Mersat 2018).  

There are clear differences in voting behavior across the four arenas. Modernization 

theory provides some analytic traction in the Peninsular Diverse arena, but is overshadowed 

by identity politics and elite splits elsewhere. Moreover, as districts in the Peninsular Diverse 

arena have consistently voted against the BN since 2008, modernization theory does little to 

explain the sudden turnover in GE14. In the Northeast, a particular form of Islamist identity 

politics based on a “moralistic constituency” dominated. The elite-spilt that saw the 

progressive PAS-splinter party Amanah contest in nearly every district was a non-factor, as 

PH’s professed reformist agenda and the inclusion of the DAP—widely perceived as Chinese 

and anti-Islam—in the coalition were widely met with suspicion. There is no question that a 

backlash against the perceived ineptitude of Najib was an important factor in the Peninsular 

Malay arena, though that played out against a dominant identity politics backdrop. Here, the 

elite-split that created the UMNO-clone Bersatu party was able to pull votes from UMNO, 

since Mahathir could offer better governance while also reassuring conservative voters that 

Malay rights and the political primacy of the Malays would be preserved. Notably, Mahathir 

lacked the Islamic credentials to have a similar impact in the Northeast. Finally, the East 

Malaysia arena is driven by clientelism and political networks, with PH’s inroads likewise 

following an elite split.  

 

5. Reform and Democratization in post-Transition Malaysia 
What does this pattern of voting across the four arenas imply for reform and democratization 

in Malaysia? We argue that the nature of political competition within the arenas strongly 

informs PH’s priorities and the bounds of what it can feasibly pursue politically. Specifically, 

only one arena—Peninsular Malay—is both politically competitive and highly sensitive to 

the national political discourse. As a result, it has an exaggerated impact on national level 

political calculations within the PH government. We unpack and work through this logic 

below. 
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Strategic Considerations in post-Transition Malaysia 

The comparatively progressive voters of the Peninsular Diverse arena have consistently 

supported PH’s predecessors and will likely continue to support any coalition that contains 

PKR and the DAP in the short and medium term, as they have no credible alternative. Their 

votes, thus, are not seriously in play, decreasing the incentives to respond to the arena’s 

preferences.19 In the Northeast arena, voters show little signs of shifting away from PAS in 

meaningful numbers, particularly as the moralistic constituency becomes more pronounced. 

The return of a grand coalition that brings PAS back into a partnership with progressive 

elements also appears highly unlikely for the foreseeable future. Consequently, Kelantan and 

Terengganu are essentially unwinnable for PH or another similar coalitions, largely 

sidelining that arena’s preferences from national level political calculations as well.  

  That leaves the Peninsular Malay and East Malaysia arenas as the battlegrounds for 

inter-coalition political competition. The latter operates independent enough from the 

peninsula that a formula of non-interference in its personalistic politics and strategic 

concessions on local issues is often sufficient for the ruling coalition to count on support from 

the Bornean political elite, who bring voters with them. PH’s willingness to incorporate 

controversial elites like Shafie Apdal, the former UMNO politician who is now Sabah’s Chief 

Minister with PH-aligned Warsian, suggests strong continuity of this dynamic post-

transition. In that respect, securing seats in East Malaysia has more to do with intra-elite 

bargaining and assurances of Bornean elite autonomy than it does with the national policy 

framework, rendering the arena’s influence on national level policy calculations relatively 

indirect as well. 

  The contrast to the Peninsular Malay arena is pronounced. The arena’s large number 

of voters, whose political influence is amplified through extensive malapportionment, make 

it nearly impossible to retain power without a strong foothold in the arena. Yet its votes 

remain highly contested—PH’s gains in GE14 were tenuous, and as argued, based more on 

a rejection of now sidelined Najib than an endorsement of PH’s reform agenda. UMNO’s 

                                                        
19 Note the #UndiRosak movement, in which progressive voters pledged to invalidate their ballots in 
protest against PH’s perceived movement away from the progressive agenda prior to GE14 ultimately 
was a non-factor in the election.  



 23 

enduring strong grassroots presence throughout the arena compounds the challenge for the 

new government. 

PH’s attempts to consolidate power in the arena in the year after the election have 

been effectively countered by UMNO’s strategy of doubling-down on the Malay identity 

agenda (Saat 2019). Specifically, UMNO has pushed a narrative that PH constitutes a threat 

to Malay primacy and will eventually produce status loss for the Malays and Islam. PAS, 

sensing a mutually beneficial political opportunity, has moved increasingly close to UMNO, 

in the process creating a unified Malay political entity that resonates with voters looking for 

assurances that their status will not be undermined. PH’s loss to UMNO/PAS in three post-

GE14 by-elections within the arena underscores the political precarity of the situation.   

The Peninsular Malay arena’s sensitivity to Malay identity politics has strongly 

informed PH’s political calculations. Its initial cabinet composition gave Bersatu and 

Amanah—the immediate counterparts of UMNO and PAS—one cabinet position for 

approximately every two of their parliamentary seats; the ratio for the multi-racial PKR and 

DAP, by contrast, was approximately one for every seven parliamentary seats. 

Unsurprisingly, key statements, such as the following by PKR Deputy President Azmin Ali, 

could easily have emanated from UMNO prior to its defeat: “[w]e must be brave and not 

hesitate in fulfilling our promises, especially on the Malay and Bumiputera agenda… We 

must do so without feeling apologetic or fearful of the criticisms of others” (Malaysiakini 

2019).    

 

Identity Politics as a Key Obstacle to Reform 

PH’s general deference to the Peninsular Malay arena has produced a highly cautious 

approach to issues that affect Malaysia’s implicit racial hierarchy. Consequently, large tracts 

of the Reformasi agenda remain off limits, disappointing the expectations of supporters from 

the Peninsular Diverse arena. Several examples illustrate the seemingly inescapable confines 

of identity politics. In the months after the election, Mahathir announced that Malaysia would 

ratify the UN-backed International Convention for the Elimination of All Forms of Racial 

Discrimination (ICERD), which prohibits discrimination on the basis of “race, colour, 

descent, or national or ethnic origin.” Numerous Malay rights groups, clearly endorsed by 
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UMNO and PAS, seized upon the move, claiming that ICERD would undermine Malay and 

Muslim primacy (Waikar 2018). The movement’s aggressive rhetoric and a significant anti-

ICERD rally in December 2018 largely muted ICERD’s supporters. PH relented, reversing 

its position, and leaving Malaysia as one of only seventeen countries—including South 

Sudan, Myanmar, North Korean, and numerous small island states—that do not recognize 

the convention.  

At roughly the same time, an anti-child marriage bill was tabled in response to several 

controversial child marriages in Kelantan. The bill, whose principles were outlined in PH’s 

Manifesto, set the legal age for marriage at 18 for all Malaysians regardless of religious 

affiliation. As with the ICERD issue, the proposal galvanized claims among UMNO/PAS-

backed Malay rights groups that PH was anti-Muslim, and that the law undermined the 

primacy of Islam. In response, senior PH officials, including Deputy Prime Minister and 

Minister for Women, Family, and Community Development Dr. Wan Azizah, noted that the 

sensitivities of the Muslim community must be considered, delaying movement on the 

proposal and suggesting that stricter guidelines rather than an outright ban might be 

appropriate.  

A similar dynamic is apparent in debates around the role of race in tertiary education 

admissions policies. For well over a decade, admission into the low-cost and accelerated pre-

university matriculation program has followed a strict quota under which 90% of the spots 

are reserved for Malay and other Bumiputera applicants. This relegates non-Malays to 

costlier and longer-duration qualification channels. The system is viewed as discriminatory 

by many non-Malays, and has attracted widespread criticism for undermining academic 

standards at Malaysia’s public universities. Educational reform featured centrally in PH’s 

campaign promises—including a pledge to increase equity in the tertiary education 

admissions process—thereby raising expectations for meaningful change post-GE14 (Lee 

2018). The disappointment and frustration among progressive PH supporters in the 

Peninsular Diverse arena was thus considerable when the Minister of Education announced 

in April 2019 that the 90/10 matriculation quota would be maintained, and the number of 

places in the program would increase by 60 percent, thus compounding fears among non-

Malays of being further crowded out of the public tertiary system. As noted by the University 
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of Malaya’s Vice Chancellor, “[t]he need for affirmative action, and the delicate balancing 

act required, was vulnerable to the vicissitudes of Malaysia’s racialized politics, and the new 

Harapan government has not found a way out of this dilemma” (Bothwell 2019).  

Numerous other examples, including Malaysia’s sudden withdrawal from the Rome 

Statute of the International Criminal Court and the furor resulting from Finance Minister Lim 

Guan Eng releasing a brief in Mandarin in addition to the customary Malay and English, 

speak to the sensitivities around any action that can be framed as challenging the position of 

the Malays at the top of the implicit racial hierarchy. As long as voters in the pivotal 

Peninsular Malay arena remain averse to an alternative social structure—and UMNO remains 

a viable political force that can leverage those anxieties—the politics of race and religion will 

continue and will constrain the range of politically feasible reforms.   

 

Progress in the Absence of Identity Politics 

This does not imply, however, that the transition and subsequent reform efforts have achieved 

nothing. To the contrary, a range of meaningful reforms have been initiated and constitute 

significant strides in democratization (Bersih 2019). What distinguishes these successful 

reforms from those described above is their relative absence of direct links to the contestation 

of identity.  

The PH government has, for example, successfully implemented or at least credibly 

initiated a number of reforms to address the over-centralization of power in the Prime 

Minister’s Department (PMD), which caused extensive inefficiencies and structural 

problems during the last decades of UMNO rule (Ostwald 2017b). Notably, PM Mahathir 

does not hold any further ministerial posts, as was typical under UMNO rule. The number of 

ministers in the PMD has also been limited to three, with the current budgetary allocation 

reduced by half relative to the predecessor government. A number of key agencies that 

previously gave the PMD a direct channel of control over vital economic resources have also 

been moved out of the PMD.  

Other reforms strengthen the functioning of parliament. A Select Committee system 

in both houses intended to oversee appointments and other parliamentary functions has been 

initiated, though not yet fully institutionalized. A working group empowered to increase the 
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competences of the upper house, which had been largely symbolic under UMNO rule, was 

also initiated in early 2019. Perhaps most importantly, the Electoral Commission (EC), which 

was closely linked to the PMD during late UMNO rule, has been made more independent 

and brought under Parliamentary oversight. As the EC plays a central role in the electoral 

process, this has strong potential to improve the functioning of Malaysia’s democracy.   

Some progress has also been made on reducing constraints on civil society. While 

many of the far-reaching liberalization reforms promised by PH prior to the election remain 

unfulfilled, usage of suppressive laws like the colonial-era Sedition Act has decreased. The 

new government has also been more permissive of public engagement by both supporters 

and opponents alike. Elements of the mass media, which demonstrated an extensive pro-BN 

bias prior to GE14, have moderated their positions. These developments are partial and 

insufficient to satisfy the more progressive elements of PH. They do, nonetheless, contribute 

to the meaningful opening up of Malaysia’s political climate relative to the late-UMNO 

period. That the departures from UMNO rule are so measured should not come as a big 

surprise. During its greater than six decades in power, UMNO shaped the Peninsular Malay 

arena in its own image. So long as that arena plays the pivotal role in the country’s politics, 

a strong degree of continuity is all but assured. 
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