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    More than 70% of Malaysian voters 
went to the polls last November to 
choose the members of the new 
Parliament. Thus, the historic results 
came out with the leadership of the " 
Pakatan Harapan " led by Anwar Ibrahim, 
who became prime minister after four 
years in which three successive 
governments took place. In these lines, 
light will be shed on the course of the 
political, economic and social reality that 
led to these outputs and expectations 
regarding the future of the Malaysian 
political system.

Introduction to Malaysian 
Political System

  Malaysia is a federal state with a 
complex political system, in which power 
is concentrated in the federal 
government that is elected from the 
central parliament. Each of the Malaysian 
states has a legislature and a 

government with powers related to local 
administration. There are also royal 
dynasties with limited powers at the 
head of nine of the states, and the 
“Conference of Rulers” meets every five 
years to elect one of them as King of the 
Federation, Head of State, and guider of 
the Federal Government. The political 
system is complex, and so the social 
reality of the people, which is composed 
of three basic races, each has its own 
culture, language, religion, and social 
and economic reality. The largest of 
these races is the Malay ethnicity, which 
constitutes approximately 60% of the 
country's population, while the Chinese 
ethnicity constitutes about 25% of the 
citizens of Malaysia, followed by the 
Indian ethnicity, which constitutes about 
10% of society.
  Since before the Malaysian 
independence in 1957, the United Malay 
National Organization (UMNO) Party 
dominated the political scene, and led 
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every elected government until 2018. 
The party approved in the constitution 
rules for affirmative action in politics, 
economy and culture in favor of the 
Malay ethnicity; compensating for the 
injustice they faced during colonialism 
which led to establishing ethnic parties 
as one of the characteristics of the 
political system. With the passage of 
time, the parties were divided into parties 
accept the existing system of affirmative 
action and seek to preserve it, such as: 
the "Islamic Party", "UMNO" Party, and 
some parties of ethnic minorities allied 
with it, and parties calling to change the 
political system into a system similar to 
the one in countries such as neighboring 
Singapore, which have similarities to 
Malaysia in terms of societal 
composition (a neutral system in ethnic, 
cultural, and religious affairs, based on 
equal citizenship), such as: the "People's 
Justice" Party headed by (Anwar 
Ibrahim), and the "Democratic Action" 
Party that represents minorities.

Malaysian Politics in the Last 
Two Decades

   "UMNO" alliance with two minority 
parties always won a two-thirds majority 
in the elections as the alliance that 
achieved Malaysia's independence, 
endorsed and defended the privileges of 
the Malays. Later, it achieved the 
well-known renaissance and 
development under the leadership of the 
former prime minister (Dr. Mahathir 
Muhammad), which formed the political 
system and government structure with 
great stability over decades due to the 
ruling party's association with the 
identity of most of the country's citizens, 
its re-elections, and the general good 
government performance. But since Dr. 
Mahathir's era ended, government 
popularity declined, and "UMNO" 
coalition lost a two-thirds majority in the 
2008 elections, and came close to losing 
a simple majority in the 2013 elections. 
Both results were in favor of the 
opposition coalition to the regime, which 
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became more and more organized, and 
became attractive to young people of all 
ethnicities. In 2015, the corruption 
scandal of the " UMNO" government led 
by (Naguib Abdul Razzaq) erupted, 
increasing the popularity declination of 
the ruling party with the decline in the 
national economy and the weakening of 
the local currency. 

    After these developments, Dr. Mahathir 
and a group of "UMNO" leaders 
separated and formed the “Malaysian 
United Indigenous Party”. He aligned the 
party with his opponents from other 
parties opposing the regime as a 
collation called “Pakatan Harapan”. the 
aim of overthrowing the Najib 
government, and combating corruption 
that spread in the government. In the 
2018 elections, “Pakatan Harapan” won 
and “UMNO” fall from power for the first 

decades. But the opponent alliance 
began to dispute over power and over 
government policies and others, which 
led to an escalation of tension between 
its parties until the party leading the 
government - the Sons of the Earth -.
   Then the “Malaysian United 
Indigenous” Party allied with "UMNO" 
and the "Islamic Party". So, the 
government would return to being based 
on parties loyal to the political system, 
but led by the “Malaysian United 
Indigenous” Party. Furthermore, the 
Malay coalition parties began to 
compete with each other over positions 
of power and their shares in the 
government. After 17 months, this 
competition led to the overthrow of the 
second government in Malaysia since 
the last elections, and formed the new 
government with the same parties, but 
with "UMNO" dominance and 
leadership.
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2022 Elections

      A year after the formation of the third 
government, the dissolution of 
Parliament and early federal elections 
were announced in November 202. An 
unprecedented electoral battle began 
then as the scene had the union of the 
parties opposing the political system in 
the "Pakatan Harapan", in front of the 
disintegration and scattering of the 
Malay parties. In support of the existing 
regime, "UMNO" decided to enter the 
elections in the same old alliance with 
two minority parties. The “Malaysian 
United Indigenous” Party entered the 
elections with the Islamic Party under the 
name of the “National Alliance.” As for 
the “Warriors” Party led by Dr. Mahathir, 
they entered the elections alone and 
against all alliances. After an electoral 
campaign that lasted for a month, the 
elections were held on 20th November 
and the results were: The scattering of 
the Malay parties led to the scattering of 
the Malayan vote among them, which led 
to the "Pakatan Harapan" leading the 
elections, but without gaining the 
necessary majority to form the 

elections, but without gaining the 
necessary majority to form the 
government alone. 

   The results were not devoid of 
unexpected outcomes, such as the fact 
that "UMNO" Party, which rushed to the 
elections and believed that they would 
win the majority of Malay constituency, 
made the worst results ever. In contrast, 
the Malaysian Islamic Party doubled its 
parliamentary share and topped the 
results of the Malayan vote. Rather, the 
Malaysian Islamic Party - as a single 
party - became the largest party in the 
parliament, with a share of nearly a 
quarter of the seats. The party carried its 
alliance - the National Alliance - to the 
second rank in Parliament, while the 
"Warriors" Party did not win any seats at 
all. Even its leader Dr. Mahathir ranked 
fourth in the elections of his 
constituency, which he massively won in 
2018. Dr. Mahathir loss was not the sole 
among the political figures, as most of 
the leaders of the Malay parties that were 
part of the conflicts in the past years lost 
their seats with huge differences in some 
cases.
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      Facing the first hung parliament in 
nation’s history, and in front of the 
categorical refusal of the two largest 
coalitions in Parliament - the Pakatan 
Harapan Alliance - to cooperate to form 
a government, in addition to the decision 
of "UMNO" to refrain from siding with 
any of the two alliances to tip the scales, 
the Malaysian Sultan (Abdullah 
Ri'ayatuddin) intervened. He demanded 
the political parties openly to put and 
end to the state of political instability and 
to direct efforts towards reforming the 
economy and overcoming partisan 
interests, and according to the 
constitution, and after days of 
consultation with the parties and with the 
Conference of Rulers, the king 
commissioned (Anwar Ibrahim) to form a 
national coalition government, and called 
on all parties to join it.

  There is no doubt that the royal 
intervention was good in the face of 
some expected scenarios, such as the 
dissolution of parliament again, and 
entering into a cycle of successive and 
inconclusive elections, which would 
have negatively affected the economy of 
Malaysia, and a group of parties - 
including UMNO - announced their 
submission to king’s desire, and to join 
the government of the National Coalition. 
The coalition government was formed 
headed by (Anwar Ibrahim) on 2nd 
December 2022. The "Anwar Ibrahim" 
Party and the "UMNO" Party became the 
two main pillars of the coalition, while the 
rest of the Malay parties became the 
main opposition to the new government.
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The Future of the Malaysian 
Political System      

  Despite the announcement of a 
coalition government and the accession 
of UMNO, scenarios of political 
instability remain possible so far. It is 
hard to imagine some UMNO leaders 
and its bases accepting an alliance with 
Pakatan Harapan, the oppositionist of 
the political system of ethnic privileges. If 
UMNO continues to exist in the current 
government, the success of the coalition 
government will lead to strengthening 
the claims of the parties opposed to the 
regime, and contrary to the "UMNO" 
political program, according to which 
patriotic action and transcendence of 
ethnic privileges is the best option for the 
country. Therefore, it is not possible to 
imagine that “UMNO” would contribute 
to the success of a governmental 
experiment that contradicts in an 
existential way the party and the biases 
of its electoral bases, or that “Pakatan 
Harapan” would accept to continue the 
coalition with a party that does not seek 
to make the government a 
success.That’s if the fact of accepting to 
join coalition government coalition did 

not lead to the exclusion of current 
UMNO leaders in the party’s internal 
elections this January, and thus the 
party’s withdrawal from the government 
coalition, and perhaps new general 
elections.

       Most importantly, after six decades 
of “UMNO” dominance and the 
stagnation of the political scene, 
Malaysia is approaching a scenario of 
exiting the one-party system after the 
party lost the elections repeatedly, which 
makes it likely that the conditions usually 
accompany such transformations, such 
as the continuation of turmoil, and the 
scattering of the parties and political 
alliances for several election cycles. The 
majority of political elites seek this 
historic opportunity to consolidate their 
position in the electoral scene, and try to 
obtain as much partisan gains as 
possible, and obtain the popular bases 
lost by the losing party in the last two 
elections. Therefore, the past four years 
witnessed this unprecedented state of 
intensification of partisan conflict and 
instability, even in the face of major 
national problems such as the decline in 
economic performance and living 
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economic performance and living 
conditions, in addition to the Corona 
pandemic and its effects.

       There is no doubt that the political 
players and the general Malaysian 
people have something to lose from the 
state of uncertainty. The long political 
stability has contributed to focusing on 
building an institutionalized government 
administration and a modern national 
economy, and Malaysia has become one 
of the most stable and advanced 
countries in Asia and the Third World. It is 
legit to hope that the political leaderships 
will be aware of the seriousness and 
sensitivity of the stage, and that narrow 
and short-term gains will not prevail over 
the bad results produced by the 
continuation of the conflicts between 
them. However, as we have witnessed on 
the international arena in the past years, 
the intensity of polarization between the 
political parties competing for power, 
and mobilization on the basis of national, 
cultural or religious identity often leads to 
the continuation of turmoil and confusion 
and the neglect of the political elites of 
the economic and living effects on the 

citizen. This is not excluded by the 
outcome of the recent elections, in which 
the biggest winners were the two parties 
that are located on the extreme ends of 
the partisan map, and the parties least 
possible to join forces. They are the two 
parties that did not have any factions or 
splits during the past four years, and they 
remained on the sidelines of partisan 
maneuvers, the "Islamic Party" and the 
Democratic Action Party - with a Chinese 
majority- indicates the Malaysian voter's 
tendency towards parties that are more 
conservative and adherent in their 
political stances. Moreover, its political 
programs are based on clear identities 
and cultures, which prevail over political 
pragmatism and temporary interests. If 
these parties continue to advance in 
coming elections, the foreseeable 
blockage will increase instability and 
negatively affect social conditions.

   The organized political alternative is 
clear and has not yet been truly tried, and 
it is the political parties calling for a new 
system. It is expected that the 
fragmentation of the pro-regime parties 
will open the door more and more to 



8

popular bias towards the ally and 
opponent parties that oppose the 
political system and are now in the 
government, which may take advantage 
of the current moment and begin to 
adopt some rules to shift away from the 
Malay affirmative action policies, 
especially if they are able to achieve 
positive results such as: reviving the 
economy and combating corruption in 
government. There is no doubt that 
some of the theses presented by these 
parties are real and tested in similar 
international situations and contexts. 
However, due to the lack of experience 
of these parties in governing, the 
possibility of their stability in power and 
the passage of its agenda remains as a 
legitimate suspicion to have, especially if 
the government agencies built on the 
foundations of the old system resist 
attempts to change the composition of 
these agencies, which are dominated by 
people of the distinguished race in their 
favor – Malays.
      As for the worst alternative, these new 
parties fail to pass their agenda and gain 

the necessary popular approval for them. 
This means reaching an unknown 
situation, a case in which the Malaysian 
voter refuses to vote for parties that have 
been involved in corruption scandals, as 
was repeated in the last two elections. 
Moreover, the worst alternative does not 
trust parties whose biases have 
fluctuated in recent years, and it does 
not wish to vote for a radical change 
experiment - such as changing the type 
of political system - that did not prove its 
worth in its first real test. It means 
continuing in a state of chaos, and 
perhaps opening the way for more 
authoritarian and autocratic alternatives 
to present themselves as an alternative 
for instability. Although it is so far difficult 
to imagine that matters in the political 
scene, it will devolve to this end as the 
current reality does not witness the 
presence of any personality or institution 
of any kind in the country capable of 
presenting itself as an alternative to the 
current situation. But it often turns out to 
be the worst option in the long term.


