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Belt and Road Initiatives: view from the Malaysian economic and
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Abstract

The research on Belt and Road Initiative: look into Malaysia and China economic relations
and Malaysia domestic politics aims to study the evolution of the relationships between China
and Malaysia under the condition of domestic ethic politics in Malaysia that affects the Belt and
Road’s cooperation. The research employed qualitative research method based on documentary
analysis. Documents were collected from various sources including researches, news, journals and

articles.

The result of the study reveals that relations between Malaysia and China under the
condition of Malaysian ethnic politics has played as a significant factor and influence on the view
of Malaysian leaders, Malaysian economic development polices and the relationship with China.
This is because ethnic politics that Bumiputera has been received privileges over ethnic Chinese,
Indians and other minorities, called bumiputra supremacy has been embedded in Malaysian
politics. This structure has shaped all Malaysian economics, politics and social aspects for
decades. However, the intense of these ethnic politics and policies have been varied due to
political regime and domestic political economic environments. More significantly, ethnic politics
has been employed by United Malays National Organization (UMNO) to claim for its political
legitimacy by promoting the national development and economic equality among all ethnic

groups.

It cannot be denied that racial issue that incur ethnic cleavage between Chinese minority
and Malay majority ethnic groups affects the structure of Malaysia-China relationship. Malaysian
perception on China as a major threat during the Cold War changed during the beginning of 1970s.
This is because after the 1969 riot, the popularity of Barisan National plummeted. Thus, Tun Abdul
Razak shifted the direction of domestic and international policies to sustain domestic security.
However, the relationship with China changed dramatically during Mahathir’s leadership. As
Mahathir wanted to expand Malaysian export, to build economic cooperation and to penetrate
external markets, China could serve his aims. Though, three Malaysian leaders from Mahathir to
Abdullah Badawi and Najib Razak have implemented economic pragmatism with China, the
policies under Badawi and Najib manifested hedging approach due to uncertainty of national
security and to serve government political and economic interests. More significantly, the
government’s attempt to increase domestic economy has strengthen economic cooperation with
China. To achieve national developed nation status by 2020, UMNO led government has

prioritized an increase of foreign investment and upgraded infrastructure. In doing so, these pave



the way for influx of Chinese investments and turn China to be a significant player in Malaysian

domestic economy.

Though, UMNO led governments have prioritized the development of domestic
infrastructure, a number of mega projects had been expedited during Najib administration. On top
of that, economic cooperation with China had been utilized to expand UMNO’s political base
particularly during the 13" general election in 2013. Moreover, a number of Malaysian projects
initiated by the government such as Iskandar Malaysia and ECRL have been included as a part of
BRI’s route. Though, the relationship with China has been upgraded and strengthen during Najib
era, this close relations brought about scandal allegedly implicating Najib in exchange for deals
ties to BRI. As a consequence, opposition parties used this issue particularly the problem of
colonization and national legitimacy as a part of political campaign to attack Najib and UMNO.
After the regime changed and Mahathir led opposition under Alliance of Hope won the election
and took the government. Many projects still continued and the government succeeded on
renegotiation on ECRL contract. Surprisingly, though the regime changed, this did not affect the
relationship with China as many expected. In terms of domestic ethnic politics, the new
government attempt to reform political and ethnic structures brought about widespread of
discontent on the PH government. This is because the reform would deprive priority of Malay
ethnic. In 2020, Malaysia faced political crisis when the ruling coalition and the entire government
collapsed. When Muhyiddin Yassin sworn in as the new prime minister, it is quite certain that

ethnic politics under Malay supremacy would return.
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