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On the 9th of July, the Jeffrey Cheah 
Institute on Southeast Asia (JCI) hosted 
a forum to discuss the role that the 
youth vote and Malay electoral loyalty 
played in the results of the recent 
Malaysian general election. The 
panellists were Datuk Dr Vaseehar 
Hassan, Senior Associate at the Kets de 
Vries Institute; YB Syed Saddiq Syed 
Abdul Rahman, Minister of Youth and 
Sports; and Lim Yi Wei, Selangor State 
Assemblywoman for Kampung Tunku. 
The session was moderated by Liew 
Chin Tong, Political Education Director 
of the Democratic Action Party.  
 

The Malay Psyche 
Dr Vaseehar began by tracing a series 
of shifts in the political landscape, 
starting with the loss of Barisan’s two-
thirds majority in 2008 followed by the 
loss of the popular vote in 2013. Dr 
Vaseehar posited that understanding 
the nature of the Malay psyche is 
critical to understanding these political 
shifts. He outlined a number of cultural 
attributes such as having an innate 
respect for leaders; and being conflict-
averse and ascription-oriented; as 
among the reasons for traditional 
Malay loyalty towards UMNO.  
 
Further to that, Dr Vaseehar described 
Malays as compliant hence easily 
taken advantage of by their rulers, be 
it the colonial-era Sultans and British 
administrators or the post-
independence political leaders. Given 

these attributes, Dr Vaseehar 
postulates that Malays often resort to 
indirect means to outwit their 
superiors rather than oppose them 
openly.  
 
In the early years after Malaysia’s 
independence, the common Malay 
was uneducated so it fell to the elites 
to lead the country. The first three of 
Malaysia’s Prime Ministers were from 
elite backgrounds, but they engaged 
with the ‘rakyat’ and empathised with 
their plight. Dr Mahathir Mohamad 
was the first Malay commoner to rise 
to that position and was naturally close 
to the people as well. 
 
According to Dr Vaseehar, elitism crept 
in the subsequent administrations 
after Dr Mahathir’s premiership. He 
lamented that even cabinet members 
from non-elite backgrounds began to 
behave like elites and distanced 
themselves from the common man. 
The gradual encroachment of elitism 
into the UMNO leadership led to a 
slow decline in the eyes of Malay 
society.  
 
Dr Vaseehar cited the power of the 
collective unconscious as another 
factor for the change in government. 
He explained that the collective 
trauma and shame arising from major 
scandals and everyday hardships were 
significant enough to effect political 
change.  

The Youth Vote 
Syed Saddiq began by remarking that 
while the Malay vote was important, 
the youth vote was also significant in 
influencing the recent election results. 
In the 2013 general election, 
approximately 36 percent of voters 
were under 40 years of age. In the 
2018 election, that increased to 41 
percent – indication of an increase in 
the number of youths who registered 
to vote. Despite the perception of 
mass political apathy among Malaysian 
youngsters, youth voter turnout for 
this election was one of the highest 
relative to other countries. A cursory 
survey of the election results showed 
that the youth heavily favoured 
change by voting for Pakatan Harapan 
and PAS over UMNO.  
 

 

 

“If PH locks in true reforms, in the 
event there is a change in 

government, Malaysians should 
not worry because the system itself 

has been corrected.” 
YB Syed Saddiq Syed Abdul Rahman 
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However, Saddiq cautioned that this 
political shift could be reversed if 
change is too hastily pursued. Backlash 
from opposition forces like UMNO and 
PAS could contribute to this reversal. 
Institutional reforms need to be put in 
place as quickly as possible in order to 
establish democratic norms and 
practices. This would ensure that a 
reform agenda can continue 
regardless of who is in power. The 
potential emergence of hardline right-
wing politics from a merger between 
PAS and UMNO is something to look 
out for given their influence on the 
Malay vote. Saddiq recommended that 
the way forward for Pakatan Harapan 
would be to position themselves as a 
centrist multiracial coalition, being 
careful not to move too quickly to the 
left lest they isolate their own voter 
base. He ended by expressing his hope 
that by the time Pakatan comes round 
to losing an election, the political and 
institutional structure as a whole 
would have been corrected and 
reformed. 
 

Political Sensibilities  
Lim Yi Wei started her speech by 
recalling her time in Hong Kong, where 
she witnessed the student-led 
Umbrella Revolution that saw Hong 
Kong citizens demanding their right to 
elect their leaders. Inspired by this 
event, she made the decision to return 
to Malaysia and help create change in 
her own country. She said that the 
desire and enthusiasm for change that 
began in the lead up to the 9th of May 
should be continued by openly 
discussing topics that are often 
deemed sensitive.  
 
Cognisant of the fact that Pakatan 
Harapan supporters are now the 
majority in this country, she cautioned 
that the views of the minority must 
also be taken into account if we are to 
produce a ‘kind democracy’. The 
process of nation building in this 
‘Malaysia Baru’ will require more than 
social media engagement.  

She ended by encouraging people, 
particularly the youth, to make their 
presence known, engage in dialogue, 
and stand up for what they believe is 
right and just.   

“Democracy, a kind democracy, is 
one that follows the decisions of 
the majority, protects minorities 

and forgives the individual.” 
Lim Yi Wei 


