
Proceedings of 49 International Business Research conference 

17-18 December 2018 at Sunroute Shinjuku Hotel, Tokyo, Japan 

ISBN: 978-1-925488-66-1 

 

1 

 

The Political Cultural Changing of Middle Class Melayu 
     in Malaysia’s Globalization Era 

 

  Ruslan Zainuddin and Azhar harun 
 

The study aims to examine the changing that took place in the Malay 
middle class culture of Malaysia in the era of globalization that began 
over the last four decades. The study attempted to examine the 
linkages between the Malay middle class created through various 
programs implemented through the New Economic Policy (DEB) 
since the 1970s, with the political changes that occurred in the Malay 
community today. The methodology used is through the library 
method. The data were analyzed in qualitatively. The approach of 
the study is descriptive and critical interpretation, especially in 
examining the data relating to the background of community change. 
The scope of the study is limited to two social movements that move 
on the grounds of da'wah and political parties. The social movement 
is Darul Arqam and the Islamic Youth Movement (ABIM), while its 
political party is the Islamic Party of Malaysia (PAS). The findings 
show that Malay political culture has undergone a transformation 
process, in line with the rapidly changing nature of the Malay 
community itself. If in ancient times, before independence and the 
earliest decades after independence, Malay political culture was still 
tied up with feudal features, but since the post-1970s, as a result of 
the increasingly widening Malay-style composition, the bonds began 
to be loose. If before, most Malays regard politics as a matter of 
political affairs only, but the situation has begun to change. 
Globalization, structural changes in the economy and the emergence 
of the middle class are among the key factors that play a role in 
transforming the Malay political culture. 

 

1. Introduction 
 
The changing that occur in the Malay middle class in the globalization era has begun 
over the last four decades. Despite all the above reasons, the main factor that is 
often mentioned in all writing is the change of attitude of the Malays who have 
rejected BN, especially UMNO by turning to the opposition. Following from these 
changing, the Malays are said to have split because they are no longer supporting 
UMNO. In fact, this is not the first time the split issue of the Malays is raised, because 
the same issue has been voiced after the 1999  when UMNO was defeated in the 
area where majority were Malays. Likewise, after the outbreak of the internal crisis of 
UMNO in 1987 and the establishment of SEMANGAT 46 Party. In short sentence, 
whenever UMNO faced a problem that made the party weak and failed to attract the 
support of the Malays, then the issue of the 'split of the Malays' was accompanied by 
a massive rally for Malays re-united under UMNO by the name of  ‘Malay unity’. 
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The main question here is whether it is true or not, that the Malays are split. Or the 
split member happened in UMNO only because many party supporters have been 
defrauded by switching to another party. Is the erosion of support for UMNO party 
can imply that the Malays are split? Is it because UMNO is the largest political party 
of the Malays, so what happens to the party, including the erosion of its support, must 
be interpreted as 'the split of the Malays'? Is there any other way that can be used as 
a backup to explain why this phenomenon is occurring? Perhaps it also true that the 
split does not arise, as the Malays have begun to change in tandem with the time 
together with the role of government efforts to improve their socio-economic position 
since the 1970s? If this is true, then what is the underlying factor of this change? How 
this changing has affected to the social structure of the new Malay society that can 
transformed the traditional political culture inherited and sparked a change in Malay 
politics in this new millennium. From here, this study aims to examine this issue in 
more detail. 
 

2. Research Objectives 
 
In general, the study aims to examine the changes that happened to the Malay 
political culture in Malaysia over the last four decades. This study attempted to 
examine the linkages between the Malay middle class group through various 
programs that implemented through the New Economic Policy (DEB) by the political 
change that has happened in the present Malay society. Which is the erosion of the 
people's support, especially the Malays to the UMNO. Specifically, this study will 
focus to the questions below: 
 
- How effect of the economic development and the transformation of Malaysia's 
economic structure since independence have influencing the formation and 
expansion of the middle class size among Malaysians (the cause of the erosion of 
the people's support, especially the Malays to UMNO)  after the implementation of 
the DEB? 

 

3. Research Methodology 
 
This study uses a qualitative approach based on chronological order for each unit 
studied. This method is selected because most of the information used is obtained 
through available data and library research. This information is then streamlined 
through primary data obtained from interviews. 
 
The information was collected from three sources, namely library study, secondary 
data and primary data. The library study aims to gain a general overview of the 
aspects studied and this knowledge is used as a starting point in pursuing further 
research. Library studies are conducted at several libraries, namely, Universiti Sains 
Malaysia’s Library, University of Malaya’s Library and Universiti Utara Malaysia’s 
Library. 
 
Secondary data is collected through information from Department of Statistics, 
Economic Planning Unit (EPU), Bank Negara’s report, five year development plan 
and annual economic clippings, academic journals, magazines, books, plans, related 
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organization pamphlets, as well as individuals report. Primary data is obtained 
through interviews with several individuals who can provide additional information. All 
this information is analyzed through content analysis. Discussions are made 
descriptively based on chronological order by completing tables, diagrams and 
simple statistical methods such as percentages. 
 

4. Globalization 
 
Within 40 years after the flow of globalization, the structure of the population class 
inherited after independence began to change. Due to the economic transformation 
after independence intensified through the industrial process, especially after the 
DEB was implemented, the disproportionate class structure of the races was 
eventually revamped. But, what the significant here is, the process of globalization 
that struck Malaysia since colonial times is not limited to the economic structure only, 
but also involves to the political and social structure. 
 
The rapid growth of the Malaysian economy is in line with the changing in the 
economic structure from the agricultural sector to the industrial sector. This growth 
has indirectly changed the main economic activity from agriculture to industry. This 
change show the percentage of agricultural and fisheries sector’s contribution to GDP 
has declined significantly between 1970 and 2000, from 29.0 percent in 1970, to 22.9 
percent in 1980, 18.7 percent 1990 and 8.7 percent in 2000. At the same time, there 
has an increase in contribution to the GDP by the other three sectors, namely 
manufacturing, services and construction. Within 30 years, the contribution of these 
three sectors increased from 53.9 percent in 1970 to 64.3 percent in 1980, 72.9 
percent in 1990 and 89.3 in 2000 (see Table 1). 
 

Table 1: The percentage of industry sector that contribute to the GDP         
1970-2000 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

* including trade, financial services, government services, public utilities and other  
 
Source: National Bank of Malaysia (1979)andMalaysian Economic Report 1982 - 2000. 

 

Sector/Year   1970  1980  1990  2000 

Agrilculture and Fisheries  29.0  22.9  18.7    8.7 

Mining and quarrying  13.7  10.1    9.8    6.6 

Manufacturing   13.9  19.6  26.9  33.4 

Construction     3.8    4.6    3.6    3.3 

Services *   36.2  40.1  42.4  52.6 

Import duty deductible  
bank service                         3.4    2.7  -1.4   -4.6 
 
 
GDP    100.0  100.0  100.0  100.0 
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5. Formation and Expansion of Second Class Compositions 
 
According to Crouch (1985: 30), the economic development and modernization that 
occurs in some country is always accompanied by changing in the structure of 
society that will contributes to the emergence of the middle class. In this regard, one 
of the indicators that always use to measuring the emergence of the middle class is 
the development of job categories that require certain qualifications. This job is 
formed by capitalist economics’ development which requires workers to control 
certain organizations. At the same time, some of the occupations in this category also 
existed from the development of public bureaucracy that required officer to manage 
it. Employees that including in this category are not company owners, but managers 
and corporate executives. They are also not the state's highest authority, but are 
officers and administrators of the government bureaucracy machinery. In short, they 
are between the owners of companies and state authorities on the one hand with 
subordinates (blue collar workers and peasants). 
 
5.1 Establishment of the Middle Class 
 
The jobs that belonging to the middle class category can be divided into two 
categories. First, professional and technical occupations such as accountants, 
doctors, auditors, dentists, engineers, lawyers, architects, veterinarians and graduate 
teachers. Second, occupations that belong to administrative and management such 
as administrators, company managers, government service officers and legislative 
members. Jobs in both categories are sometimes referred to as the new middle 
classes group.  
 
Beside the professional and technical occupations, as well as administration and 
management, clerical, sales and service occupations are also considered part of the 
middle class occupation, which represents the occupation of the lower middle class. 
Because the boundaries of the middle class group are difficult to specify, not all the 
researchers try to include clerical, sales and service categories in the middle class. 
For Example, Saravanamuttu (1989: 110) assesses only half of the workers in the 
service category deserves to be included in the middle class group. Based on the 
definition of the middle class, the following discussion will estimate  the formation and 
expansion of the middle class composition in Malaysia by using government official 
figures recorded in  five-year development plan. 
 
Table 2 shows the category of employment characterized as middle class 'core', ie 
professional, executive, management, administrative and technical occupations 
(Crouch, 1985: 31) have significant increases. For example, professional and 
technical occupational categories increased more than four times in 40 years, from 
2.8 percent of the total workforce in 1957 to 4.8 percent in 1970, 6.7 percent in 1980 
and 11.0 per cent in 2000. For the administrative and management, despite the 
relatively slow rate of growth over the other job categories, was also increased from 
1.2 percent in 1957 to 2.3 percent in 1985, 2.4 percent in 1990 and 4.2 percent in 
2000. These two categories of jobs are referred as the new middle class with 15.2 
percent of the total workforce in 2000 compared to 4 percent in 1957 and 5.9 percent 
in 1970. 
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Table 2: The categories of Jobs in Malaysia, 1957-2000 (in '000) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: Adjusted from Jomo (1988:300-301); Saravanamuttu (1989:111)  
And  Malaysian Report (1991:38); (1996:119) and (2001:100). 
 

5.2 The presence of Malay middle class 
 
The middle class is a new phenomenon that emerged in Malaysia, especially to the 
Malay community. Although a group of Malay middle classes existed and developed 
before independence, but the numbers were very small. In the traditional Malay 
community, it do not mentioned about the existence of the Malay middle class, 
although there has some scholars as village leader that can including in the middle 
class category (Gullick, 1987: 76-77). 
 
The emergence of the middle class has implications in terms of structure and 
arrangement on Malay society. This is because,  their presence has changed the 
structure and arrangement the Malay traditional society from two level classes to 
three level classes, namely upper class, middle class and subordinate class. But, if 
viewed from a wider angle, the appearance of new class as the middle-class like the 
administrator group, does not really be a major impact to the Malay community’s life, 
especially to the subordinates group who are majority group. 
 

6. Conclusion 
 
This study found that the changing to the structure of Malaysia's economy since 
independence have transformed the social structure of Malaysian society, especially 
among the Malays after the 1970s after the DEB was implemented. In examining this 
changing, the discussion has emphasized three things. Firstly, it shows Malaysia's 
involvement in the process of globalization that  begun since colonial times as an 
important turning point that sparked racial imbalances and led to a restructuring effort 
under the DEB. Second, explains the changing that have taken place in Malaysia's 
economic structure since independence. Finally, it shows the impact of these 
changing to the structure of employment that contributes to the generation and 
expansion of the middle class group among Malaysians as well as the Malay 

Jobs      1957 1970 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 
(%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%)  

Professional and 
technical    2.8   4.8   6.7   7.5   8.8   9.9 11.0  

Administrationand 
Management    1.2   1.1   1.1   2.3   2.4   3.2   4.2  

Clerical    2.9   5.0   7.3   9.8   9.8 10.9 11.1  

Sale Workers    8.6   9.1   8.9 11.1 11.5 10.9 11.0  

Services    8.6   7.9   9.2 11.4 11.6 11.1 11.8  

Agriculture  56.4 44.8 32.1 30.4 28.3 21.0 16.4  

Production and  18.9 27.3 34.8 27.6 27.5 33.9 32.8 
others 

Total (%)  100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Labor (Million) 2,126.2 2,850.2 4,023.0 5,624.6 6,686.0 7,999.2 9,271.2 
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community as specific. The impact of this middle class group, especially among the 
Malay community, will begin to influence the support factor towards the Malay 
political party. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 


