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Abstract 

This article investigates the impact of Chinese investment on authoritarianism through the lens 

of authoritarian linkage, focusing on the first decade of China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) 

in Southeast Asia, particularly Cambodia and Malaysia. While both countries were electoral 

autocracies when the BRI was launched in 2013, their regime trajectories diverged. In 

Cambodia, Chinese investment reinforced elite patronage networks and coercive state-society 

relations, stabilizing the regime during political unrest. Conversely, in Malaysia, it contributed 

to the collapse of the long-ruling authoritarian coalition by exacerbating elite fragmentation 

and popular discontent over corruption, which has led to greater political competition. These 

findings demonstrate how domestic political economy dynamics mediate the effects of Chinese 

investment, revealing its variable influence on regime outcomes. 

 

 

After decades of apparent democratic spread, there is rising concern about “resilient 

authoritarianism,” “democratic backsliding,” and “a third wave of autocratization.”1 

Concurrent with fears of a new era of authoritarianism is the rise of an increasingly assertive 



China. Steadfastly autocratic at home while wielding enormous financial resources and 

growing diplomatic and military clout abroad, long-held questions about China's rise and its 

implications for democracy and authoritarianism have only intensified in recent years. For 

democratic countries and other actors promoting liberal democracy internationally, China’s rise 

is seen as contributing to the spread of authoritarianism and worsening democratic outcomes 

in countries with close ties to Beijing.2 The Chinese government is viewed as openly hostile to 

democracy and its institutions, actively exporting its autocratic governance model3 or passively 

supporting autocracy due to its willingness to engage with autocratic pariahs.4 

As Xi Jinping’s flagship foreign policy initiative and an overarching framework for its 

outward investment, the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) looms large in these debates. For 

policymakers and others concerned over its effects on democracy and implications for global 

authoritarianism, this is manifest in various ways. It has been cited in connection to claims that 

China intends to remake the liberal economic order and supplant the post-Cold War democratic 

consensus with one centered on autocratic China,5 or at least construct a system more amenable 

to China’s autocratic survival.6 It is held up as evidence of Xi’s more assertive foreign policy, 

part of a centrally planned grand strategy for projecting China’s economic and military power 

abroad.7 Some view it as a vehicle for China’s “debt trap diplomacy” and the peddling of 

“corrupt infrastructure deals in exchange for political influence.”8 Consequently, the BRI is 

often seen as a Trojan horse for the spread of authoritarianism,9 with China leveraging its 

economic might coercively while supporting human rights-abusing and democracy-

suppressing dictators in recipient countries.10 

In response to the difficulty in measuring the influence of powerful authoritarian states 

like China, scholars have sought to better conceptualize the international dimensions of 

authoritarianism. An important body of work has focused on authoritarian linkage. The concept 

of linkage has been central to debates around democratization, showing that political, cultural, 



and economic ties can support democratic transitions.11 Recently, scholars have begun to use 

such an approach to understand authoritarianism and autocratization—the process by which 

regimes move away from democracy.12  

According to the linkage thesis, economic (and other) ties to powerful autocracies 

provide vital support for authoritarian regimes, including in moments of crisis.13 BRI 

investment, through which Chinese investment and government funding have been liberally 

disbursed to partners globally, exemplifies the kind of economic ties that should support 

authoritarianism and autocratization, and thus serves as an important variable from which to 

measure the impact of China’s economic activity on authoritarianism globally. Initiated in 2013 

as China sought to address infrastructure overcapacity at home, secure commodity inputs, and 

mobilize its current account surpluses,14 the scale of Chinese economic activity linked to the 

BRI has been staggering, accounting for more than one trillion dollars by 2024.15 The BRI has 

thus emerged as a key engine of economic growth globally, servicing China’s economic 

priorities and the developmental needs of large parts of the Global South, while raising fears 

amongst China’s competitors as to the authoritarian political consequences of its economic 

largesse.  

Countries in Southeast Asia have been key participants in the BRI, and the region’s 

proximity to China has made it a testing ground for the initiative’s rollout. Geographical 

proximity is noted as an important factor in determining the density and success of linkage ties 

in shaping democratic or autocratic regime outcomes.16 While China has long had economic 

linkages to countries in Southeast Asia, its investment to the region intensified significantly 

after 2013, particularly in relation to very large investments in projects costing more than one 

billion USD.17 As such, the BRI should confirm the linkage thesis. However, there appears to 

be variation in regime outcomes in the context of greater BRI linkages in Southeast Asia, 

warranting further investigation.  



Focusing on the cases of Cambodia and Malaysia—key recipients of BRI funding 

whose authoritarian political systems fell into crisis in the decade since the BRI was 

announced—this article shows that Chinese investment was mediated through socio-political 

and political economy dynamics within these states, contributing to diverging political 

outcomes. Drawing insights from literature on comparative authoritarianism and the political 

economy of development, this study reveals that Chinese investment was inserted into ongoing 

political conflicts and contestation, contributing to deepening authoritarianism in Cambodia 

and a more democratic outcome in Malaysia. Close comparative analysis of these cases and 

the political systems and settlements into which Chinese investment was inserted underscores 

the conditions in which Chinese investment may contribute to authoritarianism and when it 

may have different effects. Ultimately, economic linkage is shown to have a dynamic effect on 

regime outcomes as it becomes a factor in existing domestic political struggles beyond simply 

propping up existing authoritarian governments. 

 

Authoritarianism, Linkage, and the Political Economy of Development 

Over the past few decades, authoritarianism has emerged as a central topic in political science 

research. This research has taken various forms as scholars have sought to identify varieties of 

authoritarianism, provide explanations for its resilience, and explore how power is organized 

withing prevailing authoritarian systems. With the rise of China and other powerful 

authoritarian actors, researchers have also sought to understand how authoritarianism operates 

globally, including the linkages between authoritarian states. 

At its core, authoritarianism revolves around the concentration of power in the hands 

of a few at the expense of others.18 Leading works on authoritarianism have painted politics in 

autocracies as competition between societal groups in which certain groups are able to 

dominate the political landscape by leveraging material, institutional, and other power 



advantages to maintain their hold on power and deal with the threats with which they are 

constantly faced.  

For example, Bueno de Mesquita et al. conceptualize politics as a struggle among 

potential leaders to form and sustain a "winning coalition" composed of powerful actors within 

the polity.19 This process involves strategically distributing resources to the most influential 

members of society to shape political outcomes. Leaders reward these key powerholders to 

secure their loyalty. When the coalition is large, leaders provide public goods to maintain 

support; when it is small, they distribute private rewards, such as wealth or privileges, to retain 

allegiance. Successfully managing this process is key to a leader's survival and the maintenance 

of authoritarian rule.   

Milan Svolik explicitly analyzes the internal dynamics that threaten the stability of 

autocracies, focusing on two key challenges: managing the ruling elite and controlling the 

general population.20 Authoritarian leaders face threats from within their regime, as elites like 

military officials or party leaders may rebel if they are not adequately rewarded or controlled. 

At the same time, would-be dictators must suppress or appease the general population through 

repression, propaganda, and co-optation to prevent uprisings. By maintaining the support of 

key elites while effectively controlling the public, dictatorships can remain in power, but failure 

in either area can lead to regime collapse.  

Moving the discussion to Southeast Asia, prominent scholarship on the region’s 

autocracies have emphasized the importance of coalitions21 or "pacts"22 at the elite level in 

strengthening or undermining long-ruling authoritarian regimes. These pacts structure the 

power arrangements in these systems and fuel the discontent of those left outside the coalition, 

including other elites and large segments of the citizenry disempowered under the prevailing 

arrangement.23 Under these circumstances, the stability and cohesion of the elite pact will have 

a profound impact on the likelihood of the regime breaking down.24  



A central aspect of the research on how power is ordered and maintained under 

authoritarianism investigates the material foundations that contribute to their durability. In 

particular, the role of effective and targeted resource distribution from leaders to would-be 

supporters has garnered attention. Often this has been characterized in terms of patronage and 

clientelism. The careful distribution of patronage enables authoritarian leaders to distribute 

resources, benefits, and political favours in exchange for loyalty and support.25 By cultivating 

networks of dependency, these regimes align the interests of elites, bureaucrats, and key social 

groups with the regime's survival, making it difficult for opposition movements to gain 

momentum. This dynamic often fosters clientelism,26 where political backing is exchanged for 

material and other rewards, further entrenching authoritarian rule. Patron-client systems thus 

function by tying the political survival of elites and key groups to the regime.27 Patron-client 

systems are also deeply entwined with corruption, as patrons often engage in corrupt practices 

like bribery, embezzlement, or nepotism to sustain their patronage networks.28  

In the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), under Mobutu Sese Seko, state 

resources were distributed to military officials, political elites, and regional leaders to secure 

their loyalty and support. This system, described by Bratton and van de Walle as 

neopatrimonialism, relied on personal loyalty rather than formal institutions to sustain political 

power.29 Elites in this system had a vested interest in preserving the regime, as their wealth and 

influence were directly tied to the continuation of authoritarian rule. This strategy, which 

involved using state resources to reward elites, has also been a defining feature of Cambodian 

politics for decades, alongside the repression of those excluded from the system.30 

Mexico’s PRI (Institutional Revolutionary Party) maintained control from 1929 to 2000 

using a patronage system that distributed resources like government jobs, land, and political 

positions to secure support. The PRI used corporatism to integrate social groups, such as labour 

unions and peasant organizations, into its structure, providing them with material benefits in 



exchange for political backing.31 According to Beatriz Magaloni the PRI was able to retain 

power for so long because it provided key actors, such as union leaders and rural politicians, 

with credible power-sharing arrangements, guaranteeing them access to resources as long as 

they supported the party.32 By maintaining a broad base of patronage, the PRI prevented the 

emergence of a strong opposition and ensured its survival despite internal challenges and 

external pressures. This more closely aligns with the picture in Malaysia, in which the ruling 

UMNO-BN coalition survived in power for decades because it built a broad-based coalition 

that reflected its racialized politics and developmental projects favouring economic elites and 

ethnic Malays, with clientelist practices aimed at ensuring majority support.33 

Sources of external economic support—like the BRI—have the potential to support 

authoritarianism because they provide a well of resources for recipient regimes to utilize as 

patronage to maintain their coalitions and manage threats. Noting the importance of external 

ties between autocracies, Tansey et al developed the concept of "authoritarian linkage" to 

consider how international ties between autocracies may strengthen their grip on power, 

particularly in moments of crisis.34 Their analysis highlights four key causal mechanisms, with 

external material linkages playing a central role.  

The first mechanism highlights how key domestic actors, such as military or business 

elites, have strong incentives to support the regime during crises, as their continued loyalty 

ensures the preservation of patronage and other benefits stemming from foreign connections. 

This closely aligns with existing research on authoritarianism and patronage, which emphasizes 

the cost-benefit analysis elites undertake when deciding to back incumbents in turbulent 

times.35 The second mechanism demonstrates how ties with other authoritarian regimes can 

lessen the impact of democratizing pressures and sanctions imposed by democratic states on 

governments that violate democratic norms. In these instances, authoritarian linkages provide 

an alternative to international isolation, granting regimes in crisis both legitimacy and stability. 



The third mechanism suggests that during periods of instability, authoritarian allies often offer 

direct financial assistance, acting as external sponsors to help ensure the regime’s survival. 

Finally, close relationships between authoritarian regimes promote the exchange of knowledge 

and the adoption of authoritarian strategies, as embattled regimes look to replicate successful 

tactics to maintain their hold on power. 

These mechanisms are interconnected and mutually reinforcing. For example, external 

investments can strengthen existing patronage networks while simultaneously weakening the 

effectiveness of economic sanctions imposed by democratic states on regimes that suppress 

dissent. As we will see, this dynamic played a role in Cambodia after 2013. 

However, the potential for external material linkages to destabilize authoritarian 

regimes has received less attention in the literature on authoritarianism. This is surprising, 

given that dissatisfaction with resource distribution is a common feature of autocratic systems. 

Unequal allocation of resources often creates tensions within society, and when elites feel 

excluded from these benefits, intra-elite conflicts may arise, threatening the regime's stability. 

Additionally, discontent among marginalized groups can lead to unrest, as those excluded from 

patronage networks or economic opportunities may align with opposition movements or turn 

to protest.36 This dynamic is particularly relevant in the context of the BRI, which often 

operates in countries characterized by high levels of corruption and political risk.37 

Corruption can undermine trust in state institutions, increasing factional competition 

and intensifying public dissatisfaction. It may also erode the legitimacy of ruling elites when 

state resources are misused for personal gain or patronage networks, leading to governance 

failures and economic mismanagement.38 In some cases, corruption leads to electoral fraud, 

sparking mass movements demanding genuine democratic reforms.39 Moreover, elite 

fragmentation over control of corrupt spoils can result in internal conflict, as seen in cases like 



South Sudan and Nigeria, where corruption exacerbated political and ethnic divisions, 

triggering violence.40 

Much, then, depends on how these regimes handle external investments, who benefits 

from them, and how this aligns with the prevailing political order. This dynamic resonates with 

a significant body of scholarship on development. As we shall see from the case studies of 

Cambodia and Malaysia, it also highlights variations in types of electoral authoritarianism and 

the relative balance of forces between elites and the broader society as to the extent to which 

elections can bring about regime change. 

 

How Local Political Economy Dynamics Mediate External Interventions 

The political economy turn in the study of development explicitly focuses on how external 

interventions, such as the BRI, interact with recipient country politics and political economy 

dynamics to shape outcomes. This approach moves away from purely technocratic or market-

driven models of development and underscores that economic growth and progress are closely 

tied to political processes, particularly the actions and interests of elites, political actors, and 

interest groups.41 Notably for the purpose of this article, it aligns with key works on 

authoritarianism, which also stress the importance of power dynamics and elite interests in 

shaping political and economic outcomes. Thus, it provides a basis to explore how external 

investments like the BRI may impact politics in recipient states. 

Political settlement analysis provides a framework for understanding how power and 

resources are distributed among various political, social, and economic groups within a society 

and how these groups negotiate and maintain agreements to govern or influence the political 

landscape.42 At its core, this analysis focuses on elite relationships, exploring how they bargain 

and compromise to secure their interests. These power-sharing agreements can be formal but 



frequently involve informal arrangements, personal networks, or patron-client relationships 

that shape the exercise of political power. 

The analysis of political settlements provides insight into political stability by 

evaluating whether the distribution of power and resources aligns with the expectations of key 

political and economic actors. According to Mushtaq Khan, once a social order is established, 

the distribution of power becomes entrenched in the institutions that uphold and reinforce it. 

Conflicts often arise when shifts in power dynamics are not accompanied by corresponding 

changes in the distribution of benefits.43 When elites or other groups perceive an imbalance 

between power and resource allocation, these tensions can destabilize the political settlement. 

As a result, institutional arrangements may shift, potentially steering the system toward more 

democratic or authoritarian forms of governance. 

Another important body of work on development, structural political economy analysis, 

also focuses on the underlying power configurations within a society. Crucially, and relevant 

to the present study, it explicitly examines how external interventions, such as investments like 

the BRI, intersect with existing political dynamics. Hutchison et al. argue that political 

outcomes related to external interventions like the BRI depend on "the kinds of social forces 

involved, their interests, and how they are organized in relation to different social agendas" and 

contend that external interventions are inherently contested, becoming part of ongoing 

struggles within "unequal societies composed of dominant and subordinate groups."44 

Therefore, the focus shifts from simply the effects of outside interventions driving political 

consequences to how these interventions are mediated by local political dynamics and 

economies, emphasizing the agency of smaller states and domestic conflicts as central to 

political outcomes. 

Of particular significance for the case studies that follow, the core premise of structural 

political economy analysis, and the body of scholarship that underpins it,45 is that existing 



political orders—whether democratic or authoritarian—reflect the interests of elites and 

broader social and material relations. Thus, these regimes are unlikely to undergo significant 

change unless there is a major disruption in the social order and the material relations that 

underpin it. As a result, even when institutional transformations, such as transitions to more 

democratic-looking politics, occur, they often fail to fundamentally alter the socio-economic 

structures within which they operate. Under these conditions elites are likely to use new 

institutions to refine their methods of control and accumulation. This perspective sheds light 

on why institutional changes, including democratic transitions, frequently fail to transform 

existing mechanisms of political dominance and extraction—a pattern observed in Malaysia, 

as we shall see.  

Together, research on comparative authoritarianism and political economy approaches 

to development has much in common and can shed light into the political consequences of BRI 

investment. 

 

China, Authoritarianism and the BRI 

China, as the world's leading autocracy and a major player in global aid and investment, 

has attracted significant attention for its economic support of authoritarian regimes. For 

example, Li highlights China’s “no-strings-attached” policy in development assistance, which 

he argues appeals to authoritarian governments by providing financial aid without the political 

conditions typically imposed by Western donors.46 This approach allows autocratic regimes to 

access funds without implementing governance reforms. Similarly, Hess and Aidoo argue that 

China’s foreign economic assistance, including financial aid and economic cooperation 

through the BRI, has facilitated autocratization by enabling authoritarian regimes to 

consolidate power without facing external pressure to reform.47  These dynamics reinforce the 

argument that Chinese investments and economic strategies play a pivotal role in sustaining 



autocratic regimes by circumventing traditional democratizing pressures.48While much of the 

scholarship emphasizes concerns over the anti-democratic effects of Chinese economic 

linkages, other studies have presented a more nuanced perspective. For instance, Chen-Yu 

notes that although Chinese aid is often non-conditional, its political impact on democracy 

varies by country.49 The outcome depends largely on local political conditions and how the aid 

is utilized. This observation tempers fears of a so-called "Chinese political aid curse," 

demonstrating that the effects of such investments are not predetermined. Here local factors—

such as the strength of civil society and the presence of competing political factions—play a 

critical role in shaping how external investments influence the political landscape. This view 

resonates with studies that emphasize how endogenous factors mediate external influences, 

highlighting the variation in how authoritarian and democratic regimes respond to international 

linkages, including the rejection of external interference in domestic affairs.50 

As a globally significant source of external investment, the BRI plays a pivotal role in 

debates surrounding China’s economic influence. The BRI was first announced by Xi Jinping 

in 2013 and initially conceived mostly as investment in hard infrastructure, but its scope 

quickly expanded to encompass a range of bilateral exchanges and partnerships between China 

and participating countries. Projects ranging from Special Economic Zones (SEZs) to railway 

lines to digital infrastructure have been folded into the BRI. More than a decade on, the BRI is 

now a central pillar of China’s foreign policy under President Xi and an overarching framework 

for how China has framed much of its global engagement over the past decade.51  

Soon after the BRI was announced, critics ascribed a range of malign intentions to the 

initiative. These largely focused on the BRI as a tool to further Chinese interests abroad in ways 

seen as antithetical to the interests of China’s competitors and rivals52 and to participating 

countries by increasing debt burdens and driving them into an autocratic and coercive economic 



and political order centred on Beijing.53 The BRI quickly became associated with rising global 

authoritarianism.  

Yet as the empirical realities of the BRI became clearer in the past decade, observers 

noted that projects were being rather chaotically realized, often resulting in outcomes that 

appeared contrary to the interests of the Chinese state, Chinese investors, and incumbent 

governments in recipient states, with a variety of outcomes linked to the BRI.54 Here the 

literature emphasized local agency in recipient states dealings with Beijing and Chinese 

contractors and speculators.55 What emerges is a chaotic patchwork of projects whose 

realization—and thus political impact—has been significantly shaped by local elites and 

ongoing political conflicts.56  

The Hambantota Port project in Sri Lanka, once seen as a poster project of Chinese 

investment buttressing corrupt regimes while supporting China’s own economic and security 

interests, encapsulates the local-international dynamics shaping the BRI and host state politics 

more broadly. Careful analysis demonstrated that rather than the port being solely driven by 

China’s geostrategic interests, it was pursued by the Sri Lankan government for its value to 

Prime Minister Rajapaksa family’s political patronage network and business empire.57 When 

the corrupt nature of Rajapaksa’s government led to mass protests and its eventual collapse, 

the port stood as a “throne to the vanity of a political dynasty that increasingly ran the country 

as a family business.”58 

The BRI literature highlighting local political dynamics has therefore done much to 

debunk some of the wilder claims of Chinese intentions related to the BRI. Jones and Hamieri 

have shown how Chinese BRI investment had profoundly destabilizing consequences in Sri 

Lanka and Malaysia because of the ways in which they fed into ongoing political conflicts.59 

Elsewhere, Freedman and Bekele showed how BRI projects intertwined with ethnic political 

economies in Malaysia and Ethiopia, allowing elites to maintain power and control over 



resources despite changes in regime type,60 thus again directing attention to the local political 

and political economy dynamic underpinning these regimes.  Yet, variation in regime outcomes 

linked to Chinese support remains underexplored in the literature.  

To fill this gap, this article now turns to consider the ways in which outside economic 

linkages manifest in Cambodia and Malaysia. Cambodia and Malaysia are important cases for 

studying the political implications of the BRI for several reasons. At the time of the initiative’s 

announcement, both countries operated under electoral authoritarianism—a regime type where 

formal democratic institutions, such as elections, exist but are manipulated to ensure the ruling 

party or leader retains power.61 Both countries were also early and vociferous participants in 

the BRI, with China emerging as their most important economic partner in the subsequent 

years. Both have patronage-based political economies and national development projects 

focused on infrastructure and GDP-based performance legitimacy underpinning their economic 

systems, seemingly aligning perfectly with the initiative. Thus, according to the linkage thesis, 

we would expect BRI investment to reinforce their respective incumbent authoritarian regimes.  

However, as this article demonstrates, and drawing on the scholarship on comparative 

authoritarianism, authoritarian linkage, and political economy approaches to development, the 

BRI in Cambodia and Malaysia was mediated in these cases by pre-existing political economies 

and conflicts, with diverging regime outcomes. This occurred under specific variants of 

electoral authoritarianism, ultimately contributing to deepening authoritarianism in Cambodia 

and a more competitive political system in Malaysia. 

To properly account for the changes in these systems in the context of BRI investment 

between 2013 and 2023, this article takes electoral competition as a baseline for measuring 

democracy and authoritarianism, relying on V-Dem and Freedom House to assess trends in the 

cases being investigated. To explain these changes, the article proceeds by outlining the 

underlying political settlement in each case within the context of their respective political 



crises, providing a window to analyze the political and regime implications of China’s BRI 

investment globally. 

 

Cambodia’s Political Settlement, BRI Linkages, and Authoritarian Durability 

Between 2013 and 2018, Cambodia shifted from a competitive authoritarian regime to a closed 

political system,62 becoming one of the least free countries in Asia. In the early 2010s, while 

competitive politics existed, it was heavily restricted. However, by 2018, the long-ruling 

Cambodian People’s Party (CPP) had effectively eliminated all serious political opposition and 

strengthened its control over electoral institutions, the media, and civil society, ensuring its 

dominance in future elections without the presence of meaningful opposition. As a result, 

Cambodia's Freedom House Freedom score declined significantly, dropping from an already 

low 32/100 in 2016 (the first year for which aggregated scores are available) to 26/100 in 2019 

and 24/100 by 2023.63 According to V-Dem’s Electoral Democracy Index, which assesses 

electoral competitiveness and civil liberties on a scale from 0 to 1 (with 1 being the most 

democratic), Cambodia's score fell from 0.32 in 2013 to 0.2 in 2023, reflecting the country’s 

closure of political space.64  

The Cambodian case presents a clear example of Chinese linkages supporting 

authoritarianism for several reasons.65 First, the influx of capital through the BRI reinforced 

Cambodia’s elite coalition and supported the regime's crony-capitalist political economy. This 

is because funds were funnelled through existing patronage networks into projects benefiting 

the country's elite. Second, large-scale infrastructure projects realized with BRI investment 

enabled the CPP to showcase its delivery of development goods, bolstering its brand of 

authoritarian developmentalism and legitimizing its crackdown on dissent. Finally, Chinese 

investment in Cambodia ramped up during a time when democratic nations threatened, and 

ultimately proceeded to withdraw or significantly reduce, their financial aid and investment, 



while threatening economic sanctions against key members of the elite. Thus, Chinese 

investment allowed the CPP to navigate these economic challenges and provided diplomatic 

cover for its political repression. 

Cambodia’s political crisis was initiated by the closely contested 2013 election, during 

which the newly formed opposition, the Cambodian National Rescue Party (CNRP), posed the 

strongest political challenge to the CPP in a decade, securing nearly 45 percent of the votes in 

an election that was widely condemned as neither free nor fair.66 In the wake of the shock 

election result, a wave of protests erupted fuelled by widespread discontent among workers, 

farmers, youth, and other groups. This coalesced into a popular “countermovement” to the CPP 

with broad popular support67 and posed a significant threat to the CPP's hold on power ahead 

of the national elections scheduled for 2018. The CPP was forced into action, brutally 

supressing political dissent and cracking down on the political opposition. The CNRP was 

finally dissolved by partisan supreme courts in 2017, leaving the CPP unchallenged in the 2018 

elections. Simultaneously, the government intensified its crackdown on protesters, labour 

unions, and civil society organizations, further constraining the political space and drawing 

condemnation from democratic nations.68  

During this period, Cambodia emerged as China's closest ally in Southeast Asia, 

receiving substantial amounts of aid and investment.69 Chinese investment expanded from a 

low of 500 million USD in 2013 to around 800 million USD in 2018, by which time China has 

become Cambodia's top source of foreign direct investment, its primary trading partner, and 

the largest source of development aid.70 Much of the investment from China in Cambodia was 

associated with the BRI, with at least 101 BRI projects identified in the country by 2021.71 In 

recognition of China’s support to his country and his premiership, on stepping down in August 

2023, the outgoing Prime Minister Hun Sen emphasized the significance of Chinese 



investment, stating that “Cambodia has benefited immensely from Belt and Road 

cooperation.”72  

Cambodia's political settlement is dominated a state-party apparatus centered around 

the CPP, which has held power since 1979, alongside a closely linked group of economic 

tycoons whose wealth largely depends on the support, contracts, and protections offered by the 

CPP.73  These economic elites maintain their wealth through close connections with senior CPP 

officials,74 including former Prime Minister Hun Sen, who ruled from 1984 to 2023 before 

transferring power to his eldest son, Hun Manet. They benefit from government contracts, 

monopolies, and subsidies while contributing funds and resources to CPP party-building 

efforts,75 sponsoring key military units, and forming business partnerships with members of 

the political elite and their families.76 This dynamic has created a tightly woven politico-

economic elite supported by crony capitalism.77 

Competitive tenders for major state development projects are rare; instead, contracts 

are signed off by powerful CPP officials, with Hun Sen having presided over the most critical 

deals. Within this system, Chinese investment under the BRI has become the driving force of 

Cambodia’s patronage economy, with Hun Sen frequently announcing these agreements at 

signing ceremonies in Beijing, where various Memoranda of Understanding (MoUs) link 

Chinese companies with local Cambodian partners on projects worth billions of dollars.78 

Having been transferred the Prime Ministership by his father, Cambodia’s new leader, Hun 

Manet, has continued this role, acting as a bridge between Chinese and Cambodian businesses 

and rewarding loyal tycoons.79 

Chinese investments under the BRI have directly reinforced Cambodia's political 

settlement, with the Lower Sesan II (LS2) hydroelectric dam and the Sihanoukville Special 

Economic Zone (SSEZ) being key examples. Although these projects originated before the 

BRI's official announcement, they were realized through the significant capital inflow that 



accompanied Cambodia’s closer ties with China during its crisis period and afterward. Both 

countries have acknowledged these projects as integral to the BRI framework. 

The SSEZ is a joint venture between Jiangsu Taihu Cambodia International Economic 

Cooperation Zone Investment Company Limited and Cambodia International Investment 

Development Group Company Limited (CIIDG).80 CIIDG is connected to Choeung Sopheap 

and her husband, the CPP Senator Lau Meng Khin. They are prominent tycoons and close 

associates of Hun Sen, who have contributed significantly to the CPP’s developmental strategy 

and political project by providing funds to CPP-led charitable and development initiatives as 

well as contributing significant amounts to state and party funding schemes.81 They have built 

extensive business empires with the Hun family and sponsor key military units crucial to 

maintaining political and economic stability. The SSEZ highlights the intersection of Chinese 

investment and Cambodia's political structure. CIIDG played a key role in securing 

international investments and ensuring government cooperation.82 Prime Minister Hun Sen has 

acknowledged Lau Meng Khin’s role in the project's success. The SSEZ has spurred additional 

investment in Preah Sihanouk province, forming a cornerstone of the government’s 

redevelopment strategy, with significant Chinese capital flowing into sectors like tourism, 

manufacturing, and real estate, benefiting Cambodian elites and strengthening their ties even 

more.83 

The LS2 dam further illustrates how CPP-aligned elites profited from Chinese BRI 

investments.84 Though hydropower development in the LS2 area was first explored in the 

1990s, the project only took shape in 2012.85 China’s Hydro Lancang International Energy 

holds a 51 percent majority stake, while Cambodia's Royal Group, owned by the tycoon CPP 

Senator Kith Meng, holds a 39 percent stake. Kith Meng's involvement, reportedly required by 

Prime Minister Hun Sen, allowed him and other elites to benefit from logging and land 

clearance around the dam site. Kith Meng exemplifies the influence of Cambodia’s tycoons in 



its crony-capitalist economy. As a close ally of Hun Sen, Kith Meng’s business empire thrives 

on privileged access to government contracts and licenses. He has joint ventures with the Prime 

Minister’s family, sponsors military units suppressing dissent, and holds a largely ceremonial 

Senate position.86  

When the LS2 dam became operational in 2018, it was hailed by both the Chinese and 

Cambodian governments as “a major project in the Belt and Road Initiative and Cambodia's 

energy development plan and a key element of Cambodia’s energy plan.”87 This framing is 

significant because Chinese-funded projects not only direct contracts and resources to powerful 

Cambodian elites but also serve a broader political purpose by reinforcing the CPP’s claims to 

developmental legitimacy. Large-scale infrastructure projects are promoted by the CPP as 

evidence of the government's economic competence, using them to justify its control over the 

country and frame dissent as a threat to the livelihoods of both ordinary citizens and the 

business elite.88 

During the political crisis, the Cambodian government frequently justified its 

suppression of dissent by arguing that it was necessary to protect the country’s developmental 

gains. In response to criticism from the CNRP and activists regarding the negative social and 

environmental impacts of projects like the LS2,89 or labour unrest at the SSEZ and other 

industrial sites,90 the CPP warned of the economic risks posed by such movements. The 

government claimed that these disruptions, along with the broader protests during the crisis, 

threatened national growth and prosperity.91 This narrative allowed the CPP to legitimize its 

crackdown on critics, positioning itself as the guarantor of economic development, which, it 

argued, required tight political control to maintain stability. This framing is central to 

Cambodia’s authoritarian model of development, where growth primarily benefits the elite, 

while ordinary Cambodians experience far fewer gains, embedding contestation into the 



system. Consequently, the CPP's narrative of economic development thus serves as a key tool 

legitimizing the coercion of the population into accepting the status quo.92 

Finally, these development projects were financed by Chinese investment and 

supported by the Chinese state at a time when the CPP faced significant international criticism 

for its repression of political dissent. Throughout the political crisis, the EU and the U.S. 

threatened to revoke Cambodia’s preferential trade agreements unless the government rolled 

back its suppression of dissent, which was eventually enacted in 2019 and 2020.93 Meanwhile, 

Cambodian tycoons and political officials faced sanctions for human rights abuses linked to 

the corruption underlying Cambodia’s political settlement.94 During this time, CPP officials 

openly expressed their belief that “China will support the decision of the Cambodian 

government in resisting any intimidation or force from the West,”95 while internal CPP 

documents revealed that the party had already calculated that China’s growing influence in 

Asia would allow it to resist U.S. pressures.96  

Chinese investment through the BRI thus played a crucial role in stabilizing the CPP 

government during the political crisis. Capital inflows from China ensured that the benefits of 

CPP rule continued to circulate within the ruling coalition, aligning the interests of tycoons and 

the state. Hun Sen’s position as a key facilitator of Chinese investment fostered elite cohesion, 

while he heightened fears among the elites about the potential threats to their wealth and safety 

if the regime were to fall. Investments in high-profile projects, such as the SSEZ and LS2, 

allowed the CPP to project an image of developmental legitimacy, rooted in major 

infrastructure initiatives, to crackdown on dissent. This narrative reinforced the claim that tight 

political control—and, if necessary, the use of violence in the name of stability—was essential 

for pursuing its developmental agenda. Simultaneously, the Cambodian government 

anticipated that deepening ties with China would mitigate any sanctions or repercussions from 



democratic nations, highlighting that economic linkages through BRI investments were a 

critical factor in preserving the country’s authoritarian stability.  

The opposition movement failed to fracture the ruling coalition or weaken the 

repressive apparatus led by CPP officials who have long been primary beneficiaries of 

Cambodia’s crony-capitalist system. Instead, the CPP dismantled the opposition and 

suppressed popular resistance, culminating in effectively one-party elections in both 2018 and 

2023. Today, the CPP operates without any meaningful electoral accountability, while the 

corruption and cronyism underpinning the country’s elite political settlement continue to be 

reinforced by its close association with the BRI. 

 

Malaysia’s Political Settlement, BRI Linkages, and Regime Turnover 

Unlike Cambodia, where BRI investment stabilized its longstanding authoritarian regime 

during a period of crisis, Malaysia has followed a different path—resulting in regime turnover 

and increased political competition.  

Until 2018, the ruling Barisan Nasional (BN) coalition, led by the United Malays 

National Organisation (UMNO), had maintained power in the country for more than six 

decades. However, the election in 2018 saw them removed from power, marking a historic shift 

away from dominant party electoral authoritarianism toward a more dynamic and competitive 

electoral landscape. Chinese investment through the BRI played a role in this transition as it 

heightened concerns over corruption and coalesced with longstanding calls for political reform 

amid the fragmentation of the country’s elite. At the same time, the appetites of subsequent 

government for continued access to Chinese investment highlights the underlying dynamics of 

Malaysia’s political settlement based on patronage and clientelism. 

Prior to 2018, the BN, or in its previous incarnation as the Alliance Party, had 

dominated the country under a system of repressive but competitive electoral 



authoritarianism.97 While regular elections were held and opposition parties could compete, 

these elections were heavily skewed in favour of the ruling coalition through manipulation of 

electoral rules and the judiciary, as well as restrictions on civil liberties like freedom of 

assembly and speech. The defeat of the BN coalition in 2018 thus signalled an end to single-

party dominance, and Malaysia's Freedom score increased from 44/100 in 2017 to 52/100 in 

2018 following the change of government.98 Similarly, Malaysia’s V-Dem electoral democracy 

index score rose from a low of 0.33 in 2017 to 0.47 in 2019.99 A second competitive election 

in 2022 solidified the precedent of peaceful political transfer away from one-party dominance. 

As of 2023, Malaysia’s freedom score sits at 53/100, with a V-Dem index score of 0.51. 

Malaysia now meets the minimal electoral criteria for democracy, and experts suggest a fragile 

transition is underway,100 even if its democratic path remains perilous and contested.101 

Since independence, Malaysia’s underlying political settlement revolved around 

managing its multi-ethnic society through a combination of formal and informal agreements.102 

Ethnic power-sharing has been central, with UMNO dominating politics for decades through 

the BN coalition, which included parties representing Chinese and Indian communities while 

privileging the majority Malay-Muslim population through Bumiputera policies that grant 

them economic and educational advantages.103 Elite bargains and patronage networks have 

historically maintained stability by funding UMNO’s patronage machine in exchange for 

economic rents and privileges. Thus, a hallmark of Malaysian politics since independence has 

been UMNO’s use of state control to distribute patronage among the elite and cultivate 

clientelist electoral support, particularly among its core coalition of ethnic Malays.104 This 

arrangement was underwritten by strong economic growth, which conferred performance 

legitimacy on the BN coalition and provided resources for clientelist politics that divided the 

country along racial, religious, and regional lines.105 For a long time, this foundation guaranteed 



BN’s supremacy as developmental success provided legitimacy and fuelled a patronage-driven, 

clientelist, political settlement. 

However, in the years following the Asian Financial Crisis of 1997, BN’s iron grip on 

power had gradually eroded. A series of political scandals in the 2000s and intra-party conflicts 

weakened UMNO and the BN.106 The BN coalition fragmented, leading to the emergence of a 

new Reformasi coalition, headed by former UMNO heir apparent Anwar Ibrahim, who had 

fallen out with Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad over how best to address the crises. Anwar 

faced politically motivated challenges from Mahathir, resulting in periods of imprisonment 

throughout much of the 2000s. Anwar’s arrest sparked street protests, and the government's 

repressive response fuelled further discontent toward UMNO, both among the public and 

within the party itself. Consequently, UMNO never fully recovered its previous level of 

political hegemony, while new Islamist and other parties began to erode BN’s electoral 

dominance.107 From this point onward, the UMNO-BN coalition was fractured.108 While 

UMNO made significant gains in the 2004 election after Mahathir stepped down, his successor, 

Abdullah Badawi, proved to be incompetent and unpopular, leading to poor results in the 2008 

election against a re-energized, pro-democratic reform movement unified by Anwar. Badawi 

was succeeded in 2008 by Najib Abdul Razak, who further lost support in the 2013 election as 

he sought to suppress opposition and reinforce his credentials as a pro-Malay politician.109 This 

context is important because China’s material support to Najib’s increasingly unpopular 

government became a factor in Malaysia’s domestic politics in the run up to the election in 

2018, with BRI investment seen to be contributing to the rot at the heart of the BN coalition. 

Although Chinese investment was already significant in Malaysia prior to the BRI,110 

it increased rapidly from 2014, and, by 2016, China was the largest source of FDI in the 

country, driving economic growth. In November that year, fourteen business-to-business 

agreements and sixteen government-to-government MoUs were signed, totalling 



approximately 36 billion USD.111 These included several high-profile projects, such as the East 

Coast Rail Link (ECRL), along with industrial parks and mixed-use developments that formed 

the core of the BRI in Malaysia.  

Initially, investment through the BRI appeared to offer a lifeline to the embattled 

UMNO, potentially reinvigorating its hold on power.112 It is therefore unsurprising that 

Malaysia was an early supporter, and Najib fully embraced the initiative. The large-scale 

infrastructure projects associated with the BRI could strengthen the UMNO-BN coalition’s 

patronage politics by generating contracts for government-linked firms (GLCs) and enhancing 

its performance-based legitimacy. GLCs have long played a crucial role in Malaysia’s politics 

as channels for funnelling contracts to selected entrepreneurs and facilitating projects in areas 

under UMNO’s patronage.113  

Chinese companies had already become embroiled in this system before the BRI, but 

the BRI offered the opportunity for it to be expanded massively. Under this arrangement, 

Chinese companies and Malaysian GLCs formed joint ventures, with the government offering 

political support and awarding contracts. In turn, GLCs funnelled money back to UMNO to 

sustain its elite patronage network and distribute clientelist benefits in exchange for electoral 

support.114 Top positions within GLCs were typically assigned to close associates of the Prime 

Minister and senior government officials. Consequently, Chinese investment reinforced a 

system characterized by "extensive clientelism, collusion, nepotism, and embezzlement."115 As 

noted by Camba et al., this appeared to present a mutually beneficial relationship for both 

governments: “Xi used the BRI to expand China’s influence in Malaysia, while Najib leveraged 

these opportunities to generate economic rents, reward business allies, and dispense patronage 

through directorships and subcontracts to party members to strengthen his political position.”116  

Najib’s embrace thus aligns with literature on economic linkage and the literature on 

authoritarianism that highlights how outside investment can be an important resource for 



regime maintenance. However, what transpired in Malaysia is that the BRI became a prominent 

election issue in 2018, 117 as Najib’s government faced a series of crises in which Chinese 

investment was deeply implicated.  

Disquiet over Najib’s embrace of Chinese investment took two main forms. The first 

concerned the extent to which BRI engagement and Chinese investment undermined 

Malaysia’s sovereignty by ceding parts of the country to China through supposed debt-trap 

asset transfers of Chinese-funded projects. Fears grew that deals negotiated by Najib’s 

government were one-sided in favour of China. This narrative was fuelled by Mahathir, who 

re-entered politics before the election in 2018 and had a history of inciting communal fears, 

warning of “foreign enclaves” where Malays would not be welcome. One such project, Forest 

City, aimed to house 700,000 residents, but of the 18,000 units sold in 2018, 80 percent went 

to Chinese nationals, becoming a factor in Malaysia’s racialized politics and hinting at an 

arrival of overseas Chinese that unsettled its highly racialized political structure.118 

Additionally, concerns were raised that Chinese investment projects would benefit only 

overseas Chinese workers rather than Malaysians, challenging the efficacy of the BRI in 

supporting Malaysia’s developmentalist politics, where large infrastructure projects must also 

yield local jobs and benefits. 

The second critique, related to the first, stemmed from a corruption scandal involving 

Najib and officials around him, revealing the extent of his embezzlement of BRI funds for 

personal enrichment and political gain. These issues provoked backlash, intertwining with 

long-standing trends that undermined UMNO-BN dominance, contributing to its eventual 

downfall. Suspicion surrounding Chinese investment was intensified by the 1Malaysia 

Development Berhad (1MDB) scandal. The 1MDB, a strategic development company under 

the control of the Ministry of Finance, was used by Najib and his associates as a “personal bank 

account.”119 By 2015, it was deep in debt, prompting Najib to seek help from Chinese 



investment by granting inflated contracts to Chinese state-owned enterprises (SOEs) in 

exchange for assuming 1MDB’s debts—some of which were allegedly sanctioned by high-

ranking officials in Beijing. 120 

At the center of this scandal was the East Coast Rail Link (ECRL). Initially proposed 

in 2007 by the East Coast Economic Region Development Council to bridge the economic 

divide between Malaysia’s affluent Western coast and its poorer Eastern coast, the project was 

deemed too costly. However, it was revived in 2016 with BRI financing, to be funded through 

soft loans from China and developed under a federal GLC, the Malaysia Rail Link Sendirian 

Berhad (MRL), with contracting awarded to the Chinese SOE, China Communication 

Construction Co. Ltd (CCCC). 121 Prime Minister Najib touted the project as a “game changer” 

for Malaysia’s east coast, yet its economics were repeatedly questioned, with analysts 

suggesting that the projected growth was overstated. The project was perceived as a means to 

benefit ethnic Malays in the east, whose support Najib sought to secure before the 2018 

elections. However, in exchange for taking on some of 1MDB’s debt, CCCC was awarded the 

ECRL contract, whose costs ballooned as it was used to cover theft through 1MDB before the 

scheme was ultimately uncovered. 122 

The fact that the Chinese government appeared to be aware of how the ECRL was 

manipulated by Najib indicates its eagerness to support the incumbent UMNO-BN coalition,123 

reinforcing the linkage thesis regarding international authoritarian support for embattled 

regimes. However, domestic politics meant that BRI investment was also leveraged by 

opponents of UMNO-BN, thus becoming a factor in ongoing political conflicts that predated 

the BRI but ultimately also contributed to the coalition's downfall.  

Before the 1MDB scandal's exposure in 2017, Mahathir had already become a vocal 

critic of the BN government, particularly over the 1MDB scandal, resigning his membership 

of UMNO in 2016.124 In 2018, he agreed to form a coalition with his former rival Anwar 



Ibrahim to take on the BN coalition in upcoming elections. Their campaign focused on cleaning 

up corruption—a longstanding demand of the Reformasi and Bersih movements, who 

mobilized people in the streets in advance of the election, adding to the momentum behind the 

newly formed coalition, Pakatan Harapan (PH). Mahathir emphasized concerns regarding the 

national debt exacerbated by Najib’s corruption, portraying this as indicative of Malaysia’s 

over-reliance on Chinese investment, which threatened national sovereignty.125 This narrative 

was central to his successful campaign that then ousted BN in 2018. According to Liu and Lim, 

“the disquiet surrounding the Najib administration’s management of the BRI… [was] one of 

the more prominent factors” contributing to Najib’s downfall and UMNO’s exit from 

government for the first time since 1957, opening the door to increased democratic competition 

since.126 

Since 2018, Malaysia's political landscape has been marked by shifting coalitions and 

political instability. While the PH coalition won the general election in 2018, its government 

collapsed in 2020. The subsequent "Sheraton Move" saw the formation of Perikatan Nasional 

(PN), a new coalition led by Muhyiddin Yassin, which briefly governed. UMNO later regained 

influence, and Ismail Sabri Yaakob became prime minister in 2021. In the 2022 general 

election, no coalition secured a majority, leading to the formation of a unity government under 

Anwar’s leadership, combining PH, UMNO's Barisan Nasional (BN), and other smaller parties. 

All this suggests that since the fall of the BN, political coalitions remain fluid, reflecting 

ongoing contestation and the re-ordering of the country’s political settlement that, at the same 

time, marks a shift away from single party dominance to a far more contested political system. 

However, the relationship of Malaysia’s post-2018 governments to the BRI also provides an 

important insight into how external capital operates in the country under the new political 

arrangement. As Weiss has argued, Malaysia’s longstanding electoral authoritarianism under 

the BN has fostered a political culture in which patronage and clientelism have become 



embedded in Malaysia politics.127 A feature of PH electoral challenge in 2018 was the way in 

which it built its own clientelist networks and clientelist politics. After the fall of the BN in 

2018, Mahathir Mohamad’s government sought to renegotiate several major BRI projects, 

including the ECRL, to reduce costs and curb the financial mismanagement linked to the 

1MDB scandal. Mahathir’s renegotiation, however, also signalled a shift in political alliances, 

with Mahathir’s taking aim at projects perceived as quid pro quos for Beijing’s assistance in 

bailing out Najib's scandal-plagued 1MDB.128 Tellingly, he attempted to utilize Chinese 

investment to bolster his own network’s control over the flow of resources, notably by 

appointing former Finance Minister and long-time ally Daim Zainuddin to negotiate and 

oversee important projects.129 He argued that the key difference secured through his 

negotiations was that projects would be less costly for Malaysia, employ more Malaysians, 

introduce new technologies to the country, and offer new export opportunities to China. Thus, 

the system proposed by Mahathir appeared similar to what Najib had promised, minus the 

corruption, while minimizing the “ethno-nationalist and racial concerns”130 of voters that he 

had exploited to undermine Najib. Once in power, Mahathir also attempted to sideline his 

coalition partner Anwar, fracturing his coalition and resulting in Mahathir’s resignation in 

2020. 

Muhyiddin Yassin and Ismail Sabri Yaakob both expressed support for Malaysia's 

continued involvement in the BRI and sought to revive key projects like Bandar Malaysia, 

which they saw as crucial for the country's economy.131 However, their short tenures prevented 

these efforts from coming to fruition. Since Anwar Ibrahim regained power in late 2022, he 

has highlighted the importance of Chinese investments while addressing concerns about 

corruption. His government has committed to restarting the Bandar Malaysia project, 

considered vital for attracting foreign investment,132 and is re-evaluating the Melaka Gateway 

project. While BRI investments remain appealing to Malaysia’s post-2018 governments, they 



have adopted a cautious approach. The current transport minister has emphasized the need for 

"win-win" projects, avoiding scenarios where one side benefits while the other incurs debt133—

reflecting concerns that contributed to UMNO-BN's 2018 downfall, which still resonate in 

Malaysia’s political landscape. 

Malaysia's political evolution in relation to BRI thus presents a compelling case of how 

external investment can contribute to destabilizing an authoritarian coalition. Unlike 

Cambodia, where BRI investments reinforced the political status quo, Chinese investments in 

Malaysia played a role in facilitating the decline of the long-standing Barisan Nasional (BN) 

coalition. The influx of Chinese capital under the BRI became deeply intertwined with 

domestic corruption scandals, notably the 1MDB case. These scandals amplified public 

discontent with the ruling elite, leading to the historic defeat of the BN under the prevailing 

electoral authoritarian system, opening the door to greater political competition still shaped by 

clientelist politics embedded over decades of electoral authoritarianism.  

After 2018, BRI projects were seen as a tool of political patronage under Mahathir, as 

he attempted to maintain power in the newly competitive political environment, while also 

demonstrating the deep entrenchment of patronage and clientelist politics in the country’s 

political economy. UMNO quickly re-emerged as a force in Malaysia’s politics characterized 

by shifting coalitions underpinned by clientelist arrangements. It thus seems to confirm the 

insight of structural political economy analysis that without fundamental changes in the social 

order, political transformations will leave established patterns of accumulation and control 

intact. Under this arrangement, BRI investment continues to be coveted as a patronage 

resource. 

 

Conclusion 



The variation in political outcomes linked to BRI investment in Cambodia and Malaysia 

highlights the need for caution when drawing simplistic conclusions about the authoritarian 

effects of China’s economic engagements with autocratic regimes.  

In Cambodia, Chinese BRI investment fortified the CPP’s patronage network and 

supported its authoritarian developmental narrative. During a period marked by political crisis 

and international criticism, especially in the wake of a crackdown on the opposition CNRP, 

China’s financial backing played a pivotal role. This funding helped the CPP maintain its 

support within the politico-business elite and justified its authoritarian actions under the guise 

of developmentalism, thereby reinforcing the status quo. 

Conversely, in Malaysia, former Prime Minister Najib Razak believed that BRI 

investments could bolster the BN coalition by reinforcing its clientelist politics. Projects like 

the ECRL focused on Malay-majority areas, with government-linked companies at the helm. 

However, instead of consolidating the regime’s power, BRI investments contributed to political 

divisions both among the elites and within the broader populace. Public frustration over 

corruption and concerns about Chinese influence provided momentum for the PH coalition, 

which eventually unseated the BN government through elections. In Malaysia’s more 

competitive and already fragmenting electoral authoritarian system, the accountability 

provided by elections facilitated a shift toward a more democratic, though still clientelist-

driven, political order. 

Several dynamics are apparent that help explain divergence in political outcomes linked 

to the BRI in Cambodia and Malaysia. These include levels of contestation and competition 

within their respective variants of electoral authoritarianism and the underlying political 

settlements and mechanisms through which power is ordered in those cases. In broader 

comparative terms, the two cases suggest that where elites maintain stable coalitions and have 

subdued dissent effectively as in Cambodia, BRI investment may be embraced to further 



support the political status quo. Where elite power is fractured, weak, and/or contested, outside 

autocratic investment can actually work to undermine rather than stabilize an autocratic regime 

if the forces contesting it are strong enough, as in Malaysia. This in turn reflects the prevailing 

variants of authoritarianism in both countries. 

In Cambodia, power has been and continues to be upheld by a tightly knit coalition of 

political, military, and business elites who maintain control despite widespread dissatisfaction 

with a system that benefits them at the expense of broader society. Elections primarily serve as 

a façade, masking a coercive political system that caters to elite interests. This cohesion is 

maintained through elite-patronage networks, and the regime has consistently demonstrated its 

readiness to brutally suppress those who challenge or seek to dismantle the status quo—a status 

quo that has been well-supported by BRI investment from China. Cambodia's brand of electoral 

authoritarianism is far more hegemonic than Malaysia’s, with elections offering minimal 

accountability. In this context, Chinese investment has bolstered a shift toward a more closed 

political system, even as popular discontent over corruption grows. 

In Malaysia, large-scale clientelist politics has been integral to its political settlement, 

and its electoral authoritarianism became more competitive following the 1997 financial crisis. 

Public dissatisfaction, including regarding Chinese investments, enabled the PH coalition to 

mobilize and unseat the BN government through elections. Though imperfect, these elections 

played a meaningful role in accountability, fostering a shift toward a more democratic political 

system. However, this new system remains shaped by clientelist politics, revealing the 

persistence of pre-existing modes of accumulation despite changes in the political regime. 

Ultimately, these cases show that authoritarian outcomes linked to BRI investment are 

not inevitable but largely depend on how such investments interact with existing political 

settlements and political economy dynamics in recipient states. External investment alone did 

not determine regime outcomes; instead, it exposed the underlying mechanisms of political 



control and contestation. These dynamics were then amplified when BRI investments became 

part of ongoing internal political conflicts. 
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