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REALISINCEAN AINATIOONCE GENERATION
T E S AND RISKS

Whatever the development
of Al, we must ensure our

population continues on the
path of becoming middle

class, with sufficient jobs to
go around. If Al takes away

labour jobs. we must ensure
to replace them.

MY Say
BY LIEW CHIN TONG
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T
he recent global debates about arti
ficial intelligence (AI) are couched
in apocalyptic terms – such as
the idea that 10%, 25%, or 50% of
humanity would be obliterated= which, in my opinion, is hype

bolic. However, the advent of AI is still
most dramatic technological advancement
since the invention of the internet.

Since the first Industrial Revoluti
in the 18th century, the world has seen
dramatic economic changes powered by
new technologies – from steam engines,
railroads, the telegraph, electricity, and
automobiles, to transistors in 1947, micro-
processors in 1971, the World Wide We

processors in 1971, the World Wide We
in 1993, and the smart phone in 2007. And
here we are now: the AI era.

Technology and the market
Each major technology change in the past
came with the massive euphoria and invest-
ments that at some point would end up as
financial bubbles; there were also intense
searches for new markets as well as extra
production inputs, which often coincide
with one or the other form of colonialism.
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The search for markets and sources of
natural resources for European power
Asia and Africa throughout the 19th and
early 20th centuries was essentially dri
en by technological changes that provided
the technology-owning nations the mili
tary might via new weaponry and muc
bigger and faster ships to sail to faraway
destinations, and gunboat their way to
prosperity, at the expense of colonised
populations.
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populations.
Liaquat Ahamed’s 2026 book 1873: The

Rothschilds, the First Great Depression, and
the Making of the Modern World is an inte
esting read about the panic of 1873 in Eu-
rope, that caused the US market to crash
and the end of the post-Civil War railroad
buildout euphoria. It was followed by two
decades of depression and slow growth
across the globe.
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The Imperial China experience
Euphoria and hype in investment into ne
technology played a role in the demise of
China’s Qing Dynasty in 1911, in an intere
ingly roundabout way. Ford’s Model T – the
first mass-produced car in history = came
about in 1908.Asia’s then largest stock mar
ket was in Shanghai while Malaya was the
production site for natural rubber, whi
was seen as the best material for tyres. The
was a frenzy of rubber stocks bearing name
of Malayan towns, such as Senawang, and
Kota Bharu, listed on the Shanghai stock
Exchange in 1909 and especially 1910.

From the 1840s, China suffered multi-
ple invasions by foreign powers since the
Opium War. The Imperial Court suffered a
deep legitimacy crisis, especially after the
1900 Boxer Rebellion, which saw the Em-
peror and Empress Dowager fleeing from
Beijing to Xi’an. By about 1905, devolution
of power to the provinces was used as a
way for the government to renew legiti
macy. Provincial assemblies were set up
and many of those provincial autonomous
governments went on to issue bonds to
raise funds to build railroads.
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By mid-1910, the US imposed a trade
barrier against the consumption of rubber
from Malaya. Shortly after, the rubber stoc
on the Shanghai Stock Exchange collapsed,
resulting in the collapse of chinese native
banks (qianzhuang), something akin to the
private lenders of today.

Corrupt provincial governments si-
phoned off railroad funds invested by or-
dinary folk into speculative rubber stocks,
and when the market crashed, the railroad
investors rose to protest, especially in Si-
chuan, and as the elite troops were divert-
ed from Wuchang to quell the protest, the
vacuum permitted the revolution to occ
in Wuchang in October 1911, which spread
like wildfire, and finally brought down the
dynastic government.

What do we learn from history?
That new technology brings progress, be

-
it changes to the way we travel or the way
information travels, the way we use energy
sources and, ultimately, the way we live

At the same time, the technology owners
–– whether nations or capital owners whose

interests often align – would search for

markets and sources of inputs and resourc
es by any means, including colonisation.

And, that the financial euphoria about
new technologies doesn’t often end well,
though that has not affected the continued
usage and spread of the technology itself.
The many railroad bubbles did not stop the
building of railways, just like the dotcom
bubble did not stop the use of the internet.

Let us return to the case of Malaysia and
think about what we should do. We don’t
live in an ideal world and, as we can see,
technology is not neutral to geopolitics
and dominance, and not immune to crises
when capitals or great powers overreach.

Like any of the previously new technol
ogies, AI will certainly bring progress i
terms of better quality of life and massive
increase of productivity. But more than
ever, we can see that very clearly in 2026,
that it is also about a quest of technology
ownership, dominance, and capital accu-
mulation and concentration at the hands
of a very select few.

The cliche that “if we are not at the ta-
ble, we will be on the menu” probably en-
capsulates my core message.

Malaysia's resilience
In the three decades or so since the end of
the Cold War, the world was mostly infl
enced by neoliberal ideas of the pursuit of
efficiency and unbridled trade. That neolib-
eral ideas are now seen as naive and bank-
rupt, as it is now proven that the world i
not flat, and wars, geopolitics, pandemics,
climate change, the quest for economic
dominance are not going away and are
becoming more prominent.

Resilience is now the core concern of
states, economies and corporations. The
war on Iran and the Strait of Hormuz crisi
has shown that Malaysia is one of the most
resilient economies in Asia. Malaysia grew
by 6% in the second quarter and 5.7% in the
first half of the year. The Malaysian econo-
my grew on at least six engines if not more
namely the two sides of the AI boom = the
semiconductor industry and data centres;
the two sides of the resource economy ––
palm oil and the oil and gas industry; and
services sector ‘- tourism and other service
such as logistics and regional headquarters.
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And it is in this context that I am of the
view Malaysia is in its best position since the
Asian financial crisis of 1997. For three dec
ades, Malaysia has not been the most relevant
economy in the region or in the world, in par
because after the 1997 Asian financial crisi
Malaysia lost its purpose to a certain extent,
lost its ambition to a large extent, followed by
the political crisis in 1998, which saw Datuk
Seri Anwar Ibrahim being imprisoned. And
importantly, in 2001, China acceded to the
World Trade Organization and china could
do things cheaper at scale, with a lot more
skill and technological sophistication, and
Malaysia lost its relevance.

But the world has shifted from the pur-
suit of efficiency to now the pursuit of re-

suit of efficiency to now the pursuit of re-
silience, and we are a resilient nation. We
should at least be ambitious enough to be a
“mini South Korea” in terms of technology
and the way our economy is structured –– a
mini South Korea in the AI age – so whe
we look back in 30 years’ time, we will be a
different economy. We must make the right
choices now, with the last 30 years behind
us and the next 30 years ahead.

Towards ‘Made by Malaysia’
Malaysia must aim to own more technologi
and not just remain a user. Circling back to the

CONTINUES NEXT P

We need to move up the supply chain and own the technol
FROM PREVIOUS PAGE
question of being at the table or on the menu:
the 13th Malaysia Plan and national budget
place significant emphasis on moving from
“Made in Malaysia” to “Made by Malaysia”.

We need to see Malaysian companies
owning technology and not just continu-
ing to be outsourced manufacturers. There
is a tendency among policymakers, among
Malaysians and even among foreign inves-
tors, to see Malaysian companies as only
capable of being part of the supply chain
and not being able to own technology." That
is something we have to correct in this
generation.

We must demand technological trans-
fer and a lot more local buy-in when there
is foreign investment, so Malaysian com-
panies can eventually emerge as regional
champions, if not globally relevant. Thi
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is where we need a different way of look-
ing at Malaysia.

The ‘three middles’
of course, we are not aiming to be the top
tech nation tomorrow; it takes time. That
is where the idea of the “three middles”,
which I have spoken about on other occa-
sions, comes in. We should position Ma-
laysia in the following middles:

The first is to see Malaysia as the in-
dispensable middle in the global supply
chain and in technological ownership. We
are not going to chase for the top tech to-
morrow; we accept that, especially in the
context of US-China competition, we are
in the middle in terms of technology. We
are chasing to fortify our position as the

s
indispensable middle.

For example, in 2023, I went to Detroi

oit

for a meeting and met the then US com-
merce secretary Gina Raimondo. She told a
group of Asian ministers that when Covid-19
happened and Malaysia had a lockdown,
Detroit had to shut down too because the
automotive chips produced in Malaysia
were not being produced. The indispensa -
bility is there, but we need to continue to
fortify that position.

The second middle is about being ge-
opolitically in the middle. We are friends
to all and enemy to none. We work with
the Americans, we work with the Chine
but at the same time, we work with othe
middle powers to ensure that we are geo-
graphically centred and balanced. It is a
tough call to balance, and it's a tough call
to not get stuck in geopolitical and tech-
nological bifurcation.

There will be a lot of pressure on us to

se,
r

take sides in technology, but under Anwar
leadership, it is clear that we want to stay
in the middle. Staying in the middle is a
very difficult but important line to hold.

The third middle is to create a strong
middle class. We must be very clear that the
years to come are about creating a strong
middle class in Malaysia. We must see mor
Malaysians becoming richer before we get
older, and see Malaysia and the region as
a consumer market, not just a production
site. For the longest time, the world saw
the US as the sole destination for exports,
and therefore countries in our region com-
peted in a race to the bottom by driving
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peted in a race to the bottom by driving
down prices, offering elaborate incentives
to foreign investors, and even destroying
our environment to suit their needs.

We have to do it differently. We have
protect ourselves, safeguard our society,
and create a strong middle class here. In
the years to come, we cannot see the US as
the only destination for exports; we must
create domestic and regional markets.

The data centre predicament
In this context, I want to turn to the que
tion of data centres. Data centres are now
a hot political potato across the globe, es-
pecially in the US. There are many data
centres being built in Malaysia, and mor
have applied to build. We do not have to
take a black-and-white, yes-or-no approach
towards data centres. What we need to do as
a nation is to ensure Malaysia extracts the
most value from their presence, and ensur
there is a whole-of-government approach
towards handling them, thinking through
the benefits and risks. The risks have to be
fully understood across the board.

I hope Tenaga Nasional Bhd (KL:TE
GA), the banks, the developers and the
landowners are not overexcited by data
centre investments. It’s important not
to be overexcited. There are instances of
phantom demand, but the government
has competently detected and managed
this, and the Energy Commission playe
a very positive role in ensuring there is no
phantom demand in data centres.

There will be more such situations that
we need to be clear-eyed about. Two prob-
lems come to mind:

First, we must move away from think-
ing in silos, because the challenges we
face are multifaceted. They may come al
at once and in a systemic manner. The
banks, institutional investors such as
government-linked companies and gov-
ernment-linked investment companies,
energy companies and investment agen-
cies all have to come together to think
this through, ensuring there is no SYS -
temic threat to our financial system and
broader livelihoods.

As I mentioned earlier, when we see
patterns of circularity in financing AI, we
must remember that previous crises we
caused by new technology euphoria couple
with impulsive financial architecture. We
must ensure we do not face that. Remov-
ing silos in government and in the wide
society when dealing with AI is crucial

Second, a common problem in Malay-
sia is that we are still stuck in a land trap.

There is a book by Mike Bird titled The L
Trap that discusses this. When it come
to data centres, we are still talking about
landowners selling land to developers, and
developers trying to build data centres
for foreign investors. We are still talki
about land and malls. It is time for us to
move away from having land at the centre
of our economy.

If Malaysia is to become a “mini South
Korea”, we must move away from devel-
opers being the biggest counters on the
stock exchange. We need to move away
from land-based thinking and developers
merely building housing and industrial
estates, and shift into thinking about what
we can do as a nation in terms of owning
technology.

Al and democracy
On the question of democracy, AI is help-
ful in increasing productivity, but it coul
also be a threat to jobs and a danger to de-
mocracy. This is where we need to forti
our nation as a resilient nation. Ultimately,
resilience depends on people coming to-
gether. We need to deal with defence, se-
curity and every other aspect, but uniti
the people is crucial.

When we think about the AI era, we
cannot run away from dealing with both
sides of the challenge to democracy. On the
one hand, democracy is threatened by for-
eign influence, scams and fake news that
endanger our democratic life and social
fabric. We have to deal with that by br
ing our people together and ensuring our
citizens are well educated democratical
to withstand those challenges.

On the other hand, it is about jobs. A
lack of jobs is a direct threat to democra-
cy. Whatever the development of AI, we
must ensure our population continues
on the path of becoming middle class,
with sufficient jobs to go around. If AI
takes away labour jobs, we must ensur
to replace them.

In Malaysia, many routine jobs are done
by foreign workers, but we must ensur
that displaced workers are transitioned
into high-value, middle-class jobs, whether
in services or in manufacturing. If we c
deal with that, and if we can hold the li
on the “three middles”, Malaysia has the
opportunity to be a great nation.

Let us look at the Madani Economy
framework. It is actually like a house:
it has a floor which the prime minis-
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ter intends to raise; it has a ceiling that
represents our ambition to reach for the
stars and become a stronger, more robust
economy. Raising the floor and raising
the ceiling, with good governance as the
third component.

When we think about this house, thi
era also calls for us to be concerned about
having a door. You have the floor, you have
the ceiling; it is time to have a door to
ensure that we welcome the best and fil-
ter out the not so good. Having that door
means that in times of global chaos, in
times when neoliberal assumptions have
waned, and in this fast-moving AI era, we
decide as a nation what to open to, whom
to open to, and how to ensure our people
and our democracy are protected from ex-
ternal threats.

ternal threats.
Ultimately, a house is just a house. There-

fore, we need to turn the house into a home
A home must be a place where our people
feel they belong. To have that feeling, we
need to ensure our people feel proud of thi
nation, feel dignified that our democracy is
robust, and feel happy that Malaysia con-
tinues to grow into a more developed and
mature nation. E

This is an excerpt from the keynote
address by Deputy Finance Minister
Liew Chin Tong at the “Realising an AI
nation” conference organised by the
Institute of Strategic and International
Studies in Kuala Lumpur on Oct 13
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