
Paper to be presented at the Annual Conference of The Nordic Association for Southeast 
Asian Studies (NASEAS), 'Emerging classes and growing inequalities in Southeast Asia', 23-
25 September 1994, Tylstrup, Denmark. 

LABOUR INSTITUTIONS AND THE REGULATION APPROACH: 

THE MALAYSIAN CASE 

Niels Fold 
Institute of Geography 
University of Copenhagen 
0ster Voldgade 10, 
DK-1350 Copenhagen K., Denmark 
tel. +45 35 32 26 26 
fax +45 35 32 25 01 
E-mail: nf@geogr.ku.dk 

Arne Wangel 
School of Social Sciences 
Universiti Sains Malaysia 
Minden 
11800 Penang, Malaysia 
tel. + 60 4 6577 888 ext.3344 
fax + 60 4 6571 526 
E-mail: wangel@cs.usm.my 



1 

Introduction 

Malaysia's rapid economic growth, industrial development and state policies is subject for 
numerous studies emphasising, among other. things, the expansion of certain industries, 
structural barriers on the labour market, accumulation of lecal (manufacturing) capital, 
establishment of resource-based industries, state-participation in manufacturing activities and 
the ethnic configuration of social forces. The studies ° have produced an extensive and varied 
knowledge about various aspects of the structural transformation process in Malaysia. Some 
of the studies focus on selected elements of the capitalist accumulation process but none of 
them are based on a general theoretical framework aiming at a characterization of different 
phases within 9<lpitalist development. 

This paper contains some preliminary reflections from a new research project, entitled 
"State regulation, social institutions and entrepreneurial initiative - key factors in development 
dynam.tcs of industrialising countries", on possible ways to use the knowledge about the 
Malaysian industrialisation process in order to further develop a theoretical framework that 
is known as the regulation approach. The regulation approach has so far primarily been used 
to explain the different phases of capitalist development in a North-American and We~t­
European context. The objective is to develop regulationist concepts to explain the 

. development dynamics in societies which are bOased upon different institutional relations with 
regard to industrial, welfare and labour market policies. 

Regulation 

The reguiatiop approach is the common name for a large number of marxist based, 
theoretical contributions which aim at a better conceptualisation of different phases in 
capitalist development. The contributions develop concepts and analytical procedures to 
periodise: capitalist development in the long term while at the same time taking into 
consideration the implications of tim.e and place specificities. Particular attention is paid to 
changing forms and mechanisms that secure the maintenance and expansion of capitalism; or, 
in marxist tenninology, the means by which the expanded reproduction of capital as a social 
relation is secured. In this sense the regulation approach must be considered as a means of 
establishing a 1I1anguage of the middle ground" that links the structural logic of capital with 
the many faces of capitalism (Jessop, 1990; Walker, 1990). 

However, despite the common concern for the institutional framework in which capitalist 
development takes place, there are wide differences between the theoretical contributions. On 
the basis of a comprehensive review, Jessop (1990) identifies certain ° II schools" each having 
a common theoretical point of departure and focusing on the same fields of regulation. But 
owing to the lack of a strictly coherent theoretical framework (even within some of the 
11 schools ~I) as well as the changing focus of individual scholars there are uncertain distinctions 
and mutual overlapping between them. This is illustrated by the fact that a classification on 
the basis of other criteria, for instance on substantive focus (national 9r international) and 
relative theoretical complexity (concern with economic mechanisms aJone or with the so­
·called "societalisation" as well as economic mechanisms) yields another result in tenns of 
"schools". Lastly, the continuing production of concepts within each "school" (and by each 
individual scholar) without the necessary clarification of content and mutual relationships 
complicates systematical progress in theoretical elaborations. 
































