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Abstract 

 

In the post-Cold War era, the ‘special relationship’ between Malaysia and Indonesia appears to 

have become not as cordial as during the 1970s-80s. In fact, it has been characterized more by 

conflict and rivalry than cooperation. Many issues have contributed to the tension namely, clash 

of personality between leaders, national political transformation, cross-border environmental 

concerns, illegal migrant workers, separatist movement, territorial disputes, transnational 

terrorism, and disputes over cultural rights. While examining those specific developments, this 

thesis organizes its analysis of Malaysian and Indonesian foreign policies, with special reference 

to their evolving bilateral relations, from a constructivist perspective.  

 

Constructivists believe that culture, ethnicity, elite/leadership, national identity, and religious 

beliefs are among the main factors which should be examined in order to better understand a 

state’s behaviour in relation to other states in the international arena. Those non-material factors, 

which are ignored or under-studied in the leading international theories which mostly focus on 

military/economic power and the international system underpinned by balance of power, provide 

a useful interpretive framework to understand the cases of Malaysia and Indonesia. Deploying 

this constructivist perspective, this thesis examines and compares those factors’ impact on 

Malaysian and Indonesian foreign policies in general, and on their conduct of bilateral relations 

in particular, in the post-Cold War era.  

 

Following a theoretical and background review (Chapter 1) and an empirical discussion of the 

foreign policies/relations of Indonesia and Malaysia (Chapter 2), other chapters will then present 
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analysis from the prisms of elite/leadership (Chapter 3), the serumpun tradition (Chapter 4), 

nationalist sentiment (Chapter 5), and Islam (Chapter 6), before integrating those constructive 

factors for a final generalized assessment of how the many core facets of foreign policy and 

bilateral relations of both nations have been socially constructed, and how those non-material 

factors have inter-related and influenced each other in causing the actions and reactions taken by 

both states in the bilateral and international relations (Conclusion).  

 

Apart from aiming at contributing to the study of the two emerging middle powers and leading 

developing countries, this thesis also tries to identify the sources of strength and weakness in 

bilateral relations in order to achieve greater understanding and co-operation between Malaysia 

and Indonesia.   
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

 

Despite recent setbacks, Malaysia and Indonesia (see Appendix 1 for a regional map) have 

emerged as successful new industrializing countries owing to their rapid economic growth 

and political stability compared to most states in the developing world. They have adopted 

new approaches in their foreign policies in the post-Cold War period, in view of the new 

international environment and their own nation-building accomplishment. In this period, 

Malaysia took a more assertive and active role in international affairs, and Indonesia also 

began to renew its interest in foreign policy after two decades of passivity, as an expression 

of new national identity and consciousness with an emphasis on gaining international 

prominence and regional primacy. With both Kuala Lumpur and Jakarta increasing their 

participation in international affairs, the two emerging middle powers have often clashed with 

each other. Indeed, problems have emerged in the supposedly ‘special relationship’. For 

example, international media has noticed the tension caused by the clash of leadership 

personalities, the haze from forest fire and open burning, migrant workers, separatist 

movements, territorial disputes, transnational terrorism, and disputes over cultural rights. In 

short, in contrast to the 1970s and 80s, the post-Cold War relationship seems to have been 

defined more by conflict and rivalry, rather than amicable co-operation and traditional 

sentiment.  

 

Supported by empirical historical discussion and field research, this thesis investigates 

Malaysian and Indonesian foreign policies from a constructivist perspective which 

investigates the non-material factors specific to particular states which exert considerable 

influences on their international behaviour. Constructivists believe that culture, ethnicity, 
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elite beliefs, identity, leadership, nationalism and religion should be critically examined to 

better understand the behaviour of a nation-state in the international arena. These ideational 

factors or ‘non-material factors’, under-studied by leading theories in international relations 

which mostly focus on material factors such as economic size and military power, provide a 

useful but rarely utilized interpretive framework for the study of Malaysian and Indonesian 

foreign policies. Using this constructivist framework, the thesis offers a comparative analysis 

of those non-material factors’ impact on Malaysian and Indonesian foreign policies in 

general, and on their conduct of bilateral relations in particular, with the focus being on the 

post-Cold War era. Specifically, this study aims to answer the following four questions:  

 

1. What impact did national political leaders have on foreign policies and bilateral 

relations of the two countries, which have seen long serving leaders and systemically 

deeply entrenched foreign policy elite? 

2. To what extent have similarities in culture and ethnicity, as based on the concept of 

‘similar stock or race’ (serumpun), influenced the ‘special relationship’ between 

Malaysia and Indonesia?  

3. What role has nationalism played in foreign policy of the two countries which have 

forged common international outlook because of historical bond and shared anti-

colonial sentiment but also experienced tension in bilateral relations occasionally 

heightened by differences in colonial legacies and independence paths?  

4. How has Islam influenced the foreign policies of Malaysia, where Islam is 

constitutionally designated as the official religion, and Indonesia, the world’s largest 

Muslim country? What are the implications of Malaysia’s and Indonesia’s diverging 

roles in championing the global Muslim cause? How did the radical Muslim groups 

influence foreign policies and bilateral relations?  
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This introductory chapter describes the context in which these questions have arisen, presents 

the research methodology, reviews the constructivist approach, highlights the niche 

contribution of the research, and outlines the organisation of the thesis.  

 

Research Methodology 

This research is based on a critical review of pertinent theoretical and empirical literatures, 

including recent studies on the constructivist approach. The information incorporated into the 

study covers both primary and secondary sources. The primary sources comprise government 

reports and brochures, parliamentary reports, and transcripts of agreements and speeches 

from various leaders.  The data collected also includes material from both foreign ministries’ 

websites and electronic journals. Research into foreign ministry files and national archives in 

both Malaysia and Indonesia has been undertaken. Their leading newspapers and news 

agencies have also been researched. The secondary data include books, journals and theses on 

the topics of constructivism, foreign policy, middle powers, Malaysian and Indonesian 

foreign policies, history, politics, economy and society. My analysis also relies on Malay and 

Indonesian language materials, although here information and discussion on bilateral issues is 

mostly limited to newspapers, conference papers, foreign ministry files and heads of 

government speeches. Scholarly investigation into comparative foreign policies and/or 

bilateral relations between Malaysia and Indonesia is scarce. Books and theses in Malaysian 

language (Bahasa Malaysia) and Indonesian language (Bahasa Indonesia) often concentrate 

on one particular bilateral issue, such as trade relations, security, development in the ‘Growth 

Triangle Area’ (for example, Singapore-Johore-Riau or SIJORI), Indonesian illegal 

immigrants in Malaysia and the dispute over the Sipadan and Ligitan Islands (literature 

review later).  
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In order to gain an insight into the implementation of each country’s foreign policies, and 

their conduct in bilateral relations, semi-structured interviews were conducted with senior 

officials from Malaysian and Indonesian foreign ministries and diplomatic missions. 

Additionally, interviews were conducted with retired policy-makers and diplomats, selected 

members of governmental and non-governmental think tanks, as well as some leading 

Malaysian and Indonesian academics. These interviews elicited rich, insightful data and were 

particularly useful in clarifying and extending the information provided by primary and 

secondary sources. The interviews were also intended to discover how elite groups or 

individuals conceptualised particular issues. Some government officials and politicians 

allowed themselves to be identified, but others requested to remain anonymous for a variety 

of reasons. Some respondents preferred to be interviewed in Bahasa Malaysia or Bahasa 

Indonesia. My command of both languages was useful, as the interviewees became more 

relaxed and open. They could use appropriate words that more accurately illustrated or 

explained their opinions about certain issues.  

 

Constructivist approach 

This approach centrally frames the discussions in this thesis, not only because of its 

theoretical contributions to foreign policy studies, but also because of its unique utility in the 

context of Southeast Asia. In the post-Cold War era, many international relations theorists 

have concluded that theories such as realism/neo-realism, liberalism/neo-liberalism and neo-

Marxism have failed to provide sufficient explanations to the affairs of states in international 

relations (Walt 1998, p. 30). These leading theories have also been unable to elucidate the 

intricate nature of the international system and most tellingly, failed to anticipate and explain 

the end of the Cold War. Some of the mainstream theorists counter this critique by arguing 

that inherent limitations and destabilizing changes in the international system of states and 
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balance of power were the main reasons for the end of the Cold War. However, without going 

into details of such defences, the discursive tension remains because they ignore an important 

variable, namely ideational factors (Sullivan 2002). Constructivism is a new approach to the 

study of international relations, and presents a way out of this tension by arguing that 

ideational factors such as social norms can define and redefine actors’ interests, thus 

influencing their policies and causing transformations in international relations at large 

(Katzenstein 1996; Finnemore & Sikkink 1998; Wendt 1999; Katsumata 2004). Unlike the 

well established paradigms such as realist balance of power theory, the neo-Marxist 

dependency theory or the liberal regime and democratic peace theories, constructivism is not 

a mature theory. Rather, it offers an alternative approach which demonstrates how many core 

facets of international relations are socially constructed. While acknowledging the 

importance of the state in international relations, constructivism broadens the probe by 

incorporating actors and factors that realism/neo-realism, liberalism/neo-liberalism and neo-

Marxism have often ignored (Weber 2007, p. 98).  

 

Wendt argues that the structure of international system ‘does not predict whether two states 

will be friends or foes, will recognize each other’s sovereignty, will have dynastic ties, will 

be revisionist or status quo powers, and so on’ (cited in Mingst 2003, p. 76). In the same 

light, Acharya has stated that, 

 
From a constructivist standpoint, conditions such as anarchy, security dilemma 

and power politics are not permanent or ‘organic’ features of international 

relations, but are socially constructed. International relations are shaped not 

just by material forces, such as power and wealth, but also by inter-subjective 

factors, including ideas, culture and identity (Acharya 1999, p. 3). 
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Basically, constructivists like Wendt (1992) and Smith (2001, p. 38) argue that foreign policy 

is what decision makers (agents notably national leaders) ‘make of it’. Decision makers are 

responsible for interpreting and creating the social reality which stems from their foreign 

policies. They do this when acting, reacting and interacting with other states. State leaders 

and elite groups are influenced by their ‘cultural norms, values and identities’, which are 

learned through socialization and have an effect on the character of the foreign policies they 

create (Peou 2002, p. 123). The major theoretical proposition that all constructivists subscribe 

to is that the state’s behaviour is shaped by ‘non-material factors’ such as ‘elite beliefs, 

identities, and social norms’ (Mingst 2003, p. 76). At a general level, Davison (2004, p. 12) 

argues that constructivists regard a society’s culture, nationalism, ideology and religion as 

critical in determining foreign policy responses. Constructivists have recently paid close 

attention to the role of religion, since as Harris (2006, p. 27) has argued, many more people in 

the world have now started to identify with particular religions, and religions are also 

conditioning national identity and influencing foreign policies in many states. This trend is 

particularly clear in many Muslim states which incorporate elements of Islam into their 

foreign policies. This does not automatically imply that shared identity between the people of 

different states guarantees harmonious relations. Bleiker (2004, p. 36) points out that similar 

cultural traditions between North and South Koreas have not brought about a cordial bilateral 

relationship. My own analysis reinforces this point by investigating the complex, mixed and 

often nuanced roles of shared national identities in conditioning the relations between 

Malaysia and Indonesia.  

 

Table 1 presents a brief comparison between the constructivist perspective and two 

mainstream theories of international relations. 
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Table 1 Contending Theoretical Perspectives 

Constructivist Perspective 
Key actors Individuals, collective identities 
View of the individual Major unit, especially elites 
View of the state State behaviour shaped by elite beliefs, collective norms,  

identities 
View of the international  
system 

Nothing explained by international structures alone 

Beliefs about change Explanation of major changes 
Liberalism/Neoliberal Institutionalism 
Key actors States, non-governmental groups, international organizations 
View of the individual Basically good; capable of cooperating 
View of the state Not an autonomous actor; having many interests 
View of the international 
system 

Interdependence among actors; international society 

Beliefs about change Probable; a desirable process 
Realism/Neorealism 
Key actors International system, states 
View of the individual Power seeking; selfish; antagonistic 
View of the state Power seeking, unitary actor; following its national interest 
View of the international 
system 

Anarchy; stability in balance-of-power system 

Beliefs about change Low change potential; slow structural change 
Source: Adapted from Mingst 2003, p. 79. 

 

With the basic tenets of constructivism clarified, I should now look more closely at its 

arguments which are often made as a critique of traditional theories especially 

liberalism/neoliberal and realism/neorealism. I will use the contexts of Malaysia and 

Indonesia to substantiate constructivist claims, eventually highlighting their unique 

interpretative value in the study of the two states’ foreign policies and bilateral relations.  

 

Constructivists emphasize the importance of national identity deriving from a synthesis of the 

various above-mentioned ideational factors, arguing that identity plays ‘a relatively stable 

role’ and generates ‘specific understanding and expectation about the self and the other’, so 

that when a state engages in the project of identity building it largely indicates what it defines 

as its ‘national interest’ (Wendt 1994, p. 385). They also posit that one of the most important 
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unifying factors in generating a collective identity among states is the designation of a 

common ‘Other’. This ‘Other’ can be a concrete threat, such as in the case of a particular 

nation, or a more abstract threat, such as nuclear war or international terrorism (Chow 2005, 

p. 308). States generate processes of interdependence based on common interests and 

dislikes, often influenced by the presence of the ‘Other’. Thus states do not assert their 

common identity in a political vacuum, but often do so in relation to other states. They can 

strengthen this identity by generating antipathy and negation toward alternative identities 

(Hobson 2000, p. 159). In contrast, internal disagreements over the nature of the ‘Other’ can 

weaken the sense of a unified or common identity (and thus cooperation) through the creation 

of different priorities.  

 

Constructivists also argue that there is an important link between cultivated identity and 

policy-relevant ideas. For United States (US) foreign policy makers, for instance, the 

possession of nuclear warheads by Iran and North Korea has a different meaning than the 

possession of a similar weapon by Pakistan or Israel. The difference in attitude has resulted 

from the construction of an identity which signifies a ‘reliable friend’ or ally (as in the case of 

Pakistan or Israel) and an ‘unpredictable foe’, as in the case of Iran and North Korea (the 

Axis of Evil). Leaders and policy makers, through the social construction of meaning, create 

their own reality and use this as the basis for foreign policy discussions and decision making 

(Houghton 2007).    

 

Constructivists contend that the collapse of the Cold War was brought about when the former 

Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev revolutionized Soviet foreign policy after he accepted new 

ideas such as ‘common security’ (Walt 1998, p. 41). Changes in the former Soviet Union 

itself in general were also caused by the penetration of new ideas, such as ‘openness’ 
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(glasnost), ‘restructuring’ (perestroika) and democracy, all of which had been promoted by a 

network of Western-oriented reformists, policy entrepreneurs and international affairs 

specialists. In addition, Walt has stated that “from the constructivist perspective, in fact, the 

central issue in the post-Cold War world is how different groups conceive their identities and 

interests” (Walt 1998, p. 41). In general, it is people who actively form a body of thought and 

a set of norms to organize their own foreign policies and world system at a certain time and 

place (Sorensen & Jackson 2007, p. 162). Clearly, the ideas and beliefs of individual leaders 

and elites are an important consideration in constructivist thinking. This is in contrast to the 

traditional focus on the structure of the international system.  

 

Constructivists also include historical cultural legacies as an analytical factor (Wendt 1998, p. 

422). Traditional cultural values and norms have an important influence on leaders and elite 

policy preferences. According to Ganesan (2003a, p. 228) the Asian values debate ‘can be 

regarded as a concrete expression of constructivism’. Many Asian leaders and elites believe 

that ‘specific cultural attributes’ are connected to the development and success of a country. 

Former Malaysian Prime Minister, Mahathir Mohamad (hereafter Mahathir), was very critical 

of ‘western values’ and a staunch promoter of ‘Asian values’ in the international forum. 

Similarly, constructivists consider the culture of ‘consultation’ (musyawarah) and 

‘consensus’ (muafakat) in the decision making process among the members of the 

Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) as crucial to the understanding of 

international relations in the Southeast Asian region (Ganesan 2003a, p. 234). The practices 

of ‘consultation’ and ‘consensus’ are often referred to as the ‘ASEAN Way’. To some degree 

Malaysia and Indonesia have also adopted those practices in their bilateral relations. In fact 

they are thought by constructivists to be among the most important shared values and norms 

in Southeast Asia.  
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Constructivists have advanced the theoretical work on strategic culture (Lantis 2005). This 

notion also incorporates a historical dimension to international relations theories. There are 

many ways to define strategic culture. It can, for instance, be defined as ‘modes of thought 

and action … derived from perception of national historical experience, aspiration for self-

characterization, and from state-distinctive experiences’ (Gray 1981). The historical 

dimension considered important to constructivists is evident in the case of Malaysia and 

Indonesia. The historical experiences of the Javanese and Malay have shaped the strategic 

culture today. For example, former Indonesian leaders, Sukarno and Suharto, and more 

contemporary leaders descending from an elite Javanese background, frequently referred to 

Indonesia’s past glory being founded on ancient Javanese culture and thriving under the 

Srivijaya or Sriwijaya (c. late 600s-1300s) and Majapahit (1293- c. 1520) empires which 

once dominated a large part of the Southeast Asian region (Kumar 2003, p. 51; Aspinall 

2003, p. 132). During the Dutch colonial rule, the dominant Javanese traditional cultures 

survived because the institution of kings and sultans, as the leaders of their culture and 

religion (but not politics or economics) were maintained as an effective means to keep order 

among their subjects. Similarly, the role of priyayi (educated or intellectual and the 

aristocrats) Javanese group, was also maintained by the Dutch so that these traditional court 

officials could become administrators in the Dutch colonial government. This helped the 

continuation and consolidation of historical memories. For Indonesian leaders, their self-

perceived importance of their country since ancient times had a role to play in the 

formulation of their foreign policy. They believed that, as a populous nation with an ancient 

and rich culture, Indonesia should play a pivotal role in the region. They also continue to 

insist that Indonesia should be consulted by other Southeast Asian countries on bilateral or 

regional matters, especially those that may have any bearing on Indonesia’s national security 
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(Smith 2000, p. 9; Suryadinata 1996, p. 7). 

 

Another common component of strategic culture among Southeast Asian countries is the 

experience of foreign, in particular European, domination. Novotny (2004, p. 10) claims that 

Indonesia’s historical experience of ‘colonial domination and external dependence’ has led to 

the formation of vital non-material factors that serve to influence foreign policy decision 

making. Malaysia also finds it difficult to dispense with a sense of being ‘wronged’ and 

dominated by external powers, since it has a long history of being colonized and influenced 

by them. In the 19th century, the northern states of Malaysia including Kedah, Kelantan, 

Perlis and Terengganu were forced to pay tribute to the king of Siam in the form of 

ornamental flowers of gold and silver (bunga emas), in order to show loyalty and seek 

protection. The Brunei Sultanate also ruled the now Malaysian states of Sarawak and Sabah 

on the island of Borneo during the 16-19th centuries. The Japanese occupied Malaysia during 

the Second World War for three and a half years. European powers colonised parts of present 

day Malaysia - for example, the Portuguese (1511-1641); the Dutch (1641-1824); and the 

British (1824-1942 and 1945-1957). According to Jeshurun (1999, pp. 228-9) the fall of the 

Malacca Empire to the Portuguese in 1511 has had the most potent impact on the Malay 

worldview, to the extent that it implanted ‘… a deep-seated suspicion of most symbols of 

Western culture, particularly so in the case of religion, that is Christianity, which is closely 

linked to the Portuguese conquest’. Today there still exists a deep seated suspicion towards 

the Western powers among Malaysian leaders and elites, especially so in the former 

Malaysian Prime Minister, Mahathir, who introduced policies such as ‘Buy British Last’ and 

‘Look East’. Mahathir’s foreign policy also advocated greater cooperation among the 

developing South to counter the developed North; promoted solidarity among Muslim 

countries; and included a proposal to establish an Asian trading bloc, known as the East 
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Asian Economic Grouping (EAEG), to respond to the rise of the European Union (EU) and 

North America Free Trade Area (NAFTA). 

 

Constructivists also argue that socio-cultural norms change, which in turn lead to foreign 

policy readjustment. For example, regional diplomacy in Southeast Asia has been influenced 

by normative change in the international arena. Here we can point to the increasingly tense 

relationship between the principle of non-interference in domestic affairs, and the global 

movement towards greater democracy and human rights (Katsumata 2004, p. 246). This 

principle, cherished by ASEAN, can no longer be strictly adhered to. In fact there is a 

growing support for liberal values among foreign policy makers in some ASEAN member 

states who advocate greater flexibility in discussing each other’s internal affairs. However, 

despite some movement towards this new way of thinking, leading ASEAN countries have 

cautioned against blindly accepting the ideologies of democracy and human rights, which 

they claim are based on Western culture. Former Indonesian Foreign Minister, Ali Alatas 

stated, ‘(we) can talk about certain problems like trans-national crimes, but if you start talking 

(about) how a country must run its affairs like … democratizing, or … human rights, then 

you are getting into trouble’ (Katsumata 2004, pp. 250-251). Similarly, Malaysian Prime 

Minister (from 2003 to 2009), Abdullah Ahmad Badawi (hereafter Abdullah) has cautioned 

that ‘an attempt to abandon the time-honoured principle of non-interference would set 

ASEAN on the path towards eventual disintegration’ (Katsumata 2004, p. 251).  It is hard to 

change socio-political norms.  

 

The constructivist approach is very relevant to the study of Malaysia and Indonesia. Apart 

from the above mentioned factors which help contextualize the general constructivist 

arguments, there are also more idiosyncratic elements which tend to beckon a constructivist 
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approach for a good analysis of the two states’ foreign policies and bilateral relations. To 

begin with, both nations have had leaders who held power for long periods of time; Suharto 

for 32 years, and Mahathir 22 years. These leaders and their elite groups were thus deeply 

entrenched in the foreign policy making process. This would be unusual in the western 

political system and indeed even in the developing world, where only China’s Chairman 

Mao, North Korea’s Great Leader Kim Il-sung, Singapore’s Lee Kuan Yew, the Philippines’ 

Ferdinand Marcos and Zimbabwe’s Robert Mugabe held or have held office more than 20 

years. Another reason why the constructivist perspective might be aptly applied to the study 

of Malaysia-Indonesia foreign policies is that bilateral relations have been historically based 

on the bond of similar stock or race created by the concept of serumpun. The vast majority of 

the population in both countries are Muslims. In fact Indonesia has the largest Muslim 

population in the world. Islam is the state religion in Malaysia; and the government has a 

policy of incorporating Islamic values and concerns into policy making. Clearly Islam is an 

important factor in both countries’ domestic politics and foreign policies. Both countries have 

a culture which is based on Malay traditions and both are part of the ‘Malay World’. The 

people, especially the majority ‘Malays’ in Malaysia and ethnic Javanese in Indonesia, are 

from the same racial stock, the Malay race. They often consider themselves as ‘blood 

brothers’, though the Malaysians are perceived to be the ‘younger brother’, and the 

Indonesians the ‘older brother’. The Bahasa Malaysia and Bahasa Indonesia are also based 

on a common Malay language. Thus, broadly speaking, the concept of serumpun and the 

religion of Islam are key identity markers which also serve to inform the political realm in 

both countries. Prior to colonial incursion, the ‘Malays’ in Malaysia (consisting of ethnic 

communities such as Acehnese, Bugis, Javanese, Minangkabau, and Madurese) and 

‘Indonesians’ in Indonesia (consisting of ethnic communities such as Acehnese, Bugis, 

Javanese, Malays, Minangkabau, and Madurese) were thought to be one relatively 
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‘homogenous people’ based on the concept of the Malay ‘race’. Many of the ‘Malays’ in 

Malaysia today have their ancestors and relatives from Indonesia.  The difference is that in 

Malaysia the term ‘Malays’ are based on the concept of the Malay ‘race’, whereas in 

Indonesia the term Malays refers to an ethnic group but Indonesians agree that they come 

from the Malay ‘race’. Throughout this thesis, the term Malays or the Malay World is used to 

refer to the whole Malay ‘race’ unless otherwise specified (see Chapter Four on the concept 

of Malay ‘race’ and serumpun). In fact, early nationalists in both countries often worked 

together to educate and mobilise the masses, and aspired to achieve independence and form a 

country known as Indonesia Raya (Greater Indonesia) incorporating the Indonesian 

Archipelago and what is now Peninsula Malaysia. In short, due to uniquely strong political 

influence of leadership, traditional and religious factors and historical spiritual bond, 

Indonesia and Malaysia provide fertile ground for a constructivist analysis which precisely 

emphasizes the impact of those non-material factors on international relations.  

 

There are however, limitations to constructivism. Dosch and Mols (2000, p. 32) argue that 

‘the constructivist versions … are perhaps still struggling with more systematic definitions of 

their positions, methods and methodology and with their epistemological status’. It is also 

argued that constructivism, like other leading theories, does not always show consistency. 

However, constructivists share the view that in a complex and interdependent world, no 

overarching theory of international relations is possible. I intend to use constructivism to 

broadly structure my analysis of foreign policies of Malaysia and Indonesia. I have selected 

this approach with full awareness that the nature of foreign policy decision making in 

Indonesia and Malaysia can not be fully explained by constructivist factors alone. For 

example, the extent to which shared values, common identities and similar historical legacies 

actually favour bilateral ties depends on specific circumstances in which leaders find 
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themselves. It is also dependent on the weight given to those factors in a complex world. 

Material as well as ideational factors interact to influence any state’s foreign policy. This will 

be evident in the following discussions. However, a constructivist study of these two 

Southeast Asian states is meaningful not only because they are uniquely suited to such an 

approach, but also because to date the existing research is mostly led by other theories or 

argues empirically. 

 

Literature review and contribution by this project 

There is a significant amount of published research on the general foreign policy of either 

Indonesia or Malaysia in the post-Cold War era. Some of these works broadly discuss the 

factors which influence Malaysian or Indonesian foreign policies, such as disputes over 

territorial boundary, military capabilities, economic and political issues, and perceptions of 

external threats. Other literatures look at independent and dependent variables in their 

analysis. Independent variables include domestic (political, economic and social) factors and 

external factors such as global events, trends and processes including the behaviour of 

influential countries. Dependent variables refer to specific government policies such as anti 

communism, non-alignment, leaning towards the Muslim World and economic diplomacy.1

 

 

Very few of those works discussing foreign policy in general terms undertake comparative 

studies of Malaysia and Indonesia, although they have provided an essential background to 

understand and compare the two countries’ foreign policies in this thesis.  

                                                 
1  So far as the works discussing foreign policy in general terms are concerned, in the case of Malaysia there are 
some books and unpublished theses including: Karim, MA, Howell, LD & Okuda, G (1990); Kadir, MA (1991); 
Baginda, AR & Rohana, M (1995); Kumaraseri, GKA (1995); Nair, S (1997); Shafie, G (2000); Dhillon, KS 
(2005); Harun, R (ed.) (2006), and Jeshurun, C (2007). Books in the case of Indonesia include Anwar, DF 
(1994), Suryadinata, L (1996), Djalal, H (1997), Sukma, R (2003), and Banyu Perwita, AA (2007). 
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Some works investigate the major bilateral disputes in recent years. Abdullah (1999), Kurus 

(2004) and Poltak Partogi Nainggolan (2005) articles focus on the so-called ‘security threat’ 

to Malaysia’s territorial integrity, posed particularly by the one million illegal Indonesians 

residing in the country. In their works, the authors explain the difficulty in controlling the 

illegal entry of Indonesian migrants due to the long porous land and maritime borders as well 

as poor law enforcement on the part of both governments. Ramses (2000) and Nik Mahmud 

(2003) have discussed the origin of Sipadan and Ligitan Islands conflict and the decision by 

International Court of Justice (ICJ) to award Malaysia the two islands. These studies present 

useful data for my focused examination of nationalism as an influential factor in the making 

of foreign policy in general and in the conduct of bilateral relations in particular. Kuala 

Lumpur’s invoking of harsh immigration laws resulting in caning and undignified expulsion 

of Indonesian citizens provoked a strong nationalistic backlash in Indonesia. Territorial 

conflicts on Sipadan and Ligitan Islands - and I will also include the dispute over Ambalat 

and East Ambalat maritime area – also shed light on the influence of modern nationalism on 

foreign policy. As a consequence of the colonial experience, Indonesia and Malaysia 

strongly support decolonization and self-determination. However, the fact that both have 

long become sovereign states highly protective of their respective territorial integrity means 

that they are no exception to nationalistic clashes despite the sentimental bond forged 

traditionally. Furthermore, different experiences in gaining independence have led to varying 

degrees of nationalistic sentiment emerging from Jakarta and Kuala Lumpur, as seen in their 

very different emotions in response to the issues of illegal migrant workers and the territorial 

conflicts. 

 

This seems to be indirectly echoed by two interesting article and chapter which examine the 

meaning of the ‘special relationship’ that exists between the two countries. Baroto (1993) 
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article identifies a common history, Malay ethnicity, Islam and geographical proximity as the 

roots of this relationship. However, he also argues that at the end of the Cold War era, the 

bilateral relationship was characterised by misunderstanding, insensitivity and lack of 

consultation. Meanwhile, Harun’s (2006) chapter discerns an evolving hierarchical 

relationship between the two nations. Indonesia for various reasons sees itself as the ‘elder 

brother’ who should be shown deference and consulted on matters in the region. Mahathir, 

however, had different ideas and refused to subordinate Malaysia’s status to that of 

Indonesia. Incorporation of constructivist factors is more evident in the literatures which 

explore the roles of leaders and elites, ethnicity and culture, and religion. However, in such 

works comparative analysis solely focuses on ethnicity and culture, and much of the 

discussions on other topics have been based on individual countries, as illustrated in the 

following.  

 

The idiosyncrasies of leaders play a role in the formulation of a country’s foreign policy, 

especially in the developing world. Emmerson (1996) indicates that the personalities of 

leaders in Indonesia, Malaysia and Singapore have played a significant role in shaping 

foreign relations. Their idiosyncrasies are collectively constructed at the intersection of three 

factors, namely, their personal traits, political ideology and leadership style. Meanwhile, 

Suryadinata (1996) provides valuable analysis of how Suharto influenced Indonesian foreign 

policy and predicted that political leadership in Indonesia subsequent to Suharto would be 

more nationalistic, and less accommodating to the outside world. Recent conflicts between 

Indonesia and Malaysia have given this claim some credence. Kumaraseri (1995) and 

Jeshurun (2007) look into the roles of professional diplomats or foreign policy elites in 

Malaysia, who are mostly from the Malay-Muslim ethnic group. They argue that the 
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backgrounds and interests of the foreign policy elites have historically had a considerable 

influence on the direction of both countries’ foreign policies.  

 

Abdullah (1993) and Liow (2003) discuss the influence of the serumpun Malay concept on 

bilateral relations, arguing that serumpun reached its height during Suharto and Abdul Razak 

era. He also points out that in the early post-Cold War period, there were indications that 

Indonesia had begun to disengage from the idea, whilst Malaysia tried to give it new 

meaning. Similarly, Liow (2005a) employs a historical perspective on Malay kinship to 

analyse bilateral relations, positing that the kinship factor was used to locate commonality in 

both countries’ foreign policies during the Cold War, particularly their perceptions of 

communist threat and suspicion of Chinese-dominated Singapore’s military relations with 

Israel. However, rivalry and tension between the Suharto and Mahathir administrations in the 

post-Cold War era demonstrated that the factor of kinship alone is unable to explain bilateral 

relations of Malaysia and Indonesia. Other factors such as leadership, nationalism and 

religion are just as important as serumpun and kinship in influencing the relations. 

 

The influence of Islam in foreign policy varies from Malaysia to Indonesia, as it depends very 

much on the religious views and beliefs of citizens and policymakers alike. Nair (1997) 

argues that Malaysia’s pro-Muslim foreign policy is a result of the high status given to Islam 

under the Malaysian Constitution, the government’s intention to mobilize political support 

among the Malay community, and the control of policy making decisions by elite Malay-

Muslims. In contrast, Suryadinata (1996, p. 160) suggests that Islam has not been a 

considerable factor in Indonesian foreign policy especially under Suharto. Similarly, Sukma 

(2003) argues that Pancasila principles have guided Indonesian foreign policy, which has 

been typically bebas dan aktif (or independent and active) rather than led by Islamic factor. 
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Nevertheless, Banyu Perwita (2007) has argued that in the post-Suharto era, the Indonesian 

governments have sought greater participation from the Muslim community in the 

formulation of foreign policy. These studies have discussed the extent of the influence of 

Islam on the foreign policies of individual nations but have not examined transnational 

terrorism and the ‘War on Terror’ as new concerns in foreign policy and bilateral relations, 

which this study takes into account. 

 

The above survey of literature demonstrates that there are several studies of Malaysian and 

Indonesian foreign policies in the post-Cold War era. Nevertheless, comprehensive and 

comparative studies are limited, and few scholars have systematically examined bilateral 

relations. Some works have, in various ways, utilised a constructivist perspective (without 

necessarily being aware of the theoretical development) and they are particularly useful to my 

own analysis. However, these generally investigate a single factor in their respective work 

and, with the exception of the literature which looks into the role of kinship/serumpun in 

bilateral relations, have not compared and contrasted the roles of non-material factors in 

policy making in Jakarta and Kuala Lumpur. In a nutshell, an updated, more comprehensive 

and integrated analysis, consciously adopting a constructivist framework, of the roles of 

leadership, culture, ethnicity, nationalism and religion in foreign policy and bilateral 

relations, is now needed to shed new light on the two emerging middle powers which are 

among the most successful and influential developing countries.2

                                                 
2   I have not included middle power literatures because most studies have been undertaken on Western middle 
powers, such as Canada and Norway. There were scant studies on middle powers in the developing world. 
Nevertheless, Klintworth (1996, p. 5), Nossal & Stubbs (1997) and Ping (2005) identify Indonesia and Malaysia 
as emerging middle powers in Southeast Asia. The term middle power is debatable, especially with changes to 
the international system. Academics and policy-makers are still undecided on the criteria needed to determine or 
qualify for a middle power. Cooper, Higgot and Nossal (1993) argued that the conventional definition of middle 
power status should be expanded, so that the criteria should include not only physical attributes such as 
geographical area, geographical location, population size and capabilities such as the size of military forces and 
gross domestic product, but also what the states do in their diplomacy and the manner in which they pursue their 
foreign policy objectives. 

 Somewhat sailing through 

uncharted waters, this research also seeks to contribute to the development and enrichment of 
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the constructivist approach itself with the insights generated after applying it to the unique 

cases of Indonesia and Malaysia.  

 

Alatas stated that “there has not been any comparative work done on the state in Malaysia 

and Indonesia” (Alatas 1997, p. 150). This is echoed by Heryanto and Mandal, who point out 

that “(c)omparative scholarship on the two countries has been embarrassingly rare and 

usually falls under the more general rubric of Southeast Asian studies” (Heryanto & Mandal 

2003, p. 11). This is puzzling, considering the existence of long term ties which have featured 

many differences and similarities between the two countries. The lack of scholarly interest 

within Indonesia and Malaysia is also discouraging. For example, from 1988 to 2006, only 

four articles were published covering bilateral relations in the prominent Indonesian 

Quarterly. Apart from filling a major research gap, this thesis also attempts to identify the 

strengths and weaknesses in bilateral relations, and this may contribute to greater 

understanding and co-operation between the two nations.  

 

Organisation of the thesis  

This thesis consists of six chapters including this introductory Chapter One. Chapter Two, 

which focuses on the evolving Malaysian and Indonesian foreign policies and bilateral 

relations particularly in the post-Cold War era, provides a general context for the subsequent 

comparative analysis of constructivist factors. It charts the trajectories of the development of 

foreign policy objectives and strategies, and discusses the pursuit of an active foreign policy 

by both states as a result of the reconstruction of national identity partly under the influence 

of economic success. Chapter Three looks into the influence of leaders and elite groups on 

both Malaysia’s and Indonesia’s foreign policies and discusses how the personal 

idiosyncrasies of the top leadership play an important part in the two countries’ policy-
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making processes. Chapter Four investigates the issues in relation to culture and ethnicity in 

conditioning the relations between the two countries. It critically scrutinizes the serumpun 

concept; each country’s perception of their ‘younger and older brother’ status and their need 

to be consulted; and how these have influenced their foreign policies and bilateral relations.  

 

Chapter Five analyses the nebulous but often unmistakable phenomenon of nationalism. The 

varying forms and degrees of nationalism have had a considerable impact on how Malaysia 

and Indonesia formulate their foreign policy priorities. This chapter closely observes the 

events which have heightened tension and sparked nationalistic sentiment, particularly the 

territorial disputes (the Sipadan and Ligitan Islands and the Ambalat and East Ambalat 

maritime area) and the perceived inhumane treatment of numerous Indonesian migrant 

workers and illegal immigrants in Malaysia. Chapter Six analyses the influence of Islam on 

Malaysian and Indonesian foreign policies. It examines the relationship between the growing 

importance of Islam in both countries’ domestic politics, the response of the local Muslim 

community to crises affecting the global Islamic community, and the direction of foreign 

policy making. It also discusses the evolving involvement by Malaysia and Indonesia in the 

world Muslim affairs, and assesses the foreign policy implications arising from the increasing 

presence of radical Muslim groups and their different activities in the two countries.  

 

The final conclusion summarizes the main points of each chapter. It clarifies a general picture 

that the various non-material factors’ impacts on foreign policies/bilateral relations have 

always been dynamic, for they vary from state to state, and even for the same state, different 

time periods or different political circumstances have seen very different impacts from the 

same constructivist factors. More importantly, the final conclusion also presents a holistic 

discussion which integrates all the constructivist factors covered in the various chapters, thus 
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more systemically and comprehensively interpreting and comparing Malaysian and 

Indonesian foreign policies and approaches towards bilateral relations from a constructivist 

perspective. This generalization will be followed by a brief evaluation of this project’s 

contribution to the theoretical development of the constructivist approach. Suggestions will 

be given on how to improve and advance one of the most important bilateral relations in 

Southeast Asia.  
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Chapter 2  

Evolving foreign policies and bilateral relations of Malaysia and Indonesia 

 

Introduction 

This chapter presents a comprehensive historical description of the evolving foreign policies 

and bilateral relations of Malaysia and Indonesia, to highlight the basic patterns and threads, 

with a focus on the post-Cold War era. This is the period when the two fellow Malay states3

 

 

were often in a state of conflict and rivalry which resulted from their more assertive and 

active approaches to foreign policy. The purpose of this chapter is to provide a general 

context for a more focused constructivist discussion in subsequent chapters. 

This chapter is divided into four sections. The first and second sections examine past and 

present Malaysian foreign policies. These sections will have a close look at Malaysia’s 

unique relations with Indonesia, particularly during the Mahathir era. The third and fourth 

sections examine the historical trajectories of the Indonesian foreign policy, with a special 

emphasis on Indonesia’s relations with Malaysia, especially in the Suharto era. The Mahathir 

and Suharto eras are given priority as these leaders were the longest serving in the history of 

both countries and were most influential in establishing the goals and directions of their 

country’s foreign policies.  

 

Malaysia’s foreign policy during the Cold War 

From independence to the end of the Cold War, Malaysian politics went through four 

administrations, namely those of Tunku Abdul Rahman (Tunku), Abdul Razak Hussein 

                                                 
3  Many references points out Malaysia and Indonesia as ‘two fellow Malay states’. See Chapter Four on 
Serumpun. Tirtosudarmo (2005, p. 4) wrote “Malaysia and Indonesia constitute the core of the Malay World”. 
The Malay Mail (2009) stated that Sukarno had a grand plan to create “Greater Malay State of Indonesia Raya 
(consisting of Indonesia and Malaysia) where all Malays in one region should come together.”  
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(Razak), Hussein Onn (Hussein), and the first decade of Mahathir. For the sake of clarity, a 

review of their respective foreign policies is presented here, while a general outline of the 

country’s evolving foreign policy as a whole is provided later.  

 

Foreign policy during the Tunku era was characterised by pragmatism and conservatism 

which leant more towards the West, with a staunch anti-communist stance (Ahmad 1987). 

This was because the parliamentary democracy adopted in Malaya was broadly similar to the 

democratic governance of western countries. Tunku also regarded communism as a threat to 

Malaya as the Malayan Communist Party (MCP) had, since 1948, taken up arms in order to 

destabilise the political, economic and social harmony of Malaya. Generally, the pro-West 

policy was adopted because Tunku wanted protection from external interference in Malaya’s 

political freedom, economic development and territorial integrity. Being a newly independent 

state Malaya still depended on Britain for its defence and economy. It heavily relied on 

investment from the British multinational companies, especially in agriculture, mining, oil 

and gas, and services (Purcell 1965, p. 186). Malaya signed the Anglo-Malayan Defence 

Agreement (AMDA) in 1957 in order to ensure it received British protection from any form 

of external threat. When Malaysia was formed on 16 September 1963, a new Anglo-

Malaysian Defence Agreement was signed. During the Confrontation (Konfrontasi) period 

with Indonesia (1963-65), Malaysia gained western countries’ political and military aid, a 

direct result of its pro-West policy. In 1971, Malaysia signed a new defence agreement with 

Australia, Britain, New Zealand and Singapore under the so-called Five Power Defence 

Arrangement (FPDA).4

                                                 
4  Under FPDA, it was agreed that in any event of external military attack notably against Malaysia and 
Singapore, other members would come jointly or separately to their assistance (Department of External Affairs 
1971, p. 634). 

 This agreement ensured the continual commitment of Britain to the 

defence of its former colony, even though by then Britain had started to withdraw its troops 
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from areas east of the Suez Canal. The anti-communist policy was taken not only because of 

the threat from the MCP, which was conducting guerrilla warfare against the Malaysian 

government, but also as a way of avoiding outside interference from China who was giving 

military and moral support to the MCP. However, the most grave challenge came from 

Sukarno’s Indonesia. Tunku first announced his intention to form Malaysia in May 1961. 

Despite its initial reluctance, Britain gave absolute support to the proposal, after being 

convinced that its strategic and economic interests would be protected (Purcell 1965, p. 87). 

Claiming that Malaysia represented the forces of neo-colonialism (McKie 1963, p. 295), 

Sukarno launched the Confrontation campaign to ‘Crush Malaysia’ (Ganyang Malaysia) 

(Ministry of External Affairs Malaysia 1964, p. 7). Confrontation reached its peak when 40 

Indonesian guerrillas landed at Pontian in Johore, which marked the first incursion into the 

Malayan peninsular by the Indonesian military. In September 1964, another 150 Indonesian 

paratroopers landed at various locations in Malaysia, forcing the Malaysian government to 

make an objection against Indonesia at the United Nations (UN) Security Council (Ooi Kee 

Beng 2006, p. 147). Fortunately, with the help of the army from the Commonwealth countries 

such as Australia, Britain and New Zealand, the Malaysian government managed to 

overcome the armed incursion by the Indonesian army and guerrillas in both Peninsular 

Malaysia and Borneo. 

 

Diplomatic relations were reopened after Suharto replaced Sukarno. Under the Razak 

administration (Razak took executive power from Tunku in September 1970) Malaysia’s 

foreign policy shifted from being pro-West and anti-communist in the Tunku era, to claims of 

non-alignment and neutrality. This brought Malaysian foreign policy much closer to that of 

Indonesia at the time. Razak proceeded to expand Malaysia’s foreign policy by establishing 
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diplomatic relations not only with western countries but also with communist states including 

Bulgaria, China, East Germany, Mongolia, North Korea, North Vietnam and Yugoslavia. 

 

Razak emphasized the ‘special relationship’ between Malaysia and Indonesia, based on 

serumpun brotherhood (further discussion on this concept will appear in Chapter Four). The 

two governments often consulted on issues of mutual interest. They reached an agreement on 

the division of the Continental Shelf in the Malacca Strait. Razak perceived the agreement as 

a ‘golden bridge that connects the two countries’ (Harun 2006, p. 64). In 1972 another 

agreement on security was reached, to cooperate in the fight against communist insurgents in 

the border areas. Several small committees were formed to facilitate bilateral cooperation. 

For example, the Malaysia-Indonesia Social and Economic Committee (SOSEK MALINDO) 

was responsible for customs, immigration and socio-economic development on the borders.  

  

The Hussein administration (1976-1981) predominantly continued the foreign policy adopted 

by Razak, albeit giving greater priority to the ASEAN-centred regional cooperation. 

Hussein’s era saw the consolidation of Malaysian foreign policy. The growing communist 

threat towards the ASEAN countries, signalled by the communist victory in Indochina, and 

the influx of Vietnamese refugees to Malaysia beginning in the mid-1970s, led Hussein to 

give more attention to diplomatic solidarity with the ASEAN countries, most notably 

Indonesia and Thailand. Perhaps because of this, Hussein gave de jure recognition to 

Indonesia’s annexation of East Timor, despite international condemnation.5

                                                 
5 The approval of the Indonesia invasion and annexation of East Timor by Hussein had ramifications later when 
the East Timor leader and a Nobel Peace Prize laureate, Jose Ramos Horta, stated in 1999 that Malaysia was not 
welcome to lead the UN peacekeeping forces in East Timor as it has ‘always been on the side of Indonesia’ 
(Stewart 2003, p. 212). 

 Malaysia also 

declared that it would provide assistance to Thailand if that country was attacked for 

providing shelter to anti-Vietnam guerrilla groups from Cambodia. On the other hand, the 



27 
 

Hussein government tried to take a balanced stance in the greater China-Soviet rivalry in the 

region. In March 1980, Hussein and Suharto announced the ‘Kuantan Principle’, calling on 

both the Soviet Union and China to refrain from becoming involved in the conflict in 

Southeast Asia, and suggesting a political resolution to the Cambodia issue (Means 1991, p. 

77). 

 

After he succeeded Hussein in July 1981, Mahathir remolded Malaysian foreign policy into 

assertive activism and multi-dimensional initiatives. Mahathir’s policy favored the 

developing world at large, focused on expanding the economy and trade, was highly critical 

of the West, strongly supported broad Asian solidarity, and cultivated closer ties with the 

Muslim World. Mahathir expanded Malaysia’s relations with developing countries, including 

those in Latin America, Africa and the Pacific, through the South-South Cooperation scheme, 

which included the forum of the Group of 15 (G15) and the Group of 77 (G77). Malaysia also 

became more assertive on the international stage. At international forums like the UN, 

Commonwealth and Organization of Islamic Conference (OIC), Mahathir often spoke against 

apartheid in South Africa, attacked the so-called ‘double standards’ of the West towards 

developing countries, and offered visions on tackling the challenges confronting the Muslim 

world and the emerging common global issues which included the narcotics trade, Antarctica, 

the environment, terrorism and trade. On the issue of Antarctica, for example, Malaysia led 

the call among non-signatory states to the Antarctica Treaty to make the continent a 

‘Common Heritage of Mankind’, and to push for the treaty to be administered under the UN 

framework (Wariya 1989, p. 101).  

 

Economic and trade links were important foreign policy factors under Mahathir in line with 

his government’s policy to encourage exports, foreign investment, technology transfer and 
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South-South Cooperation (Barraclough 1986, p. 204). Mahathir’s vision was to develop the 

Malaysian economy so that it could play a more substantial and active role in the 

international economy.6

 

 Mahathir also transformed the Malaysian Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs; refocusing its traditionally diplomatic function to include the promotion of economic 

relations overseas.  

Meanwhile, Southeast Asia, particularly its immediate neighbours, continued to be Kuala 

Lumpur’s priority. Mahathir made his first official overseas visit as Prime Minister to 

Indonesia (August 1981), an indication that Indonesia would continue to receive the highest 

level attention in Malaysian foreign policy. Although relations were occasionally tested on 

the territorial dispute of Sipadan and Ligitan Islands, they were relatively cordial throughout 

the 1980s under the careful management of both Mahathir and Suharto. Mahathir made a 

second formal visit to Indonesia in 1988, when Suharto insisted that he meet him in 

Yogyakarta. The city was significant as it was where Suharto was born and it is the heart of 

Javanese culture. There Mahathir was received by Sultan Hamengku Buwono IX, the 

governor of Yogyakarta, and the most respected remaining sultan in Indonesia.  

 

Malaysian Foreign Policy in the post-Cold War era 

The end of the Cold War had a tremendous impact on Malaysian foreign policy, as Mahathir 

moved towards increasing Malaysia’s international exposure by having a more active 

participation in international politics and economy. Mahathir was one of the first leaders of 

                                                 
6 Mahathir stated that ‘[i]n the international relations, the emphasis should lean more towards the economy 
rather than politics or ideology. Even though we are small, we must strive to influence the direction of 
international trade. To develop we need to export, because our domestic market is very small. It is important for 
us to maintain free trade. A country that is not able to protect its economy, and has not the ability to influence as 
well as to create alliances in the international economic arena, is actually a country that has no economic power. 
Malaysia does not want to be that kind of country’ (Hashim 1992, p. 197). 
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the developing world to speak on the need for a New World Order. At the Second Summit 

Meeting of the G15 in Caracas, Venezuela on November 27, 1991, he said, 

 
The new agenda … should be for a ‘Supportive World Order’ where decisions 
which affect the vital interest of developing countries are not made by the 
privileged few in total disregard for the views of the countries concerned. 
What is needed is a new agenda of global cooperation in which the interests 
and views of all countries are given due regards. And, if democracy is the sole 
acceptable political creed, let there be democracy also in the process of global 
decision-making (Liow 2000, p. 55). 

 

Later, Mahathir began pushing for a new international order upon which the foundation 

would be trade and the economy. He wanted the view of the developing world to be 

considered in the formation of the New World Order. Mahathir was also instrumental in 

setting up the South-South Commission; the G15; the South Investment, Trade and 

Technology Data Exchange Centre (SITTDEC); and the EAEG, later known as the East 

Asian Economic Caucus (EAEC). Malaysia also joined the Group of Developing Eight 

Muslim Countries (D8) with the goal to increase economic and trade cooperation. The 

emphasis on the economy and trade in the Malaysian foreign policy since Mahathir took over 

was successful as by the mid-1990s Malaysia had become the 20th largest trading nation in 

the world, and moved to become the 17th largest by the early 21st century, based on the 2003 

World Competitiveness Yearbook.  

 

Malaysia was also out-spoken in international forums on many new global challenges. On the 

issue of the environment, Malaysia in June 1992 took the lead in reaching a common position 

among 50 developing countries for the Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro. At the summit 

Malaysia proposed a program for the ‘Greening of the World’ by reducing carbon dioxide 

emissions and striving towards ensuring 30 per cent of the planet would be under forest and 

tree cover. The Economist magazine noted that Malaysia had emerged as ‘the leader of the 
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developing world on the road to Rio’. Malaysia also continued to argue that the North had no 

right to impose its concept of human rights on developing countries, and those cultural 

differences between Asia and the West needed to be taken into consideration. At other 

forums, for example the Commonwealth Heads of Government Meeting (CHOGM), 

Mahathir denounced the attitude of the developed world towards the suffering of Bosnian 

Muslims. Malaysia also contributed greatly towards peace keeping forces in Bosnia 

Herzegovina, Cambodia, Somalia and Timor Leste, and was elected as a non-permanent 

member of the UN Security Council in 1989-1990 and 1999-2000 (Yaakub 2003, p. 82). 

Malaysia was also instrumental in pressuring ASEAN to expand its membership to include 

Vietnam, Laos, Myanmar and Cambodia in order to achieve the ASEAN 10. In fact, the 

Mahathir government had been the driving force in persuading all Southeast Asian states to 

agree on the inclusion of Myanmar into ASEAN, despite earlier opposition from leading 

members such as Indonesia and Thailand, and the controversies this would create in 

ASEAN’s relations with the US and the EU.  

 

Malaysia consistently maintained close ties with Muslim countries and played an important 

role in the OIC and the fight against international terrorism. Mahathir’s support for Muslim 

nation was reflected in his personal commitment to the Bosnian crisis, caused by the ethnic 

cleansing against Bosnian Muslims, which took center stage in Malaysia’s foreign policy in 

the early 1990s.7

                                                 
7 The Bosnia issue dovetailed with Malaysia’s own efforts to project itself as an aspirant middle power capable 
of contributing to international peacekeeping under the auspices of the UN. By March 1995, Malaysia had about 
2,555 officers and men serving in the UN missions abroad, including 1,512 in Bosnia. Malaysia’s involvement 
in the UNPROFOR (the United Nations Protection Force) operation in Bosnia was as much motivated by 
politics targeting at an international Islamic audience and a Muslim population at home, as it was born of a 
genuine humanitarian concern because of Western callousness and double standards in dealing with the Bosnia 
fiasco (Saravanamutu 2004, p. 312). 

 In 1992, at the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) summit meeting in Jakarta, 

Mahathir received strong support and praise from member countries for his initiative to get a 

resolution to the Bosnian crisis by calling for the former Yugoslavia (Serbia) to be expelled 
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from the UN (Saravanamutu 2004, p. 311). Under Mahathir, Malaysia became the second 

country after Algeria to give de facto recognition to the government in exile under Yasser 

Arafat, encompassing the Gaza Strip and the West Bank. As such, the office of the 

representative for the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO) in Kuala Lumpur was 

upgraded to the status of an embassy (Yaakub 2003, p. 87). Mahathir refused to follow other 

Muslim countries like Egypt, Morocco, Algeria and Jordan to recognize Israel without any 

comprehensive peace agreement between the Palestinian government and Israel. 

 

However, relations between Malaysia and Indonesia, seemingly intimate during the 1980s, 

evolved into a conflict-prone path in the 1990s. Tension and rivalry became heated when 

Mahathir and Suharto tussled for a leadership edge in the new international environment. 

During the NAM’s Jakarta summit in 1992, Mahathir was called a ‘little Sukarno’ by the 

Indonesian press, because he was seen to be dominating the show which was officially 

chaired by Suharto.8

                                                 
8  The ‘openness’ of the Indonesian press to criticize other foreign leaders in early 1990s resulted from 
Suharto’s decision to allow more public discussion and criticism. “Suharto and his ministers encouraged the 
press and the broader public to be more assertive in expressing different opinions and even allowed discussions 
over the succession issue. The government’s rethoric argued that Indonesia had reached a level of maturity to 
allow a greater degree of openness in the spirit of Pancasila democracy. But openness reached a dead end in 
June 1994 when three major newspapers and news magazines (Tempo, Editor and Detik) were closed down 
after reporting disagreements among Cabinet ministers” (Bertrand, 1997, p. 444).  

 It was Mahathir, not Suharto, who became the central figure in the effort 

to push through a resolution on the issue of the former Yugoslavia (Dhillon 2005, p. 179). 

His involvement in the process led the magazine Far Eastern Economic Review to name 

Mahathir the ‘new voice for the Third World’. In 1993, Mahathir did not attend the Asia 

Pacific Economic Conference (APEC) meeting in Seattle, and only gave partial support for 

holding the subsequent meeting in Bogor, Indonesia. This was much to the displeasure of 

Suharto, who went to Seattle and pinned much hope on Bogor. On the other hand, Malaysia 

was disappointed as Indonesia tried to block Malaysia’s initiative of the EAEG and its 
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attempt to have the ASEAN +3 (China, Japan and South Korea) Secretariat established in 

Kuala Lumpur, for fear that it would undermine the existing ASEAN secretariat in Jakarta.9

 

  

Other issues also caused tension. One was the competing territorial claims on Sipadan and 

Ligitan Islands and the poor demarcation of land borders between the Indonesian province of 

Kalimantan and the Malaysian states of Sarawak and Sabah. Haze from forest fires and open 

burning also led to conflict. Since 1994, the smoky haze blowing across Malaysia from the 

Indonesian provinces in Kalimantan and Sumatra exerted harmful impact on Malaysians’ 

health, visibility for air and sea traffic, and the economy. In fact in 1997 a state of emergency 

was declared in the Malaysian state of Sarawak as the haze pollutant index reached critical 

levels. The haze occurred most years without any strong commitment from Indonesia to 

alleviate it, despite the fact that the Indonesian President consistently apologized to the 

Malaysian and Singaporean Prime Ministers over the problem. Indonesia remains the only 

country in ASEAN that has yet to ratify the 2002 ASEAN Trans-boundary Haze Pollution 

Agreement (Tan 2006, p. 12). Separatist aspirations and insurgency by the Free Aceh 

Movement (GAM) was also a problem for both Malaysia and Indonesia. Indonesia harboured 

suspicions that Malaysia was quietly supporting GAM, which for many years threatened 

Indonesia’s national unity. Malaysia denied providing support for GAM, yet the Indonesian 

government was adamant that GAM was receiving moral and material support from 

Malaysia.10

                                                 
9  Malaysia had agreed to provide fund of US$10 million to set up the ASEAN+3 secretariat in Kuala Lumpur.  
Malaysia felt that since Indonesia had ASEAN secretariat in Jakarta and Singapore hosted APEC secretariat, 
Malaysia should be given the opportunity to have ASEAN+3 secretariat in Kuala Lumpur. Personal interview 
with Stephen Leong, Deputy Director of the Institute of Strategic and International Studies (ISIS), Kuala 
Lumpur, 7 September 2006. 

 Another serious issue affecting bilateral relations was that of Indonesian illegal 

10 According to Aspinall (2009, p. 119) “(t)he importance of Malaysia to Aceh’s insurgency can hardly be over-
emphasized. Comparative studies of civil wars since the 1980s suggest that frequent source of rebel success is a 
large diaspora willing to support a home land rebel movement financially and politically. Aceh’s diaspora was 
not widely dispersed or wealthy, but the presence of a concentrated Acehnese community in Malaysia was 
crucial to GAM’s resurrection and survival. Malaysia provided a place of refuge; a source of finances, weapons, 
and recruits; and a window onto the wider world.” 
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migrant workers in Malaysia. In January 1998, Mahathir stated his intention to repatriate over 

one million illegal migrant workers, mostly Indonesians. This sparked protest from the 

Indonesian public and a request from the Indonesian government for Malaysia to postpone 

the repatriation as Indonesia was facing acute financial and economic crises.  

 

Mahathir’s successor Abdullah, who was a former Foreign Minister in the Mahathir 

administration, stated early in office that he would continue the foreign policy of his 

predecessor but rearrange its priorities to suit the times.11

 

 His government continues to 

emphasize the building of relations with developing and Muslim countries. This coincided 

with Malaysia being the chair for NAM and OIC during 2003-2006. Chairing both 

organizations simultaneously, and being the nation to speak for the developing world, raised 

Malaysia’s image and prestige on the international stage. NAM and OIC also opened the way 

for Malaysia to increase economic and trade relations with member countries. In fact 

promoting international trade was also a priority for Abdullah. As chair of the two 

organizations, Malaysia was instrumental in steering the agenda of these two organizations 

towards economic and trade issues.  

However, unlike Mahathir, Abdullah was less vocal with regard to some common issues 

concerning developing nations and South-South Cooperation. There was talk in diplomatic 

circles in Malaysia that, under Abdullah, Kuala Lumpur would cease to be the ‘Santa Claus’ 

for the South and would no longer provide soft loans and technical transfers.12

                                                 
11 Abdullah made this point to me when I met him during the official meeting he had with the Malaysian 
students in Perth, Western Australia, on the occasion of his receiving the Honorary Doctorate from the Curtin 
University, February 21, 2006.  

 In reality, 

many of Malaysia’s investments through the South-South Cooperation had met with failure. 

12  Personal interview with Saiful Azam Martinus Abdullah, Principal Assistant Secretary (Indonesia, Timor 
Leste and Brunei) Southeast Asia and Pacific (SEAP) Division, Ministry of Foreign Affairs Malaysia, Putrajaya, 
16 August 2006. 
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Malaysia also toned down its criticism of the West, especially in the political arena. As the 

world 17th largest trading nation, Malaysia cannot afford to be embroiled in conflict with the 

West, especially as a significant proportion of its exports were delivered to Western 

countries. Malaysia had gradually mended relations with Australia after the former Australian 

Prime Minister, Paul Keating, called Mahathir a ‘recalcitrant’ when he refused to attend the 

1993 APEC Summit Meeting in Seattle. Under the Mahathir administration, Malaysia refused 

to include Australia in its concept of EAEG (later EAEC). However, the former Abdullah 

administration encouraged Prime Minister John Howard of Australia to take part in the East 

Asia Summit, an offshoot of the EAEC, in Kuala Lumpur in December 2005.  

 

Indonesia continued to occupy a vital position in Malaysian foreign policy.13 Even so, 

relations with Indonesia was further strained by Malaysia’s mass repatriation of illegal 

Indonesian migrant workers, the overlapping claims on the maritime area of the Ambalat and 

East Ambalat that had shown new potential for oil and gas explorations, and the continuing 

impact of smoke-haze from Indonesia.  However, Abdullah had good personal relations with 

Susilo Bambang Yudhyono (SBY). They regularly met on formal occasions such as ASEAN, 

APEC, NAM and OIC meetings.14

 

 These and other forums provided the opportunity for 

deeper dialogue and greater security co-operation between the two nations, especially 

regarding the issue of transnational terrorism. The good personal relations between the two 

leaders often stopped further acceleration of bilateral conflicts. 

 

 
                                                 
13  A senior foreign affairs official made it clear that, “In terms of bilateral relations, Indonesia is still the single 
most important country for Malaysia”. Personal interview with Saiful Azam Martinus Abdullah. 
14 According to Yuri Octavian Thamrin, the Director for East Asia and Pacific, Department of Foreign Affairs 
Indonesia, ‘Both SBY and Abdullah often make time to meet each other at every opportunity which reflects 
their good personal chemistry’. Personal interview, Jakarta, 27 July 2006. 
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Indonesia foreign policy during the Cold War 

Indonesian foreign policy during the Cold War went through two phases. The first phase was 

under the presidency of Sukarno which lasted from independence until 1966. The second 

phase was the New Order under the Suharto administration. Indonesian foreign policy began 

when a group of nationalists, led by Sukarno, proclaimed in August 1945 the establishment of 

an independent Indonesian Republic. During this time foreign policy was primarily focused 

on securing international recognition of national independence.15

[T]he doctrine of an independent and active foreign policy was not meant to 
be a neutralist stance, keeping an equal distance between the two opposing 
superpowers. Instead, the foreign policy doctrine was designed to keep 
Indonesia’s independence to the maximum, by allowing the country to pursue 
whatever course deemed best to serve its national priorities, without being tied 
up to external commitments it could not control (Anwar 1994, p. 18). 

 In September 1948, 

Indonesia began to adhere to a doctrine of ‘independent and active’ foreign policy, introduced 

by the Vice President, Mohammad Hatta in his famous speech ‘Rowing Between Two Coral 

Reefs’ (Mendajung Antara Dua Karang) (Ide Anak Agung Gde Agung 1973, p. 24). In the 

speech Hatta proclaimed: 

 

Thus, Indonesia would not side with any superpower in the Cold War bloc politics. To show 

that Indonesia was committed to an ‘independent and active’ foreign policy, diplomatic 

relations was established with Australia, Britain, the US, the Soviet Union and the newly 

established People’s Republic of China. Trading ties were also formed with Western and 

Eastern European countries after Indonesia gained the Dutch recognition in December 1949 

of its independence declared on August 17, 1945.16

 

  

                                                 
15  For the diplomatic struggle at this stage, see Leifer 1983, p. 14.   
16 Vice President, Hatta wrote in the journal of Foreign Affairs in 1953 that, ‘Indonesia plays no favourites 
between the two opposed blocs and follows its own path through the various international problems. It terms 
this policy “independent” and further characterizes it by describing it as independent and “active”. By active is 
meant the effort to work energetically for the preservation of peace, through endeavours supported if possible by 
the majority of the members of the United Nations’ (cited in Leifer 1983, p. 29). 
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In line with its independent or ‘neutral’ foreign policy, the Sukarno government adopted the 

principle of non-alignment and developed its own ‘sense of entitlement’ to having a 

significant say not only in Southeast Asian but also world affairs. Sukarno wanted Indonesia 

to have international stature, thus staunchly denounced all forms of colonialism and 

imperialism and endeavoured to portray Indonesia as being at the vanguard of those newly 

independent and non-aligned nations. He took initiative in 1955 to organize the first Afro-

Asia Conference in Bandung, where delegates agreed to take a firm stance against 

colonialism and support anti-colonial movements in the Third World.  

 

However during 1963-1965, the focus of Indonesia’s foreign policy became its opposition to 

the formation of Malaysia and closer ties with the communist bloc. Suryadinata (1996, p. 30) 

has argued that this was because Sukarno was offended by Tunku’s failure to consult him, the 

leader of a very populous country and Malaya’s closest neighbour, about the project. Further 

to this Indonesia harboured suspicions that Malaya might involve in, or be used by foreign 

powers to assist insurgents and rebels in Indonesian provinces bordering the country. These 

suspicions were well founded considering Malaya and Singapore had both been used earlier 

in 1958-1959 by the US to support Sumatran rebels demanding independence for the island. 

Malaya had already announced its policy of neutrality in relation to the armed rebellion in 

Sumatra, but there was some truth to the Indonesian fear as after the failed rebellion Malaya 

granted political asylum to 30 leaders of the rebel group, including those of the Masyumi 

Party and the Indonesia Socialist Party who escaped to Malaya (Muniandy 1996, p. 69).  

 

Apart from the military attacks mentioned before, the Confrontation also saw Indonesia 

withdrawing from the UN because Malaysia was elected as a non-permanent member of the 

UN Security Council (Ahmad 1987, p. 71; Arora 1978, p. 585). Sukarno’s philosophy of 



37 
 

‘living dangerously’ created a national situation characterized by ‘gross mismanagement of 

the economy, nationalistic policies that alienated foreign investors, and corruption that 

brought the country to the edge of bankruptcy’ (Baker 1999, p. 321). Sukarno swung 

Indonesia toward the left with the Jakarta-Phnom Penh-Hanoi-Pyongyang-Peking Axis, 

further alienating Indonesia from the Western bloc. In an evaluation of Malaysian-Indonesian 

relations at that time, Soejati Djiwandono suggests that ‘[t]he confrontation policy against the 

Malaysian federation was the darkest point in the history of Indonesian’s diplomacy’ 

(Soesastro & Soetopo 1981).  

 

When Suharto succeeded Sukarno as President in March 1968,17

 … (1) to strengthen and to promote closer co-operation among the nations 
within ASEAN, (2) to foster friendship and to give more real substance to 
good neighbours, and (3) to develop every element and opportunity to 
strengthen peace and stability in the region of South East Asia (Soesastro & 
Soetopo 1981).  

 his main focus was on 

solving problems in relation to domestic security and economic development (Suryadinata 

1996, p. 7). Suharto’s foreign policy moved towards strengthening relations with its 

immediate neighbours and closer relations with the West for economic and trade reasons. 

Suharto did not make any overseas’ visits until March 1970, when he became the first 

Indonesian president to make an official visit to Malaysia (Alfian 1998, p. 36). Three years 

later, in April 1973, Suharto gave a speech detailing the focus of Indonesia’s foreign policy. 

He said its aim was, 

 

Indonesia began to improve its relations with ASEAN countries, especially Malaysia. The 

relationship between the two countries was further strengthened under the Suharto and Razak 

administrations through the revival of the serumpun brotherhood concept. This was the 

                                                 
17  On March 12, 1967, the Indonesian parliament appointed Suharto as acting President. On March 27, 1968 he 
was elected full President by the Indonesian parliament. 
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beginning of a much closer working relationship between the two states. In 1980, Suharto 

paid a second visit to Malaysia, and together with his counterpart Hussein, urged Vietnam to 

withdraw from Cambodia (Suryadinata 1996, p. 52). Indonesia’s policy of forging closer ties 

with the West was motivated by the need to gain from the West much needed financial and 

technical assistance to aid Indonesia’s rehabilitation and development.  This over-shadowed 

Indonesia’s relations with the communist bloc. Suharto, for instance, froze relations with 

China after the 1965 military coup, and relations with Cuba, North Korea and the Soviet 

Union were downgraded. Suharto’s low-profile foreign policy had served to dampen 

Indonesia’s role in global politics. 

 

Indonesian Foreign Policy in the post-Cold War era 

During the post-Cold War era, Indonesia has experienced five governments, including those 

of Suharto (the last decade of the New Order); Bacharuddin Jusuf Habibie; Abdurrahman 

Wahid (Gus Dur); Megawati Sukarnoputri and SBY. After two decades of passive foreign 

policy, Indonesia began to reassert its leadership position at the regional and international 

levels. In his August 1990 national address, Suharto announced Indonesia’s ‘sense of 

entitlement’, proclaiming that ‘it was time for Indonesia to once again play a more active role 

in international affairs’ (Sukma 2003, p. 74). Suharto’s proactive foreign policy resulted from 

three favourable domestic factors: firstly, Suharto’s growing confidence in his domestic 

support after the 1988 presidential election; secondly, the strong growth of the Indonesian 

economy; and finally, the seemingly increased ability of Jakarta to control the East Timor 

problem. International factors also drove Jakarta. Firstly, Indonesia wanted to move away 

from over-dependence on the West for investment and exports by finding new markets for its 

products in the developing world. Indonesia saw the growing protectionism from the West 

particularly from the establishment of the NAFTA and the Treaty of Maastricht in early 



39 
 

1990s which signified ‘fortress Europe’ in terms of economic regionalism (Anwar 2005, p. 

87). Secondly, Indonesia wanted to find new friends in the developing world in order to ward 

off the growing criticism from Washington and EU on its human rights and labour issues, as 

exemplified by Washington’s suspension of the sale of weapons to Indonesia in response to 

the Santa Cruz massacre in Dili in November 1991.  

 

To demonstrate its growing assertiveness in foreign policy, Indonesia decided in August 1990 

to re-open diplomatic relations with China. Suharto’s visit to China the following year was 

only the second time an Indonesian President had visited the country (Sukarno did so in 

November 1964). Visits by ASEAN leaders helped China to break free from its international 

isolation arising from the 1989 crack-down on pro-democracy demonstrators at Tiananmen 

Square (Chen 1993, pp. 162-164). Suharto saw NAM as the launching pad for Indonesia to 

pursue international prominence.18

                                                 
18  The 1955 Afro-Asian Conference in Bandung was recognised as the foundation of the NAM. The first NAM 
Conference was held in 1961 in Belgrade, the former Yugoslavia. Josip Broz Tito, Jawaharlal Nehru, Abdul 
Nasser and Sukarno are considered as the founding fathers of the organization.  

 Sukma (1995, p. 313) argues that Suharto wanted to 

restore Indonesia’s image as founding member of NAM. In September 1991, at the NAM 

Ministerial Meeting held in Accra, Ghana, Indonesia was elected as the new chairman of 

NAM for three years. The Tenth NAM Summit, held in Jakarta in 1992, was significant 

because it was the first summit held after the Cold War. At the end of the summit, NAM 

members agreed to have greater co-operation on economic issues and development, rather 

than politics, in order for the organization to have a stronger voice in the new international 

order. As the new chairman, Indonesia played a pivotal role in reinvigorating many NAM 

objectives, programs and projects. Later, Suharto delivered a speech at the UN General 

Assembly to voice NAM concerns and put forward suggestions for restructuring the UN 

Security Council to include six new permanent members: Japan, Germany, Indonesia, India, 

and two other countries from Africa and Latin America (Suryadinata 1996, p. 178).   
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In November 1994, Indonesia successfully held the APEC summit in Bogor, which further 

raised its international profile. After the APEC and NAM summits, Suharto himself received 

greater attention as a statesman in world affairs. The Bogor Declaration was accepted by 

APEC members for the implementation of a free trade area by developed member countries 

by 2010, new industrializing countries between 2010-2020, and the whole region by 2020 

(Suryadinata 1996, p. 181), although many analysts have argued that since it is not a binding 

document, it has more form than substance.   

 

When Suharto stood down in May of 1998, Habibie assumed the role of the third President of 

the Republic. For Habibie, Indonesia’s foreign policy priorities were to improve its image in 

the international community as a new democracy; to secure international assistance to aid 

economic recovery; to resolve the conflict in East Timor and to strengthen relations with its 

ASEAN neighbours (Anwar 2005, pp. 78-79). The transition to a more democratic 

government also led the Habibie administration to commit itself to the UN Conventions on 

human rights. The riots which signaled the demise of the Suharto regime also involved 

targeting Indonesian Chinese especially their properties. It was for this reason that Habibie 

prioritised to ratify the UN Convention against Discrimination. Moreover, assistance from the 

International Monetary Fund (IMF) had enabled Habibie to stabilize the rupiah (Indonesian 

currency) and bring down inflation. Habibie also made another ground breaking decision 

when he allowed the East Timorese to vote in a referendum for either autonomy or 

independence under the auspices of the UN. 

 

Indonesia’s relations with Malaysia during the early Habibie administration were cordial as 

he had close personal relations with the Malaysian Deputy Prime Minister, Anwar Ibrahim 
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(Anwar).19

 

 At the same time, Malaysia and Indonesia were involved in several co-operative 

ventures dealing with the strategic automation and aeronautics industries. Since the end of the 

Suharto administration, Malaysia has been keen to mend ties with Indonesia which had been 

disrupted due to the personal animosity between Mahathir and Suharto. Habibie was also 

eager for Indonesia to develop closer relations with Malaysia, as Mahathir was now the elder 

statesman in the region and he had agreed to contribute US$1 billion to help Indonesia in its 

economic recovery. However, friendly relations were short lived as a result of the ‘Anwar 

affair’. Mahathir sacked his deputy on the grounds of corruption and misconduct (sodomy). 

The Indonesian presidential spokesperson and Habibie’s foreign policy adviser, Dewi 

Fortuna Anwar, pointed out that the ‘Anwar affair’ had strained relations between the two 

countries since Anwar and Habibie were close friends, especially through the think tanks that 

both headed (Singh 2000, p. 247).  

In April 1999, Malaysia made a decision to cancel the pledged US$1 billion financial aid to 

Indonesia on the ground that it was also facing chronic economic problems. Many 

commentators saw the cancellation as being partially linked to the strong support shown by 

Indonesian leaders towards Anwar, which Malaysia interpreted as a sign of Indonesia’s 

interference in Malaysia’s domestic affairs. Meanwhile, many of those who demonstrated 

under the banner of reformasi (reformation) in Kuala Lumpur had fled to Jakarta when the 

government began arresting demonstrators. Indonesia’s acceptance and support towards 

reformasi leaders angered the Malaysian government. These incidents demonstrated that 

relations were strained during the latter stages of Habibie’s presidency.  

 

                                                 
19  The close relations between the two leaders were also underpinned by the close ties that Association of 
Indonesian Muslim Intellectuals (ICMI) had with Institute of Policy Studies (KDI), two Islamic think tanks set 
up by Habibie and Anwar Ibrahim respectively. 
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Following the October 1999 presidential election, Habibie was replaced by Gus Dur. There 

was a continual interest in seeking international assistance. He first visited the ASEAN 

countries beginning with Singapore, for good reasons. The anti-Chinese riots in Jakarta 

(attacks, rapes and burning of properties) during the political transition period of 1998 had 

caused many of the Indonesian Chinese to flee and migrate to Singapore. They had taken out 

more than US$ 20 billion of capital from Indonesia and deposited it in Singapore.  Gus Dur 

wanted to convince Indonesian Chinese to invest in Indonesia to help alleviate the economic 

stress caused by the financial crisis of late 1997. Seeking assistance also meant that he chose 

Malaysia as his second destination in the ASEAN trip as Mahathir had agreed to provide a 

US$ 200 million rice loan to Indonesia to overcome its rice shortage (Tesoro 2000, p. 45). 

Gus Dur also attempted to show solidarity with Muslim nations. As a leader of the Nahdlatul 

Ulama (NU), the largest religious organization in Indonesia, it was expected that he would 

strengthen relations with Middle East countries and the Muslim World at large. However, 

Gus Dur also hoped that the rich Middle East countries, like Saudi Arabia and United Arab 

Emirates, would provide financial assistance in the spirit of the Muslim solidarity. 

 

According to Alwi Shihab, the then Indonesian Foreign Minister, Gus Dur followed an 

ecumenical foreign policy, whereby he endeavoured ‘to be on close terms with as many 

countries as possible based on mutual interests, respect and non-interference in each other’s 

domestic affairs’ (cited in Anwar 2003a, p. 5; Anwar 2005, p. 82). Nevertheless, Gus Dur’s 

foreign policy was criticized for lack of focus and direction. Anwar (2003a, p. 5) believes that 

Gus Dur tried to imitate Sukarno by attempting to establish ties with as many nations as 

possible in order to raise Indonesia’s international profile. In the first six months of his 

administration, Gus Dur made official trips to 25 countries. Through poor planning and trying 

to cover numerous countries in a short period of time, Gus Dur’s visits to many countries 
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tended to be more ceremonial than substantive (Anwar 2005, p. 82). His visit to Cuba simply 

soured his earlier goodwill visit to the US. Many of the promises of economic assistance and 

trade opportunities by foreign heads of governments often did not materialize at the end.  He 

was also criticized at home for his frequent trips overseas; for spending excessive amounts of 

public money which he was supposed to use to solve domestic political and economic 

problems. Gus Dur’s presidency was short lived, for he was ousted in 2001 by a no 

confidence vote at the People’s Consultative Assembly (MPR).  

 

Megawati succeeded Gus Dur at a time when Indonesia was experiencing a deepening 

economic crisis, an unstable political situation and many conflicts. Her foreign policy 

emphasized ASEAN as the cornerstone but also maintained close cooperation with the West. 

The main goal was to achieve economic recovery. In August 2001, soon after she took over 

from Gus Dur, Megawati went on a tour of ASEAN countries and met with the heads of 

governments which she considered important for Indonesia’s interests. Because Indonesia 

was no longer seen by other ASEAN countries as a leader in the region since the nation was 

weakened by economic crisis, Megawati admitted that her ASEAN tour had ‘brought home 

her country’s humiliating position’ (Anwar 2003b, p. 82).20

 

 

Megawati considered maintaining good relations with the West, in particular the US and 

Europe, was vital for Indonesia in terms of both economic and political reasons. Engagement 

with the IMF was restored after being derailed under Gus Dur who refused to bow to the 

conditions set by the IMF. Financial assistance from the IMF was again received by 

Indonesia. Restoring relations with the US was also given priority, as Indonesia anticipated 
                                                 
20 Malaysia was the last ASEAN country that Megawati visited, yet that visit had enormous repercussions for 
her. In Malaysia, Megawati was quoted as saying that ‘[i]f I were an ostrich, I would bury my head in the sand 
in shame … We have to ask for help. … Can you imagine how it feels asking help from your neighbours when 
you come from a country said to be the biggest in the region, and with the most potential?’ (Anwar 2003b, p. 
82). 
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that the US could provide much needed financial, economic and technical assistance. During 

Megawati’s visit to the US on the eve of the September 11, 2001 incident she managed to 

secure financial assistance from the US worth hundreds of millions of dollars to aid in the 

reform of the Indonesian military. The US also lifted its ban on sales of military hardware to 

Indonesia. In a quid pro quo situation, the US received Indonesia’s support in the fight 

against international terrorism. This was seen as a significant diplomatic victory given 

Indonesia has the largest Muslim population in the world. 

 

During the 2004 presidential election, Megawati was defeated by SBY. After a brief stint of 

civilian leadership comprised of Habibie, Gus Dur and Megawati which lasted not more than 

five years, this event marked the return of a former military man (desk general) who had a 

strong political base and gained popular support for the Presidency. With SBY’s 

administration, Indonesian foreign policy resembled that of Megawati’s government in that 

the primary focus was on ASEAN and the West. For this reason, it was perhaps no surprise 

that SBY retained Hassan Wirayuda, the Foreign Minister under Megawati. However, SBY 

additionally emphasized the importance of engaging the developing world, particularly the 

Muslim world. 

 

One pressing issue for the SBY’s administration was that of Indonesia’s territorial integrity, 

which had been threatened on several occasions in the post-Suharto era. Examples include, 

under Habibie, the loss of East Timor in 1999 and under Megawati, the loss of the disputed 

Sipadan and Ligitan Islands to Malaysia at the International Court of Justice (ICJ) in 2002. 

The dispute over the maritime area known as Ambalat and East Ambalat on the eastern side 

of East Kalimantan with Malaysia in 2005 was seen by the SBY administration as a direct 

challenge to Indonesia’s national integrity. So far, both Malaysian and Indonesian leaders 
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have agreed to solve the dispute through diplomacy rather than military force (further 

discussion in Chapter Five). SBY must be seen at home to be protecting Indonesian territory 

from further encroachment, in order to prevent possible secession of the provinces of Aceh 

and Irian Jaya. The SBY administration took initiatives and called back to the negotiating 

table GAM with Finland playing the role of mediator. A resolution was reached with GAM 

under which the Aceh province would enjoy more rights to govern its own territory. Earlier, 

Aceh province was allowed by the Indonesian government to implement Islamic syariah 

law.21

 

 

Like Suharto, SBY saw NAM as a launching pad to raise Indonesia’s prestige and image 

among developing countries. In April 2005, SBY invited heads of government and state to 

commemorate the 50th anniversary of the Bandung Conference. His intention was to revive 

the spirit of Bandung among NAM members. The earlier catalyst for uniting under a common 

cause was the fight against colonialism and struggle to achieve independence. The focus now 

was on the fight against global injustice in the forms of poverty and underdevelopment. The 

gathering to commemorate the 50th anniversary of Bandung Conference sparked calls for 

firstly greater unity among the developing south in order to face the developed north as equal 

partner; and secondly, to press for more representation for developing countries as permanent 

members of the UN Security Council. The gathering of many important leaders from 

developing countries, including China and India, has symbolized Indonesia’s new-found self-

confidence in international politics and boosted SBY’s leadership image.  

 

Under SBY, Indonesia cultivated a greater involvement with the Muslim World. There were 

several events which demonstrated this. For example, on the death of Yasser Arafat, SBY 

                                                 
21 Before the peace agreement, Aceh was granted the syariah law by the Indonesian government as a calculated 
strategy to undercut support for GAM. 
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attended a military funeral for Arafat in Cairo (Banyu Perwita 2007, p. 165). SBY wanted to 

show the international community that Indonesia supported the Palestinians’ struggle and the 

Muslim cause in the Middle East. During his visit to the US in May 2005, SBY made it clear 

to President Bush that while he strongly supported ‘War on Terror’, the West must be aware 

of the sensitivities of Muslims around the world if he wanted Muslims and non-Muslims to 

have a constructive dialogue. Moreover, SBY reactivated D8, which had become dormant 

due to the 1997 Asian economic crisis, by staging the second summit in Bali in May 2006 

(Banyu Perwita, 2007, pp. 59-60). The summit leaders agreed to strengthen economic co-

operation among member nations by encouraging trade between their private companies. 

Furthermore, SBY and his counterpart in Malaysia, Abdullah, proposed the convening of the 

Emergency Summit of the OIC in Kuala Lumpur in August 2006 which produced a 

declaration insisting that the UN take concrete steps to end Israel’s aggression on Lebanon 

(further discussion of the Islam factor in Chapter Six). 

 

Bilateral relations with Malaysia were impacted by various conflicts (such as Indonesian 

migrant workers, terrorism, haze and illegal logging issues, and maritime territorial disputes), 

but they were somewhat mitigated by a close personal relationship between SBY and his 

counterpart Abdullah as mentioned earlier.22

 

 On February 22, 2007 at Istana Merdeka, SBY 

presented Abdullah with Bintang Republik Indonesia Adi Perdana, the republic’s highest 

honour for foreign leaders (Said 2007, p. 1).  

Conclusion 

Since they became independent nations, Malaysian and Indonesian foreign policy, and the 

nature of bilateral relations, has evolved. Malaysian foreign policy has been defined by 
                                                 
22 According to M. Imran Hanafi, an Education and Cultural Attaché at the Indonesian Embassy in Kuala 
Lumpur, SBY and Pak Lah (nickname for Abdullah) were very humble, and there was little confrontation 
between them, unlike Pak Harto (Suharto) and Dr.M (Mahathir). Personal interview, 8 September 2006.  
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pragmatic responses towards changes in regional and global geopolitics and economy. Even 

though significant changes have been identified in Malaysian foreign policy, there have been 

consistencies over the last five decades. Among these changes are the shift from anti-

communist policy to relations with communist countries such as China; the pro-West 

ideology to claims of non-alignment; an emphasis on diplomacy in relation to other countries 

to more intense focus on economy and trade; and an emphasis on cooperation with 

Commonwealth member countries to a closer relationship with developing countries through 

South-South Cooperation, NAM, G15, G77, D8 and the OIC. In terms of policy elements 

which have remained constant, we can identify continued relations with the ASEAN 

countries; long-standing Islamic solidarity on issues affecting the Muslim states and societies, 

which eventually led to active participation in the OIC; the maintenance of a loose security 

cooperation under FPDA; and maintaining close economic and trade relations with the West.  

It is fair to say that Malaysia, with one of the most stable national political conditions in the 

developing world, and governed persistently by elites who were more or less influenced by 

the West, has not been a place to witness drastic or dramatic transformation in foreign policy.  

 

Changes in the evolving Indonesian foreign policy can be identified as the shift from a 

reluctance to develop relations with the Islamic World to become a member of OIC and 

concern over Islamic issues; the resumption of diplomatic ties with China in 1990 after these 

had been frozen for twenty four years; and from being silent in the international arena and 

ignored by other Third World countries in the first two decades of Suharto era, to later taking 

the initiative for greater participation, particularly in the developing world. On the other hand, 

continuation in foreign policy can be identified as the maintenance of a non-alignment stance; 

having ASEAN as the cornerstone of its foreign policy; and preserving Indonesia’s ‘sense of 

entitlement’ as a regional leader that should be consulted by neighbouring nations and a 
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player that needs to be recognized in broader international politics. In the context of bilateral 

relations between Malaysia and Indonesia, despite having many serious conflicts over the 

years, careful strategic calculation on both sides, from serumpun brotherhood to a growing 

economic and political interdependence, has ensured that diplomatic dialogue has been 

maintained. 

 

Three comparisons can be drawn from the discussion.  Firstly, both Malaysia and Indonesia 

claim a position of non-alignment. However Malaysia has been more pro-Western through its 

loose security alliance (FPDA) and its consistently close economic and trade relations with 

the Western World. Indonesia, on the other hand, has never really been an ally of the West or 

the Communist bloc, though it has considered the West to be very important in terms of the 

economic benefit and trade relations since the Suharto era. Secondly, while the majority of 

the population in Malaysia and Indonesia are Muslims, however unlike Malaysia, Indonesia 

has consistently refused to promote Islamic solidarity with other Muslim nations, despite its 

involvement in the OIC and concerns over issues affecting the Muslim world. Third, overall, 

compared to Malaysia, domestic political transformations have more manifestly influenced 

the evolution of Indonesia’s foreign policy due to the tumultuous nature of the country’s 

politics. The kind of dramatic change in foreign policy focus from Sukarno to Suharto was 

hard to imagine in the case of Malaysia because in fifty years Malaysia has never experienced 

a change of national government, only of leader. The post-Suharto foreign policy 

readjustment was also more significant than what has been observed in the post-Mahathir 

Malaysia. Still, it is clear that the leaders and their ideals were dominant in foreign policy 

making in both countries, and it is to this topic that the discussion is now turning.  
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Chapter 3  

The influence of leaders in Malaysian and Indonesian foreign policies and bilateral 

relations 

   

Introduction 

Whenever there is a change in leadership in a developing country, there is always speculation 

about the possibility of change in the direction of its foreign policy, more so than in the case 

of a more predictable Western democracy. Constructivists believe that the personal 

characteristics of leaders have a direct influence on their governments’ foreign policy and 

international behaviour (Mingst 2003, p. 133). There is an analytical need for a balanced 

relationship between ‘agent and structure’, whereby the agent (in this context a leader) has 

the capacity to act and make choices independently and can influence structure, and vice 

versa (Howard 2005, p. 5). Thus, agent and structure are complementary forces, where 

humans can change the social structure in which they live and the social structure has some 

bearing in shaping human behaviour. As pointed out in Chapter One, the long serving strong 

leaders like Mahathir and Suharto, among other factors, make Malaysia and Indonesia classic 

cases for a constructivist study of agency. 

 

This chapter examines idiosyncrasy and leadership style of the Malaysian and Indonesian 

leaders which have a profound impact on the formulation and implementation of the two 

states’ foreign policies. Idiosyncrasy is defined as ‘peculiarity of physical or mental 

constitution’ (Simpson & Weiner 1989, p. 623). It can be understood as an individual 

inclination which is peculiar to a person. In the context of foreign policy, Rosenau (1971, p. 

94) defines idiosyncrasy as many features of an individual behaviour that includes cultural 

values, beliefs, educational background, elements of social background, memories, 
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personality traits, and personal likes and dislikes. Leadership style is traced from examining 

the decisions taken by leaders when they occupied the nation’s top political office. The 

chapter also discusses the personal relationship between leaders from the two countries and 

the impact of these relationships on bilateral state relations. However, this chapter will first 

examine the influence of elite groups in the two countries’ foreign policy and political life in 

general, and review their traditional cultural beliefs surrounding the ruler-subject relations. 

This is to place leadership discussion into a broad historical and socio-political context, since 

top national leaders derive their considerable authority from such broad factors as well as 

their own personal traits and longevity in office – after all, leaders are from the elite groups 

and their roles are partly supported by traditional loyalty to rulers. Generally, the term ‘elite’ 

refers to individuals and groups that are located at the highest level of any given hierarchy, 

having better education, economic and social status than the average majority in the society. 

Foreign policy elite comprise largely the formal office holders in the foreign ministry and 

other related ministries who, in Malaysian and Indonesian cases, are based on unique ethnic 

and historical background. 

 

The first section discusses the historical background of foreign policy elite and traditional 

leadership cultures in both countries. The second section examines long serving leaders like 

Suharto and Mahathir in terms of their outlook on foreign policy, in particular their basic 

thoughts about foreign policy and the world affairs as well as their views on each other’s 

country and bilateral relations. At the same time, how they got those ideas and developed 

those policies is analyzed through their personal history and background including their 

formative years, which influenced their political thoughts and later their foreign policies. In a 

similar fashion, the third section examines more contemporary leaders like Habibie, Gus Dur, 

Megawati and SBY in Indonesia; and Abdullah in Malaysia (see Appendix 2 for the state 
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leaders and their time in office in the two countries since independence).  

 

Historical background of elite groups and traditional leadership cultures 

The political culture in both Malaysia and Indonesia is strictly hierarchical. It is crucial to 

understand why the ethnic Javanese in Indonesia, and the ethnic Malays in Malaysia, have 

dominated leadership positions in politics, the government, and in the ranks of foreign policy 

establishment. Neither country’s constitution states that only a Javanese can become the 

President, or only a Malay can be the Prime Minister. However, it is generally accepted by 

elites, political parties and people of different ethnic groups and religions that, in Indonesia 

the President should, indeed must, be ethnic Javanese23

 

 (in fact all have been with the 

exception of Sukarno, whose father is a Javanese whilst his mother is a Balinese, and the 

‘President by accident’ Habibie, whose father is of Bugis origin whilst his mother is 

Javanese.). In Malaysia, the Prime Minister must be an ethnic Malay. Similarly, the foreign 

policy elite in both nations have been drawn largely from the ranks of the Javanese and 

Malays. 

Elite group influence on foreign policy in Malaysia and Indonesia 

The political culture of the Indonesian foreign policy elite, developed within a context of 

Javanese traditions and values, is an important factor in shaping the policy. The Indonesian 

political elite, especially the foreign policy elite, are mostly Javanese abangan (defined 

                                                 
23  According to Crouch (1988, p. 165) “(w)ith 65 per cent of the population living in the island of Java and the 
Javanese ethnic group making up 45 per cent of the population – far more than the next largest community – it 
has become conventional wisdom to assume that Indonesia’s top leader will continue, like Sukarno and Suharto, 
to be Javanese.” Moreover, Yusuf Kalla (the former Indonesian Vice President) denied any presidential 
ambition on the grounds that he could not compete with SBY because he is not Javanese (he is a Bugis from 
South Sulawesi) (Ward 2005, p. 4). The recent Indonesian presidential elections on July 8, 2009 saw an 
overwhelming Javanese influence on the candidates. SBY from Partai Demokrat (PD) teamed up with Boediono 
(both Javanese); Megawati from Partai Demokrasi Indonesia-Perjuangan (PDI-P) with Prabowo Subianto (both 
Javanese); and Yusuf Kalla (Bugis) from Partai Golkar with Wiranto (Javanese). Jusuf Kalla was chosen by his 
party to attract the non-Javanese voters which comprised 30 per cent of the Indonesian voters but kept on along 
the convention by having a Javanese as his running team-mate as vice president (Indonesian Election Watch 
2009, May 2009, p. 1).   
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below) and secular nationalists. The abangan also includes elites from the outer islands off 

Java (i.e. outside of Java), albeit to a lesser extent. Very few people from other ethnic groups 

such as the Acehnese, Bataks, Bugis, Boyan, Dayaks, Malays, Minangkabau and Papuans 

have traditionally been accepted to work in the Indonesian Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 

  

Indonesianists commonly define the Javanese ethnic group into two. Firstly there are the 

majority liberal Muslim Javanese, or abangan, who still hold indigenous beliefs and a 

mixture of Islamic and Hindu beliefs. Secondly there are those who are strict followers of 

Islam, or santri, who are the minority (Suryadinata 1996, p. 10).24 The Javanese abangan 

have a strong belief in the traditional Hindu Javanese culture which they consider to be 

superior to the culture of other ethnic groups. During the Dutch rule, many of the priyayi 

from the abangan group consolidated their role as administrators and military officers.25 

They were often accused of colluding with the Dutch to suppress indigenous rebellions. 

Sukarno, Suharto, Megawati and SBY are all from the Javanese abangan group, and it is no 

surprise that many bureaucrats and military leaders are also from that group.26

                                                 
24  Jalaluddin Rahmat, a leading Indonesian Muslim scholar, suggests that Indonesian Muslims as a whole 
(including both Javanese and other ethnic groups) should be categorized by their knowledge of Islam and their 
regularity in practicing the teaching. Thus Rahmat has presented five categories of Indonesian Muslims namely; 
(1) those who declare themselves to be Muslim, but know little, if anything, about Islam; (2) those who practice 
formal ibadah (religious rituals) such as shalat (mandatory prayer), zakah (tax), shaum (fasting), and hajj 
(pilgrimage to Mecca), (3) those who possess adequate knowledge about Islamic teaching; (4) those who try to 
conduct themselves according to Islamic teachings, and (5) those who are involved ideologically with Islam and 
seek to present it as a alternative way of life. The ambition of this final group is to create a truly Islamic society 
based on syariah (Sukma 1999, p. 8). He also argues that the majority of Indonesian Muslims sit in the first 
category. The second category is difficult to estimate and the last three categories are in the minority. For a 
quantitative and conceptual scrutiny of Indonesian Muslims, see Sukma (1999). 

 It has been 

claimed that under the Suharto administration, Javanese abangan were preferred for the posts 

25  Based on socio-economic status, Abdulgani-Knapp (2007, p. 17) divides the Javanese people into three 
groups, namely, the farmers and low income earners in the city (known as wong cilik), the educated or 
intellectual and the government bureaucrats (known as priyayi), and the aristocrats (known as ndara). 
26  According to Suryadinata (2002, p. 3-4) “… in the 1970s and the 1980s, more than 70 per cent of the key 
positions in the military were held by the Javanese. Even administrative and bureaucratic positions were filled 
by this ethnic group. Although the number of non-Javanese holding key positions in the bureaucracy and the 
military has increased significantly over the years, the perception of Javanese domination persists. Apart from 
B. J. Habibie (1998-99), all the Indonesian Presidents, including Megawati Sukarnoputri, have been Javanese. It 
is interesting to note that many non-Javanese Indonesians, after living an extended period of time in Java, have 
become ‘Javanized’. They often think and behave like the Javanese”. 



53 
 

of governor and military officers over elites from other ethnic groups.27

  

 The Javanese santri 

are more pious followers of the Islamic faith and are particularly active in the business sector. 

Their numbers are slightly smaller than the abangan. The fourth Indonesian President, Gus 

Dur, is from the santri group.  

According to Suryadinata (1996, p. 8) ‘(t)he struggle between the abangan and santri 

Javanese in politics is reflected in the conflict between the Pancasila group and political 

Islam’. In preparation for the 1945 independence, Sukarno was able to persuade the 

Indonesians to accept Pancasila ideology, which promised religious pluralism even though at 

that time 87 per cent of Indonesians were Muslims. In drafting the Indonesian constitution, 

prominent santri leaders such as Wahid Hasyim and Kahar Muzakkir  from Nahdatul Ulama 

(NU) and Ki Bagus Hadikusomo from Muhammadiyah had been instrumental in the 

inclusion of a clause that “.. the President of Indonesia should be an indigenous person who is 

a Muslim” and the first Pancasila principle amended from ‘Belief in One God’ to “Belief in 

One Almighty God, with the obligation to carry out the Islamic syariat (syariah) for its 

adherents” (Suryadinata 2002, p. 10-11; Elson, 2009, p.111-112). The draft constitution was 

approved by the members of BPUPKI (a Japanese-organized committee for granting 

independence to Indonesia) and known as the Jakarta Charter (Piagam Jakarta). However, 

many Javanese abangan and non-Muslims refused to accept the Jakarta Charter. In order to 

achieve unity, Sukarno announced on 10 July 1945 that there would be some changes to the 

draft Constitution. The Constitution announced by Sukarno in August 1945 did not include in 

the first principle of Pancasila “Beief in One Almighty God”, the clause that the president 

should be a Muslim, and the obligation to carry out the syariah for its adherents (Suryadinata 
                                                 
27 Dato Ahmad Moktar, Deputy Secretary General of ASEAN (Jakarta, 2001-2003), claimed that ‘the 
Indonesian leadership – if you want to be in the elite in-group you have to conform to Javanese culture, norms 
and morals. Elites from the outer islands (outside of Java) are slowly being pushed out of the elite group. Now, 
in the military, almost all Generals are Javanese but not before’. Personal interview. Kuala Lumpur, 8 
September 2006. 
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2002, p. 11). During Sukarno’s and later Suharto’s leadership, Pancasila as national ideology 

was supported by elite groups from non-Javanese backgrounds as well as non-Muslims in 

Indonesia. In 1985, Suharto imposed a presidential decree that all political parties must 

adhere to the sole ideology of Pancasila. As such, the Javanese santri’s aspiration for 

political Islam to be the guiding principle for the Indonesian state suffered a setback.  

 

Under Suharto’s leadership, the dominant abangan political culture, with its emphasis on 

Pancasila ideology, was reflected in Indonesian foreign policy, especially in the early post-

Cold War period. It is significant that during this time Indonesia was eager to be the leader of 

NAM rather than OIC.28

 

 In relation to issues concerning Muslim countries and peoples 

around the world, the Suharto government preferred to champion their causes on the grounds 

of national independence, rather than religion. It wasn’t until SBY’s presidency did Islam 

begin to gain a strong foothold in Indonesian foreign policy (See Chapter Six for an elaborate 

analysis of Islam and foreign policy). 

Another important aspect of the Javanese elites that has had an impact on foreign policy is 

their emotional perception that Indonesia, and in particular the island of Java, lies at the 

centre of the region. The old kingdoms of Southeast Asia influenced by Hindu-Buddhist 

religions, such as the Srivijaya in Sumatra, and the Majapahit and Mataram in Java often had 

a concept of god-king and entertained an ethnocentric perception of superiority. The Javanese 

elites saw Mount Semeru in Java as the highest mountain in the world. Javanese kings often 

took the titles Paku Alam (‘The Nail of the Universe’), Mangkubumi (‘Holder of the 

Universe’) and Hamengkubuwono (‘Controller of the Universe’) (Suryadinata 1996, p. 10). 

                                                 
28  See p. 38 on the important of NAM rather than OIC as the launcing pad for Suharto to increase Indonesia’s 
image and prestige at the international stage. Despite Suharto decision to invite Yasser Arafat (PLO) to Jakarta 
in 1991 and his visit to the war torn Bosnia Hezegovina in 1992 but all were done in the capacity of him being 
the NAM chairman.    
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The special province (daerah istimewa) of Yogyakarta is considered to be the cradle of 

Javanese culture where the descendent of the Solo King still lives and governs, taking the title 

Hamengkubowono (In fact Hamengkubuwono IX  was the Vice-President during 1973-78). 

Suharto himself was also born in Pancitan, Yogyakarta. Based on the traditional Javanese 

beliefs (Kejawen), the rulers of Solo and Yogyakarta had a spiritual bride known as Nyai 

Roro Kidul, the Queen of the Southern Ocean. During the Dutch colonial period, many 

sultans or kings, and the Indonesian elites were forced to collaborate with the colonizer, in 

administering the areas. However, the Dutch focused on economic exploitation and allowed 

the sultans and kings to maintain their Javanese palaces (kraton) and Kejawen. The Dutch 

also allowed the retention of traditional ruler-subject relations as a means to maintain law and 

order in the region. Since then, many of the sons and daughters of the sultans and the 

Indonesian elites became senior administrators and military officers during the period of 

Dutch rule and after independence. This partly helps to explain why the Indonesian elites, 

especially the Javanese foreign policy elites, hold a traditional world view and a ‘sense of 

entitlement’ which holds that Indonesia is destined to retain a leadership role in regional and 

world affairs. Leaders since Sukarno saw Indonesia as a ‘natural leader’. 

 

A study of Indonesian Foreign Ministers since independence shows that many were of 

Javanese origin and were secular nationalists, as indicated in Table 2. The installation of a 

Javanese president heightens the possibility that the Foreign Minister will also be a Javanese. 

However, there remain several exceptions in the appointment of Foreign Ministers - Adam 

Malik, Ali Alatas and Alwi Shihab came from non-Javanese background. In the early Suharto 

regime, Adam Malik, a Mandiling, was appointed as Foreign Minister because Suharto 

wanted to use Malik’s close family connection with Malaysia to end the Confrontation. In the 

post-Cold War era, Suharto appointed Ali Alatas, a descendent of a Betawi/Hadhrami Arab, 
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with the hope that Alatas would be able to muster support from the Arab nations to get 

Indonesia selected as NAM’s chairman and accepted as a new member of OIC.  Gus Dur 

chose Alwi Shihab, also descendent of a Hadhrami Arab, because of his close contacts with 

Middle Eastern countries, particularly Saudi Arabia. Gus Dur wanted to use Alwi Shibab’s 

connection with the rich Middle Eastern countries to win financial aid (Suryadinata, 1996, p. 

11).  
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Table 2   Ethnicity of Indonesian Presidents and Foreign Ministers since independence 

Presidents Ethnicity Foreign Minister Ethnicity 
Sukarno Javanese/Balinese Ahmad Subardjo 

Haji Agus Salim 
Moh. Roem 
Mukarto Notowidagdo 
Sunarjo 
Anak Agung Gde Agung 
Roeslan Abdulgani 
Dr. Subandrio 

Javanese 
Minangkabau 
Javanese 
Javanese 
Javanese 
Balinese 
Javanese29

Javanese 
 

 
Suharto  Javanese Adam Malik 

Mochtar Kusumatmaadja 
Ali Alatas 

Mandiling 
Sundanese 
Betawi/Hadhrami 
Arab30

 
 

Habibie   Bugis/Javanese Ali Alatas Betawi/Hadhrami  
Arab 
 

Abdurrahman Wahid Javanese Alwi Shihab Hadhrami Arab31

 
 

Megawati  
Sukarnoputri  

Javanese Hassan Wirayuda Javanese 

Susilo Bambang  
Yudhoyono 

Javanese Hassan Wirayuda Javanese 

Source: Abdul Samad 2001, Abdulgani-Knapp 2007, Conceicao 2005 & Leifer 1983. 

 

The Malaysian political elites, especially those involved in the formulation of foreign policy, 

are predominantly ethnic Malays. Malaysia is a multi-ethnic society yet positions in 

government offices, especially the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, are predominantly occupied 

                                                 
29 Roeslan Abdulgani was born in East Java. The Javanese in East Java are more santri and less influenced by 
Hindu-Java as Javanese in Central Java. Ethnically the Javanese from East and Central Java are known as 
Javanese. 
30 Ali Alatas was born in Batavia on November 4, 1932. He was educated in Batavia and earned his law degree 
from the University of Indonesia in 1956. The people who were born in Batavia (now Jakarta) from Arab, 
Javanese or Minangkabau descents were often referred to as Betawi. Ali Alatas was also identified to come 
from the Hadhrami Arab descent. 
31 Alwi Shihab was not a Betawi as he was born in Rappang, South Sulawesi on August 19, 1946 and spent 
most of his childhood in Sulawesi and study years outside Indonesia. He was identified to come from the 
Hadhrami Arab descent. His father was a dean at IAIN Alauddin in Makassar, South Sulawesi. He was sent to 
Cairo, Egypt by his father to continue his high school and later completed a bachelor degree from Al-Azhar 
University in 1968. He earned a PhD from University of Ain Shams, Cairo, Egypt in 1990. He went to the 
Temple University, USA and completed his M.A. in 1992. He also completed his second PhD from the same 
university in 1995 and worked as assistant professor for the Department of Religion.  
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by Malays who are always given preference over other ethnic groups. The posts of Prime 

Minister and Foreign Minister have been held solely by Malays since independence (see 

Table 3). Specifically, the Malay elite group from the ruling Alliance Party in Malaya has 

controlled the foreign policy. Of all major ethnically based parties which formed the Alliance 

Party in 1951, United Malays National Organization (UMNO) dominates (the other major 

parties are Malaysian Chinese Association or MCA, for the ethnic Chinese; Malaysian Indian 

Congress, or MIC, for the ethnic Indians). In 1973 the Alliance Party was renamed the 

National Front Party (BN).32

 

 All Prime Ministers, Deputy Prime Ministers and Foreign 

Ministers have been drawn from UMNO ranks. Malays from UMNO make up the Malaysian 

foreign policy elite in general. As a result, foreign policy of Malaysia reflects the interests of 

UMNO and the Malay ethnic group more than any other political party, hence a strong 

emphasis on relations with Muslim countries via active participation in OIC and D8. Tunku 

and Razak took both the post of Prime Minister and Foreign Minister (Nair 1997, p. 81). 

More recently, the government has had a separate Foreign Minister, yet the Prime Minister, 

as has always been the case, still continues to play a major role in foreign policy formulation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
32 As of August 2009, BN component parties are UMNO, MCA, MIC, Malaysian People’s Movement Party 
(GERAKAN), People’s Progressive Party (PPP) - from Peninsular Malaysia;  Parti Pesaka Bumiputera Bersatu 
(PBB), Sarawak United People’s Party (SUPP), Sarawak Pogressive Democratic Party (SPDP), Sarawak 
People’s Party (PRS) – from Sarawak; and Parti Bersatu Sabah (PBS), Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) and 
United Pasokmomogun Kadazandusun Murut Organization (UPKO) – from Sabah.  



59 
 

Table 3   Ethnicity of Malaysian Prime Ministers and Foreign Ministers since independence 

Prime  
Minister 

Ethnicity Foreign Minister Ethnicity 

Tunku Abdul Rahman Malay Tunku Abdul Rahman* 
Dr Ismail Abdul Rahman 

Malay 
Malay 

Abdul Razak Hussein Malay Abdul Razak Hussein* 
Tengku Ahmad Rithaudeen 
Muhammad Ghazali Shafie 

Malay 
Malay 
Malay 
 

Mahathir Mohamad Malay Tengku Ahmad Rithaudeen 
Rais Yatim 
Abu Hassan Omar  
Abdullah Ahmad Badawi  
Syed Hamid Albar 

Malay 
Malay 
Malay 
Malay 
Malay 
 

Abdullah Ahmad Badawi Malay Syed Hamid Albar 
Rais Yatim 

Malay 
Malay 
 

 Source: Kumaraseri 1995, Nair 1997, Selat 2006, Wariya 2004 & Yaakub 2003. 
* Holding the posts of Prime Minister and Foreign Minister. 
 

Foreign Minister is not only a government official but also holds the position of either 

President, Deputy President, or is a member, of the Supreme Council, the leading policy 

making body of UMNO. The Foreign Ministry is usually in agreement with the Cabinet and 

the Prime Minister, which is an indication of the similarity in background and 

complementarity in skills among the senior civil servants and political leaders.  

 

This discussion has demonstrated that elite groups in Malaysia and Indonesia, in particular 

those involved in foreign policy since independence, have been largely Malays and Javanese 

abangan respectively. Furthermore, the prime minister in Malaysia and president in 

Indonesia have a great deal of control in foreign policy decision making. For these reasons it 

is critical to understand the leaders’ idiosyncrasies and the manner in which these influence 

foreign policy.  
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Leaders in the Javanese and Malay cultures 

The cosmology of the Javanese is collectivist in that society is conceptualized as a large 

‘family’ who share in a set of mutual obligations. The social hierarchy is structured such that 

these obligations vary depending on one’s status within the society. It is expected that some 

will perform a leadership role while others will be followers and conform to their authority. 

The traditional Javanese kings of Majapahit, Salindera and Mataram, for example, are often 

measured in terms of their wealth, the size of their kingdom and army, the faithfulness of 

their officials and subjects and their ability to control the socio-economic and other aspects of 

the lives of their subjects and the courts (Sebastian 2006, p. 10). In addition, kesaktian 

(‘supernatural power’) of the leaders is said to guarantee that the welfare and security of the 

King’s subjects are protected.  

 

The temporal and spiritual powers of the Javanese kings have been the inspiration for modern 

leaders in Indonesia. The first five Indonesian Presidents were also said to have consulted 

spiritual advisers to assist them in making important decisions (Mydans 2001, p. 10). In the 

context of having a connection with the supernatural power, all Indonesian Presidents from 

Sukarno to SBY have been known to have made frequent visits to holy places, tombs, caves, 

mountaintops and ancient ruins in Java. Suharto was imagined by many Javanese to have 

gained wahyu (or mandate from heaven) to lead the nation through his wife, Raden Ayu Siti 

Hartinah (Ibu Tien), a descendant of the Mangkunegaran royal court in Solo, Central Java. 

However, since Ibu Tien’s death in 1996 Suharto was said to have lost the link to the wahyu 

(Mydans 2008).33

                                                 
33 With the 1997 marriage of Suharto’s youngest son, Hutomo Mandala Putra to Raden Ayu Ardhia Pramesti 
Regita Cahyani, a royal princess from the Mangkunegoro dynasty in Solo, many Javanese believed the wahyu 
came back to Suharto for a short while until he stepped down (Loveard 1999, p. 72). 

 Thus, the Javanese traditionally believe that kesaktian and wahyu are two 

important elements needed by leaders to ensure the continuing loyalty and support from their 
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people.34

 

  

Similarly, in the belief system of the Malays, the rulers and leaders were perceived as 

possessing mystical powers. Again, as in Indonesia, the ruler was seen as a provider of the 

peoples and their well being was vital to the welfare of those subjects. When Hinduism came 

to the Malay Archipelago, the Malay rulers, especially in the Peninsular Malaysian states of 

Kedah, Perlis and Perak, adopted this mystical cosmology which associated them with Hindu 

gods. As such, many ceremonies and rituals in the courts of the ruler can be traced back to 

Hindu practices. Later Islam came to the Malay Peninsular via Arab and Indian merchants 

who docked ports along the peninsular, notably in Kuala Terengganu, Malacca and Patani. 

The particular form of Islam that arrived did not condone the existence of the leadership 

culture that combined indigenous and Hindu traditions (before Islam, most of the rulers were 

called Raja or Maharaja – in fact the ruler in the state of Perlis still uses the title Raja) 

(Shome 2000, p. 1). Instead, according to Sejarah Melayu (Malay Annals), written during the 

Malacca Empire in the fifteenth century, Malay subjects were expected to be bound to their 

rulers by a social contract: 

If any ruler puts a single one of his subjects to shame (memberi aib), that shall 
be a sign that his kingdom will be destroyed by Almighty God. Similarly it has 
been granted by Almighty God to Malay subjects that they shall never be 
disloyal or treacherous to their rulers, even if their rulers behave evilly or 
inflict injustice upon them (cited in Andaya & Andaya 2001, p. 47). 

 

The Malays still believe that the rajas and sultans have daulat (spiritual potency), based on 

their royal lineage. If the subjects derhaka (or disloyal to the sultan or king), they could be 

cursed through the daulat of the sultans.  

 

                                                 
34  For further discussion on the Javanese concept of power and the terms of kesaktian (or sakti) and wahyu, see 
Chalmers (2006, pp. 7-9).  
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In modern Malaysia, some elements of tradition have been preserved, reinterpreted and 

adapted. Today Malay leaders especially the politicians and the constitutional monarchy - the 

sultans, often talk about the need for the Malays to patuh (or follow their leaders’ order) and 

religion and never to commit any act of derhaka to their leaders. The Malay sultans still have 

the right to bar any of their subjects from entering their states if the subjects have been known 

to commit an act of derhaka against the sultans. In fact, during the annual UMNO General 

Assembly, Malay politicians often stressed the need to be patuh and not to be derhaka to 

their leaders and the Prime Minister by opposing them in the party’s election.  

 

The impact of individual leaders on foreign policy 

As argued at the outset, elite groups’ political significance and traditional leadership cultures 

provide a useful general context for discussing individual national leaders’ foreign policy 

influence. Built upon that general premise, personal factors of those leaders, such as 

background, personality, political style, should be considered, particularly in the cases of 

those long-serving leaders. Significantly, most of the leaders in both Malaysia and Indonesia 

have taken a keen personal interest in foreign policy. Anwar (2003a, p. 4) argues that 

‘(a)lthough Indonesia’s foreign policy is guided by a certain set of principles, formula and 

areas of priorities that are already well-established, the implementation of foreign policy is 

also influenced by the policy, style and idiosyncrasy of a particular president’. The following 

discussion scrutinizes the impact of individual leaders, starting with those long serving ones 

(Mahathir and Suharto). The analysis will begin by examining the leaders’ outlook on foreign 

policy and the general world through several selected policies as examples. Idiosyncrasies 

and political style of each leader will be discussed in order to help understand the way their 

personality influences their approaches to foreign policy. It must be admitted that to 

understand idiosyncrasies of individual leaders is a daunting task, and can be very subjective. 
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Long serving leaders: Mahathir 

Mahathir’s assertive and activist foreign policy includes expanding relations with the 

developing world, criticizing the West, and strongly supporting Asian solidarity. This 

reflected his desire to play a leading role in regional and global arenas. Mahathir also 

considered Indonesia as the single most important country in Malaysia’s bilateral relations, 

although he wanted to put an end to the perception of Malaysia as the younger brother of 

Indonesia by promoting Malaysian ideals and agendas in international forums.  

 

The Mahathir administration was distinctive in that the policy making became increasingly 

centralized under the Prime Minister’s Office. As such, from the time Mahathir took office in 

1981 until his retirement in 2003, Malaysian foreign policy bore much of his ‘personal 

stamp’. Mahathir had a strong character and often made his own decisions without prior 

consultation with his cabinet members or other foreign leaders. Examples include the ‘Buy 

British Last’, ‘Look East’ and Antarctica policies. Musa Hitam, the former Deputy Prime 

Minister under Mahathir, described the latter in the following terms: 

 
… the current prime minister  ... says like the good doctor that he is, ‘this is 
good for you, take it’…. The problem with Dr Mahathir is he is crass, rough 
and hard. This man pushes things down your throat (cited in Khoo 1992, p. 
60). 

 

Similarly, Mahathir often made known his proposals without consulting other leaders. For 

example, he proposed the EAEG without prior consultation with other ASEAN members. In 

1990, Mahathir first proposed the idea during an official visit to Beijing. In February 1991, 

Malaysia tried to include the EAEG proposal on the agenda of ASEAN Senior Economic 

Officials’ Meeting, but it was blocked by Indonesia. It was later revealed that Suharto 

opposed Mahathir’s idea, preferring that ASEAN enhance intra-organizational cooperation. 

Liow (2005a, p. 142) has argued that ‘(b)eneath this economic logic however, lay deep-seated 
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reasons. Like the diplomacy of Tunku before him, Mahathir’s EAEG proposal was made 

without prior consultation with Jakarta’. This implies that Mahathir did not learn the lesson 

from Tunku’s failure to consult Sukarno on the formation of Malaysia. There is an ‘older 

brother’, younger brother’ perception among Malaysian and Indonesian leaders and elite 

groups, whereby it is thought that the younger brother (Malaysia) should consult the older 

brother (Indonesia) in matters concerning both.35

 

 Mahathir however, attempted to put an end 

to this perception. 

Mahathir had always been skeptical and critical of the West, as vividly demonstrated by his 

‘Buy British Last’ policy, ‘Look East’ policy, and his refusal to seek financial assistance from 

the IMF. In the first case, after six months in office Mahathir downgraded Malaysia’s 

economic relations with Britain.36

                                                 
35   The issue of the perception regarding older and younger brother between Malaysia and Indonesia has been 
mentioned by several scholars but it was not discussed in depth. Among them were Anwar (1994, pp. 228-229); 
Suryadinata (1996, pp. 69-74); Liow (2005a, pp. 26&165); and Harun (2006, p. 50). 

 This policy was intended as a protest against the former 

colonial master for a number of issues. The British trade practices often disregard its former 

colonies and bypassed Malaysia after it joined the European Economic Community (EEC). 

Malaysia was also disappointed when Britain gave special treatment to students from 

developed EEC countries through lower tuition fees while increasing the fees to students 

from developing countries. This inequality angered the Malaysian government, because at 

that time 15,500 Malaysian students were studying in Britain. Malaysia was also angered 

when Britain accused the Malaysian government of trying to nationalize British companies 

through buying shares in the London Stock Exchange and becoming a majority shareholder 

in certain companies. In one incident, a Malaysian government-supported agency, the 

National Investment Board, bought 26 percent of shares in a plantation group, Guthries, 

36 Under the ‘Buy British Last’ policy, Malaysia would not give special priority to importing British products 
and to investors from that country but would try to find the same products from other countries and attract other 
investors. Products from Britain would only be imported if they could not be found elsewhere (Wariya 1989, p. 
54). 
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which was a British multinational company, increasing its share to 51 percent in the so- 

called ‘down raid’ at the London Stock Exchange (Waryia 1989, p. 58). Malaysia’s action 

was legal as there was no law restricting an agency or a company from buying a majority 

share in the London Stock Exchange. However, the British government accused Malaysia of 

nationalizing a British company, which Mahathir took as an insult and double standard (Selat 

2006, p. 23). ‘Had the British done such a thing in non-white countries, Mahathir believed, 

the British media would praise the takeover as ingenious and original instead of sneaky and 

underhanded’ (Lee Poh Ping 2004, p. 320). The British government later made it hard for 

potential takeover raids by tightening the London Stock Exchange rules. 

 

Mahathir introduced a ‘Look East’ policy in February 1982 at the Fifth Annual Conference of 

Malaysia-Japan Economic Association in Kuala Lumpur (INTAN 1988, p. 99). For Mahathir, 

the West was not the sole repository of knowledge, training and education. Malaysia would 

strengthen its relations with countries in East Asia like Japan, South Korea and Taiwan, so 

that it could learn from these stronger economies. The ‘Look East’ policy didn’t mean 

Malaysia would simply neglect the West, but what Mahathir wanted was to think globally in 

terms of foreign relations, technology transfer and economic opportunities. 

 

During the Asian financial and economic crisis of late 1997, Mahathir accused western 

currency speculators of being the culprits causing these problems. He showed his displeasure 

when the IMF tried to dictate to the countries that were affected by the crisis (South Korea, 

Thailand and Indonesia) to accept harsh conditions in return for IMF financial assistance.  
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Dr Mahathir referred to ‘sinister powers’ who were using their economic 
might to weaken developing countries. These neo-colonialists wanted nations 
like Malaysia to ‘bow down and end up being debtors to them’ so they could 
dictate what Malaysians should or should not do. He accused the West of a 
conspiracy to bring down governments in South-East Asia (Stewart 2003, p.  
4).  

 

Malaysia refused to accept IMF assistance, preferring instead to peg its currency to the US 

dollar and made the ringgit (Malaysian currency) worthless outside Malaysia. Malaysia also 

sought financial assistance from Japan and other rich Middle Eastern countries. Through 

these methods, Malaysia was able to get out of the crisis faster than the IMF-assisted 

countries. 

 

Mahathir was strongly supportive of Asian solidarity. This was demonstrated in his proposal 

for the establishment of an Asian economic group known as EAEG. Through the EAEG, 

Mahathir wanted East Asian states to speak as one voice on international economic matters. 

EAEG was later changed to EAEC and gained endorsement by ASEAN. Mahathir also 

proposed the formation of an ASEAN+3 group to strengthen the East Asian economy. The 

idea was similar to EAEG in that its objective was to build an East Asian ‘common stand for 

a common problem caused by the restricted trade practices of the rich’ (Saravanamutu 2004, 

p. 310).  

  

Mahathir considered Indonesia as an important neighbour and wanted to nurture a ‘special 

relationship’ between the two serumpun brotherhood countries, although Mahathir did not 

feel that Malaysia should be overshadowed by Indonesia acting as an ‘older brother’. 

Mahathir was not without criticism of Suharto’s rule particularly, after the fall of the New 

Order regime. For example, at the UMNO general assembly in 1999 Mahathir boasted that 

unlike the leader’s children in a ‘neighbouring country’, his own children had never benefited 
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from his political position (Stewart 2003, p. 73). However, reflecting his West bashing, 

Mahathir was fast to defend Indonesia in the East Timor issue, blaming the West and its 

media for its breakup. For Mahathir, the West had never accepted Indonesia’s annexation of 

East Timor in 1975. Yet because Indonesia opposed communism, and there was fear in the 

West at that time that East Timor would become another Cuba, the West closed its eyes. 

Mahathir claimed that,  

It is well-known that the West would like to see Indonesia broken up into 
smaller countries. …And so when the currency crisis plunged Indonesia into 
political and economic turmoil and Suharto was overthrown, the West seized 
the opportunity to … break up Indonesia. This time the focus is on East Timor, 
Irian Jaya, Aceh and Sulawesi where there are rumblings against the Central 
Government. East Timor presented the best possibility for this new attempt 
(Mohamad 2002, pp. 61-62).   

 

However, Mahathir, being pragmatic, later changed his stance when, during a referendum 

under the Habibie administration, the East Timorese showed they overwhelmingly wanted 

independence. Mahathir even sent Malaysian troops to East Timor (now known as Timor 

Leste) under the UN peace keeping forces and supported the country’s bid to be the eleventh 

member of ASEAN in 2002.  

 

Mahathir’s outlook on foreign policy can be traced to his personality, political ideology and 

leadership style. His formative years had a significant impact on shaping his political 

thoughts and later his foreign policy. Some of the factors which served to mould Mahathir’s 

approach include his father’s influence, the colonial experience, Japanese occupation, his 

early years in UMNO and diplomatic practice prior to Prime Ministership. Mahathir 

Mohamad was born on December 20, 1925 in Alor Setar, Kedah to an elite Malay family. His 

father Mohamad Iskandar was the first Malay to become the headmaster of an English school 

in Alor Setar. He was a strict disciplinarian, treating students equally whether they were rich 

or poor. Tunku, the first Prime Minister of Malaysia, was a pupil of Mahathir’s father and 
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remembered the day when he was ordered not to wear the regalia of royalty to school. The 

main reason for this is that Mohamad Iskandar did not want any student to rank higher and 

look more important than the others (Morais 1982, p. 5). 

 

Mahathir received his early education from a Malay School, Seberang Perak, in Alor Setar, 

and then continued his study at the Sultan Abdul Hamid College. During the Japanese 

occupation of Malaya 1942-1945, he refused to work with the Japanese. In 1946, he joined 

the new political party UMNO which fought against the establishment of the ‘Malayan 

Union’ by the British, whose scheme would have reduced the power of the sultans and the 

rights of the Malays.  Mahathir also contributed his articles to newspapers, especially the 

Straits Times and the Sunday Times, under the pen-name of ‘C. H. E. Det’. His articles often 

concentrated on the plight of the rural Malays. He was also known to be interested in world 

affairs. In college, Mahathir was the editor of the school magazine Darulaman. In December 

1954, he wrote an editorial about his idealistic vision of the world:  

 
Humanity is on the threshold of the greatest Age of all – the Age of Atomic 
Energy, and we, as members of the human race pray and hope that this 
revolutionary energy will be turned to peaceful usage. We hope this marvelous 
discovery will enhance the progress of mankind, raise the standard of living 
and maintain peace even as it stopped war (quoted in Pathmanathan & Lazarus 
1984, p. 9). 

 

His interest in writing ensures that many of his official speeches, especially with regards to 

foreign policy, Islam and economy, were not written by individuals or institutions at his 

disposal but drafted and written by himself (Hng Hung Yong 1998, p. 15; Khoo Boo Teik 

1995, pp. 10-12). Mahathir was known among his friends for his diligence and his 

disciplinarian qualities which he inherited from his father. At the same time, his early 

childhood experiences, including humiliation under British and Japanese colonialism, and the 

influence of his father installed in him the conviction that all peoples should be treated 
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equally. This was evident in his opposition to the apartheid policy in South Africa, his 

displeasure at Indonesia’s perception of Malaysia as younger brother, and the strong support 

he gave for the welfare and rights of developing countries in the North-South dichotomy. 

There was no doubt that Mahathir saw British colonization as the main reason for the 

backwardness and dilemmas experienced by the Malay ethnic group.  

 

Mahathir’s education and professional background differed greatly from that of his three 

predecessors, Tunku, Razak and Hussein, who all received their education abroad, were 

trained as lawyers and influenced by the lifestyles and belief systems in England, and thus 

tended to be familiar with and accept the West. Compared with them, Mahathir often showed 

a distrust of the West. He once said that he wanted to be a lawyer, but he could not secure a 

scholarship from the colonial British government because he did not receive the right 

recommendations from his teachers, even though he achieved good marks. Instead, he studied 

at the University of Malaya in Singapore where he obtained a medical degree and served the 

government as a medical officer in Alor Setar, Perlis and Langkawi from 1954-1957. During 

the early years of independence, Mahathir showed his dissatisfaction with the Tunku 

government’s decision to continue the defence pact under AMDA which allowed the British 

to keep its troops in the country. He was also opposed to the selection of the song Terang 

Bulan as Malaysia’s national anthem as he felt the song was ‘too sentimental’ (Maidin 1994, 

p. 13). Mahathir’s criticism of the Tunku government earned him the reputation as a ‘Malay 

Ultra’ and he was expelled from UMNO.37

                                                 
37  When he was expelled Mahathir wrote the Malay Dilemma in 1970 but the book was banned until he took 
office from Hussein as prime minister. The controversial book was written in a strong language about the 
problems of the Malays and how to overcome them. 

 When he became Prime Minister, Mahathir 

maintained a loose defence pact with Britain, through the FPDA without the presence of the 

British troops on Malaysian soil. He also changed the ‘sentimental’ beat of the song Terang 

Bulan into a fast-paced military style beat. Mahathir thoroughly disliked foreign intervention, 
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having himself experienced working as one of a handful of Malay medical doctors under the 

discriminatory British rule which restricted the Malays from receiving a formal education and 

denied them certain economic opportunities. A journalist reported that at a meeting with rural 

Malays Prime Minister Mahathir told them to “never trust a white man’ (Stewart  2003, p. 5).   

Mahathir’s confidence and outspokenness in international issues came from his long 

experience in Malaysian foreign relations. Mahathir first gained experience in diplomacy and 

an insight into foreign policy during the period of Confrontation with Indonesia during 1963-

1965, when he accompanied the former Deputy Prime Minister, Razak, to many NAM 

countries on goodwill missions to counter Sukarno’s propaganda (Selat 2006, p. 20). 

Mahathir became influential in the making of foreign policy in 1975 when he was appointed 

as both Deputy Prime Minister and Minister of Trade and Industry. The then Prime Minister, 

Hussein Onn, was battling a heart problem and went to London to undergo a coronary by-

pass operation. Because of this, Mahathir stood in for Hussein on many official occasions, 

including those involving foreign affairs. Receiving help from his close friends such as Musa 

Hitam and Tengku Razaleigh, both then UMNO Vice-Presidents and Cabinet members, 

Mahathir played a significant role in foreign policy decisions from about 1975, setting the 

stage for the style and substance of foreign policy eventually exercised under his own 

Administration (Nair 1997, p. 80).   

 

As a leader, Mahathir is known for being brash and forthright in speaking his mind 

particularly on international issues which smack of Western disrespect or double standards. 

After the fall of South Vietnam in April 1975, Vietnamese refugees (also known as ‘boat 

people’) arrived on Malaysian shores. By 1978, Malaysia had to accommodate 64,328 

Vietnamese refugees with the number increasing to 166,709 by 1979. As the number began to 

increase, Mahathir warned that ‘if the illegal Vietnamese refugees continue to come in, we 
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will shoot them on sight’ (Morais 1982, p. 19). His outburst might sound irresponsible and 

heartless, but meant to expose the Western governments to be good at only talking about 

human rights, but slow in giving assistance to the Vietnamese refugees. Despite the fact that 

Mahathir’s threat was never carried out it did prompt the Secretary General of the UN at the 

time, Dr. Kurt Waldheim, to request that Malaysia send a formal report about its policy with 

regards to the arriving Vietnamese refugees (Morais 1982, p. 177). Malaysia was to function 

as a transit country for refugees on their way to a third country. Thousands of Vietnamese 

refugees were resettled from Malaysian transit camp to Western countries. Still, Mahathir 

criticized Western countries for being selective in choosing only educated and professional 

Vietnamese refugees, whilst abandoning the uneducated, farmers, fishermen, children and old 

people in refugee camps in Malaysia.  

 

The long serving leader: Suharto  

Unlike Sukarno, who pursued an active foreign policy agenda and projected himself as an 

important Third World leader, President Suharto showed little interest in foreign policy and 

avoided controversial positions during the first two decades of the New Order regime. To 

many Indonesianists, ‘he was an authentic son of Java in spiritual outlook and his facility for 

political manipulation. In contrast to his predecessor, he rejected a flamboyant and heroic 

style of leadership for one of quiet dignity’ (Leifer 1983, p. 112). In accordance with his 

personal style Suharto’s foreign policy was focused on maintaining regional stability and 

security, and attracting external resources for Indonesia’s economic development. As a result, 

Indonesia rarely featured in international affairs. Suharto only began to show some interest in 

foreign policy in the later stage of his administration after Indonesia had achieved economic 

growth and political stability, and at a time when the perceived communist threat declined. It 

can be argued that it was only in the post-Cold War era did Suharto become determined to 
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project a higher foreign policy profile and pursue a leadership role for Indonesia in regional 

affairs. His outlook on foreign policy can be summarized as: regaining Indonesia’s prestige 

and image in world politics; promoting the non-aligned movement; and continuing the focus 

on economic affairs.  

 

The non-aligned spirit is in fact enshrined in Indonesia’s officially declared ‘independent and 

active’ foreign policy. In 1990 Suharto failed to win support for Indonesia to hold the chair of 

NAM, largely due to member states’ perception that his government was too pro-Western, 

and its refusal to allow Yasser Arafat’s PLO to open an office in Jakarta (Suryadinata 1996, 

p. 51). However, Indonesia did begin to gain the trust of the NAM member states by 

providing financial aid to the African National Congress in its struggle against apartheid. It 

also improved relations with the PLO and other Middle Eastern countries. Through these 

actions, which also partly mirrored Suharto’s own political outlook as explained later, 

Indonesia was able to show that it was concerned with the struggle of former colonies and 

oppressed minorities and was finally elected as chair for NAM in 1992 for three years.  

 

Suharto’s close ties with the West can be seen through Indonesia’s developing economic and 

military relations with the leading western countries. The US had regularly given military aid 

to Indonesia, though halted in reaction to the Dili massacre. Suharto opposed Mahathir’s 

EAEG proposal in favour of APEC, and accepted Bill Clinton’s invitation in 1993 to attend 

the first APEC summit in Seattle, which Mahathir boycotted. During the 1997 financial and 

economic crisis Suharto sought help from the West through the IMF rather than the wealthy 

Asian and Middle Eastern countries.   
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Suharto’s outlook and style on foreign policy was a testament to his personal history, 

including his years as a military man, which influenced his political ideology and later his 

foreign policy. Suharto was born in 1921 in Kemusuk, Yogyakarta, the heartland of the 

Javanese culture. His Javanese parents Kertosudiro and Ibu Sukirah divorced when he was 

young and he lived with his mother and step father, Atmopawiro, who later had seven other 

children. Suharto recalled that, while staying with his uncle Prawirowihardjos, a Javanese 

official, at the age of twelve, ‘he became acquainted with the lesson of the three ajas, aja 

kagetan, aja gumunan, aja dumeh (don’t be startled, don’t be overwhelmed by anything, 

don’t feel superior), which later became a personal philosophy and a source of support in 

facing problems’ (cited in McIntyre 2005, p. 115). 

 

Indeed Suharto’s leadership style was to ‘think ahead’, anticipate problems and events, 

remain composed and not be startled by them. The good learning of the three ajas was shown 

when he commanded the Indonesian nationalist army confronting the well-equipped British 

forces at Ambarawa after the Japanese surrendered to the Allied forces; when he was ordered 

by Sukarno to take over West New Guinea (Irian Jaya) from the Dutch forces; when he 

regrouped the army after the September 30, 1965 military coup and when he had to handle 

the death of Sukarno in 1970. Suharto’s experience in the armed struggle for Indonesia’s 

independence led him to become an advocate against colonialism, and a supporter for the 

African National Congress in South Africa and the PLO.  

 

Suharto was criticized for appearing to adopt a traditional Javanese kingly role after he 

consolidated his rule (Vatikiotis 1993, p. 147). On one hand, he was renowned for making his 

own decisions without prior consultation with his ministers or the military, as demonstrated 

in his moves to open diplomatic relations with China and join OIC. On the other hand, he 
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often requested other leaders in the region to consult him on regional matters. In the case of 

EAEG, Suharto felt snubbed by Mahathir as he was informed of the proposal only on the eve 

of a conference on ASEAN Countries and the World Economy held in Bali in March 1991 

(Suryadinata 1996, p. 72).38

 

 Apart from the influence of traditional Javanese “kingly role”, 

Suharto’s style in his later years could be explained by the fact that in the post-Cold War era 

he had become the most senior statesman in the region, ruling a large country with many 

natural resources and a long and glorious history, a country having a natural ‘sense of 

entitlement’ to be a dominant leader in the region. In this context, bilateral relations with 

Malaysia were strained largely due to the tension between the two leaders.  

Mahathir’s outlook towards Indonesia was antithetical to Razak’s [Malaysian 
second Prime Minister] willingness to align Malaysian policy positions with 
Jakarta through active consultation and deference on policy matters that 
impinged on Indonesian interests. Indeed, the prevailing opinion in Javanese-
dominated Indonesian political circle was that Mahathir lacked respect for 
Suharto (Liow 2005a, p. 163).  

 

Until he was compelled to resign on 21 May 1998, a mere 72 days after his re-election for his 

seventh presidential term, Suharto believed that Indonesians, and especially the ethnic 

Javanese, would not forsake him as their leader. Several factors led to his downfall, including 

popular resentment caused by the ailing economy, 39

 

 the demand for more freedom of speech 

and respect for human rights, the growing criticism of Suharto’s family and friends for their 

involvement in corruption, and the demand for the government to purge itself of Corruption, 

Collusion or Cronyism and Nepotism (KKN).  

                                                 
38 Yuri Octavian Thamrin, Director of East Asia and Pacific, the Indonesian Foreign Ministry, was of the opinion 
that ‘[w]ith regards to EAEG there was an ego dimension from both leaders. There was a communication gap. 
There were different views’. Personal interview, Jakarta, 27 July 2006. 
39 Suharto’s strong leadership image was damaged in the aftermath of the 1997 crisis when ‘[he] had been 
shown in a widely published photograph signing away independent economic action in exchange for IMF 
assistance, as the IMF’s chief, Michel Camdessus, stood over him with folded arms – like a headmaster watching 
a pupil complete a detention exercise’ (Stewart 2003, p. 4).  
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The new leaders  

Jusuf Habibie 

Habibie’s basic outlook on foreign policy was for the most part focused on improving 

Indonesia’s image as a new democracy, and securing economic assistance from the 

international community. He also wanted to mend relations with Malaysia that was strained 

during the last decade of the Suharto era, but caused new problems of his own.  

 

Habibie’s commitment to democracy and human rights meant that these issues were high on 

his foreign policy agenda. As a result of this, and with mounting international pressure, he 

agreed to allow the East Timorese to vote for autonomy within the Republic of Indonesia, or 

secession from it. On 30th August 1999, close to 98 percent of registered East Timorese 

voters went to the polls with 78.9 percent of voters rejecting the option of autonomy (Leigh 

1999, pp. 1-3). The process of transition towards independence began. Habibie agreed to 

accept the UN peace keeping forces in East Timor to facilitate the transfer of power.  

 

In order to improve Indonesia’s human rights record, Habibie established the National Action 

Program for Human Rights. Through this program, and by apologising for the past abuses, 

Habibie hoped to heal the wound among Indonesians, especially those in the outer islands, 

and maintain national unity. On the other hand, Habibie also hoped that with a more western 

style democracy that he introduced in Indonesia and a liberal policy on East Timor, 

international goodwill would be salvaged and held-up loans would flow into Indonesia once 

more (Conceicao 2005, p. 4). Habibie attended meetings on economic co-operation including 

the APEC Summit in Kuala Lumpur, and the ASEAN Summit in Hanoi. He strongly believed 

that the IMF would be able to assist Indonesia. In fact, he once criticized Mahathir for his 

economic policy of bailing out troubled companies and pegging the Malaysian currency to 
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the US dollar, arguing that both courses of action went against the grain of economic 

liberalism. 

  

It was something more personal which caused damage to bilateral relations. Habibie had 

good relations with the then Malaysian Deputy Prime Minister, Anwar Ibrahim, through their 

respective think tanks. Anwar established Institute of Policy Studies (IKD) while Habibie 

founded Indonesian Muslim Intellectuals’ Association (ICMI). Both think tanks regularly 

held seminars and conferences attended by the two leaders. In 1998, as a result of Mahathir’s 

sacking of Anwar with charges of corruption and misdemeanor, relations between Malaysia 

and Indonesia became strained. The brutal treatment of Anwar by the Malaysian police and 

his detention under Internal Security Act (ISA) led Habibie to publically express his concern 

to the Indonesian media and threaten to boycott the APEC meeting in Kuala Lumpur (Abdul 

Samad 2001, p. 251; Juo-Yu Lin 2002). He also rescheduled his official visit to Malaysia. 

The Malaysian government was further annoyed when Nurul Izzah, Anwar’s 18-year-old 

daughter, visited Indonesia to meet with Habibie (Stewart 2003, p. 127). Kuala Lumpur 

protested, making no secret of its irritation toward Habibie.     

 

Habibie was born in 1936 in Pare-Pare, South Sulawesi, to a Javanese mother and Buginese 

father. For this reason Indonesians considered him to be more ethnic Bugis than Javanese. 

The people in Sulawesi are said to be more spontaneous and direct than the Javanese. This 

was reflected in Habibie’s personality, which tended to be more gregarious and voluble than 

Suharto. Suharto became Habibie’s ‘godfather’ when he was posted to Sulawesi in the 1950s. 

Suharto encouraged Habibie to acquire a good education, and he studied first in Bandung and 

continued his study in aeronautical engineering at Aachen University in Germany. Habibie 

later worked for Messerschmitt-Bolkow-Blohm, a prominent aeronautical company in the 
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then West Germany, where he rose to the post of technical director. In 1974 Suharto 

encouraged Habibie to return to Indonesia to become Technological Adviser to the President 

and to set up the nation’s own aeronautical company, later known as Industri Pesawat 

Terbang Nasional (IPTN). Due to his close ties with Suharto, he was later made Minister of 

Technology and Research that put him in charge of strategic industries from 1978 to 1998. 

Habibie’s many years in Germany exposed him to the high end of western technology and 

economic liberalism. Just as he perceived IPTN and the purchase of the naval fleet of East 

Germany as a form of Western technology transfer, Habibie accepted assistance from the 

IMF as another natural step conforming to the Western economic system.      

 

Indeed Western education underpinned Habibie’s effort to enact democratic reforms when he 

took over from Suharto in May 1998, by democratizing Indonesian presidential elections, 

releasing many political prisoners, freeing the press, allowing the establishment of labour 

unions, conducting free and fair elections, and enforcing new human rights standards. 

Educated in the West, Habibie did not so readily believe in the dichotomy between Asian and 

Western values, as did Suharto and Mahathir. On the contrary, Habibie saw democratic 

transition as indispensable to improve Indonesia’s image on the international stage. Still, 

despite the many reforms introduced by Habibie, political stability had not yet been fully 

restored in Indonesia, international confidence was low and the IMF aid had been postponed. 

As the economic and political situation worsened, Habibie called for an early presidential 

election in October 1999. However, he withdrew from the process when his accountability 

speech on his 16 months’ presidency was defeated at the MPR (Conceicao 2005, p. 6).  
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Abdurrahman Wahid (Gus Dur) 

Gus Dur was elected as the fourth Indonesian President in October 1999. As mentioned in the 

previous chapter, his foreign policy seemed to focus on restoring Indonesia’s international 

image and pursuing friendly relations with all nations.40 He believed that Indonesia’s prestige 

and image had been tarnished by the Asian financial and economic crisis of 1997, as well as 

domestic political instability in the process of democratization. Gus Dur also wanted to 

project himself as a leader who tolerated religious pluralism and in so doing tried to emulate 

Sukarno as a Third World leader.41

 

 Still, he didn’t lose sight of the need to lobby for 

international economic assistance and invite foreign investors to aid Indonesia in its 

economic recovery.  

Gus Dur wanted to forge friendly relations with Malaysia, specifically for greater economic 

cooperation. He discussed with Mahathir the possibility of cooperation in car manufacturing 

in order to tap into both countries’ markets (Conceicao 2005, p. 19). Mahathir welcomed the 

idea, as he felt it would provide a new market for Malaysia’s Proton car. Gus Dur also made 

known that Indonesia had a lot to learn from Malaysia’s New Economic Policy (NEP), which 

elevated the economic conditions of the indigenous Bumiputera (sons of the soil), on how to 

improve the socio-economic lot of its pribumi (indigenous) people.  

 

Gus Dur was well known for his self-contradiction and inconsistencies (Tesoro 2000, p. 37). 

For example, at the ASEAN Summit meeting in 2000, he suggested that ASEAN should 

expand its membership by including East Timor (yet to be totally independent at that time) 

and Papua New Guinea. Back in Indonesia, he made another suggestion that a new 

                                                 
40 While visiting India, Gus Dur suggested that Indonesians owed much to India as many Javanese words were 
derived from Sanskrit. During his visit to Cambodia, he mentioned that one of his maternal ancestors was a 
princess of ethnic Chinese descent from Champa, Cambodia. 
41 While visiting the US, he stayed with Mormon leader Hal Jensen. 
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organization in the Western Pacific should be established, comprising Indonesia, East Timor, 

Papua New Guinea, Australia and New Zealand. Then while appealing for international 

support for Indonesia’s territorial integrity, Gus Dur said he did not object to having an 

independence referendum in Aceh. According to Vickers (2005) Gus Dur was a leader with 

an unusual outlook, who liked to make sensational remarks without first obtaining proper 

consultation from his advisors or cabinet members. ‘His style was chaotic, one of informality 

and contradictory statements’ (p. 211). At one stage he expressed an interest in opening 

economic relations with Israel (Conceicao 2005, p. 14). He argued that apart from winning 

economic opportunities, engaging Israel would help to bring peace to the Middle East and 

independence for the Palestinians. However, this fanciful idea was not well received by the 

majority of Indonesians who demonstrated against his plan.42

 

  

Gus Dur was born in Jombang, East Java, in 1940 to an elite Javanese santri family. He was 

the son of the first Indonesian Minister for Religious Affairs (during the Sukarno 

administration), Wahid Hasyim, and a grandson of the founder of the Islamic political 

organization Nahdlatul Ulama (NU), Hasyim Asyari. Gus Dur rose through the ranks of NU  

as a reformer during the 1970s. As a leader he was known to his followers as a kyai 

(venerated Islamic scholar) and some even considered him as a wali (approximating a saint) 

(Fealy 2001). In 1984, as chairman, Gus Dur took NU out of the Indonesian politics as he 

wanted to revitalize NU and focus on social matters. During Habibie’s administration many 

political parties were allowed to form and adopt various ideologies. Gus Dur was involved in 

the formation of a new party to represent NU, known as National Awakening Party (PKB), 

which ironically took Pancasila instead of Islam as its ideology, unlike some other new 

                                                 
42 “The controversy over the need to open ties with Israel was reflected in widespread demonstrations reaching 
Bandung and Ceribon in West Java to Padang in West Sumatra. Resistance was displayed by several Muslim 
organizations, students and members of the House of Representatives (DPR)” (The Jakarta Post November 11, 
1999). 
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political parties (for the trajectories of Islamic political parties, see Chapter Six). This 

demonstrated complexity in his political outlook.  

 

Gus Dur was educated at a Pesantren (Javanese Islamic boarding institution). In 1963 he 

continued his study at Al Azhar University in Cairo but later disapproved the learning method 

at the university before leaving to study at the University of Baghdad. His early connection to 

the Middle East was to lead to a presidential policy of solidarity with the Muslim World, 

though this did not stop him proposing to open economic relations with Israel. Perhaps this 

was to do with a liberal aspect in his formative years. After completing his study in 1970, 

Gus Dur travelled around Europe visiting Netherlands, Germany and France where he learnt 

more about western culture. Gus Dur’s fascination with Europe saw him making several trips 

to Europe to enhance Indonesia’s diplomatic relations and seek financial assistance after he 

was elected the President. Despite a reasonably balanced formative era, lack of experience in 

real governance and failing health meant that Gus Dur’s presidency was short lived as he was 

accused of incompetence by the MPR and was impeached in July 2001. 

 

Megawati Sukarnoputri 

Megawati had long been seen by many Indonesians as an icon of democratic reform, a 

symbol of resistance and a national hero. Her popularity was so strong that Suharto himself 

considered her to be a threat and she was banned from the May 1997 general elections.43

                                                 
43 “Megawati and her supporters refused to acknowledge the decision of the government-engineered party 
congress, and the PDI became paralyzed by the internal split. The government meanwhile acknowledged only 
Suryadi’s chairmanship, and barred Megawati and her faction from participating in the election” (Eklof 1997, p. 
1184). 

 

Megawati’s stubborn resistance against Suharto, and her father Sukarno’s popularity, were 

two important factors that attracted millions of followers in Indonesia, especially the 

uneducated and poor, who suffered the most during the financial crisis of 1997.  
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Megawati’s pragmatic outlook on foreign policy was characterized by a refocusing on 

ASEAN, and maintaining good relations with the West. Her foreign policy ideas were 

somewhat similar to those prevailing during the New Order period. Unlike her father 

Sukarno, Megawati was not interested in a high profile in foreign policy, choosing instead to 

leave this almost exclusively to the Foreign Ministry. With regards to Malaysia, Megawati 

thought of Mahathir as the senior and leading statesman in the region, and wanted to maintain 

good political and economic relations, at a time when Indonesia was in need of financial 

assistance.  

 

The focus on ASEAN was considered to be a ‘back to basics’ approach. The ecumenical 

foreign policy followed by Gus Dur was dumped as it was proven to be very costly, 

ineffective and unfocused. In order to restore harmonious relations with Indonesia’s 

immediate neighbours, Megawati made her first overseas visits to ASEAN countries. Her 

visits to ASEAN capitals was successful in that she managed to convince the ASEAN leaders 

that her government was capable of solving Indonesia’s domestic problems, and she received 

their support for Indonesia’s territorial integrity. At the same time, her visits reinforced 

humility, at a time when the nation was weakened by economic crisis, political instability, 

poverty, high unemployment and other problems.44

 

  Megawati’s close ties with the West can 

be traced to the broad international support and sympathy she received as opposition leader 

during the Suharto era. She believed that for Indonesia to protect its political and economic 

interests it would be vital to establish good relations with the developed countries.  

Megawati was born in 1947 in Yogyakarta, the eldest daughter of Sukarno. Like many 

                                                 
44 During her visit to Malaysia, Megawati said to Indonesian migrant workers there that she was ashamed 
because Indonesia, as the largest and most populous and resource rich nation in the region, had to seek help from 
neighbouring countries. Once exerting its leadership in ASEAN as natural leader, Indonesia was now looked 
down on by member countries.  
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Javanese abangan, she was an avid follower of Kejawen like her father. However, Megawati 

was the opposite of her father in terms of personality. Being aloof and quiet, she shunned the 

limelight and rarely gave interviews. Yet, she rosed quickly in the ranks of Indonesian 

Democratic Party (PDI) because of her status as Sukarno’s daughter despite her lack of 

leadership and oratory ability. She even refused to enter into public debate with other 

presidential candidates, claiming that this form of dialectic was not part of the ‘eastern 

culture’. Megawati was not eager to seek prestige and chase leadership role in the ASEAN 

region. She seemed to have a ‘motherly’ attitude to foreign policy and placed Indonesians’ 

wellbeing and economic interests before national prestige, by seeking help from all possible 

sources including the ASEAN member states, the US, the European countries, the IMF and 

the World Bank.    

 

Despite having a more effective and orderly foreign policy (compared to Gus Dur’s), 

Megawati failed to restore foreign investors’ confidence in Indonesia. The reasons for this 

include pervasive corruption, terrorist activities, and the bloody separatist conflicts in Aceh 

and Irian Jaya as well as religious conflict in south Maluku. Megawati was defeated during 

the 2004 presidential election by SBY who was her former Coordinating Minister of Political 

and Security Affairs. The election represented the country’s first direct popular vote for 

presidency, which gave SBY tremendous legitimacy and mandate.  

 

Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono (SBY) 

With the SBY government, Jakarta became far more proactive in foreign policy. It committed 

itself to the vision of the ASEAN Community by 2020, and SBY claimed that, ‘[o]ur success 

in convening the Asia Africa Summit in 2005 has elevated the stature of our nation and state 

to a global level’ (Jakarta Post, 18 August 2006). This comment showed that Indonesia 
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wanted to rebuild its image as a regional and world leader. In particular the Republic aspired 

to play an active role in the Developing World, the Muslim World and global politics at large.  

 

As elaborately mentioned in Chapter Two, SBY had sought amicable relations with Malaysia 

and had often consulted his former counterpart Abdullah on issues of mutual interests. 

Meanwhile, SBY had reasserted Indonesia’s leading role in Southeast Asia by being the 

prime mover among ASEAN members to adopt the ASEAN Charter. The significant aspect 

was that Indonesia successfully inserted clauses on human rights, democracy and good 

governance in the ASEAN Charter which was well received by most ASEAN member 

countries (Murphy 2009). To show its commitment to democratic principles, Indonesia also 

condemned the 2007 military crackdown by the junta government in Myanmar. SBY called 

on the military junta to stop human rights abuses and to introduce political reform. Indonesia 

also organized the Bali Democracy Forum which was the first inter-governmental forum on 

democracy in Asia.  

 

At the broader international stage, Indonesia was elected as a non-permanent member of the 

UN Security Council in 2007-2008. To demonstrate its commitment to the UN peace keeping 

mission, Indonesia sent troops to the UN Interim Force in Lebanon (Mietzner 2008). 

Indonesia was also instrumental in hosting the UN Climate Change Summit (December 2007) 

and the UN conference on anti-corruption measures (2008). Since 1998, Indonesia was also a 

member of the G20 which brought together developed and developing countries to discuss 

fundamental issues in the global economy. SBY’s administration developed close ties with 

the West in particular the US, which restored military ties and granted further economic 

assistance to Indonesia.  SBY’s strong support for the Bush administration’s ‘War on Terror’ 

was partly due to his own experience in dealing with terrorism within Indonesia as 
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Coordinating Minister of Political and Security Affairs (first under Gus Dur then Megawati).  

SBY’s personal history and leadership style have influenced much of his foreign policy ideas 

and policies. Born in September 1949, in Pancitan, East Java, he was the son of a Javanese 

retired army lieutenant, Raden Soekotjo. SBY graduated from Indonesia’s military academy 

in 1973, achieving distinction as the best graduate of the year; accepting the prestigious Adhi 

Makayasa Medal from Suharto. SBY’s proficiency in English was one of the reasons why he 

was sent to the US three times and attended the following courses: the Airborne and Ranger 

Course at Fort Benning in 1975; and an Infantry Officer Advanced course and ‘On The Job 

Training’ with the US 82nd Airborne Division in 1982. He also attended the US Army 

Command and General Staff College at Fort Leavenworth in 1990. In addition he undertook 

his MA in business management at Webster University in 1991. With such extensive military 

training and study experiences in the US, it is not hard to understand his desire for solid 

working relations with the US and his personal empathy towards ‘War on Terror’. It became 

almost natural that he received the US assistance in military training for the Indonesian army, 

and the assurance of a continuing supply of armaments.  

 

Prior to presidency, SBY came to national prominence after he served successfully in 

concurrent roles as Chief Military Observer, and Indonesian Contingent commander, in 

Bosnia-Herzegovina in 1995 (Sebastian 2006, p. 296). His strong leadership in the army was 

one of the main reasons why President Megawati also entrusted him to negotiate with the 

GAM who was seeking an independent Aceh. He also tried to mediate communal conflicts in 

Sulawesi with Yusuf Kalla, a wealthy businessman in Sulawesi, who later became his Vice 

President. SBY’s earlier involvement in the conflicts in Bosnia, Aceh and Sulawesi 

consolidated his interest in the affairs of Muslim societies and countries. In addition SBY 

ensured relative peace and order in Indonesia by keeping the dialogue open with the 
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secessionist groups, improving the economy whilst maintaining Indonesia’s territorial 

integrity from outside threat.  

 

SBY seemed to follow a similar pattern to Suharto’s foreign policy over the last decade of the 

New Order, successfully emphasizing economic development and raising Indonesia’s image 

and prestige in regional and international arenas. In 2009, the TIME magazine selected SBY 

as one of the 100 most influential persons in the world. 

  

Abdullah Ahmad Badawi 

Abdullah became the fifth Prime Minister of Malaysia after a smooth leadership transition in 

October 2003. Having worked as Foreign Minister for nine years (1991-1999), he openly 

declared his intention to continue with Mahathir’s foreign policy which emphasized 

expanding economic relations and pro-active engagement in international affairs, particularly 

in relation to ASEAN and East Asian regionalism, and engagement with the developing and 

Muslim worlds. Malaysia’s chairmanship in NAM and OIC (2003-2006), which he took over 

from Mahathir, raised the country’s image and prestige on the international stage. Malaysia’s 

international activism was influential in its election to the chairmanship of D8 in 2008. 

However, the Abdullah government was not just interested in becoming voice for the 

developing and Muslim worlds. Chairmanship of those organizations opened up substantial 

opportunities for Malaysia to increase economic and trade relations with member states. 

Since promoting international trade was also a priority for Abdullah, his government was 

instrumental in steering the agenda of NAM and OIC towards economic and trade issues. 

Still, Abdullah made a special contribution through his successful persuasion of the OIC 

member states to incorporate an Islam Hadhari (progressive Islam) concept into its Charter, 

in an attempt to diffuse the Western backlash on Muslims over the global terrorist incidents 
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committed by radical Islamist groups.  

Abdullah was born in Bayan Lepas, Penang in 1939 to an elite Malay family. His father was 

the former member of Parliament for Kepala Batas in Penang and his grandfather was a 

prominent ulama (Islamic scholar), Sheikh Abdullah Fahim, who was also one of the 

founders of UMNO. Abdullah received education in Islamic Studies at the University of 

Malaya in the 1960s. His family background and education had molded him to be a leader 

with strong religious credentials. As Prime Minister, he used his ‘Islamic credentials’ to 

conduct prayers for a range of public events, from the opening of government meetings, to 

the breaking of the fast during Ramadan. His interest in and knowledge of Islam drove him to 

introduce Islam Hadahri in Malaysia and promote the liberal idea in international forums. In 

contrast to his predecessors, Abdullah’s personality was more consultative, reserved as well 

as religious. This very much underscored his close personal relationship nurtured with SBY 

which was widely believed to be a key factor mitigating bilateral conflicts, as emphasized 

earlier (Said 2007, p. 1).45

 

  

Conclusion 

This chapter has argued that the roles of leaders are crucial in understanding foreign policy 

and bilateral relations. The hierarchical political culture in Malaysia and Indonesia has 

ensured that leaders retain very dominant power in the policy making process. The leadership 

ethos within the Malay and Javanese ethnic groups have influenced the manner in which 

leaders perceive themselves and others. In this broad historical and socio-cultural framework, 

specific leaders make their own impact on their country’s foreign policy, depending on their 

personal background, political experiences and even idiosyncratic personality. The ability to 

                                                 
45  ‘The closeness between Pak Lah (Abdullah) and SBY can be seen through their frequent visits. From January 
to July 2006, in a matter of 7 months, our Pak Lah has visited Indonesia 4 times whilst SBY visited Malaysia 3 
times.’ Personal interview with Zainal Abidin Zain, the Malaysian Ambassador to Indonesia, Jakarta, 31 July 
2006. 
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maintain domestic political stability and develop a strong economy is crucial in enabling the 

leader to become actively involved in regional and international affairs. The cases of 

Mahathir and Suharto proved this point. On the other hand, the impact of the 1997 Asian 

financial and economic crisis, and the domestic leadership challenges, had constrained to 

varying degrees the focus and ability of the newer leaders in both countries to pursue a 

confident foreign policy. Differences in education also make a difference. All leaders in both 

nations have been Muslims (and Abdullah and Gus Dur were even educated in Islamic 

Studies), and supported to various degrees the local Muslims’ sentiment and aspiration with 

the Muslim World. However, Habibie, SBY, Tunku, Razak and Hussein received Western 

education, and such international exposure ensured that they were more ready than their 

home-grown peers to see the importance of maintaining cordial relations with the West for 

national self-interests. As for neighbourly relations, while one can argue that relations 

between Malaysia and Indonesia would have developed increasingly institutional and dense 

economic, political and security links as a natural course, the sort of leaders the two states 

had during a particular period of time impacted on the contours of bilateral ties. Personality 

clashes and ego competition slowed down bilateral cooperation, but amicable and intimate 

rapport enabled the diplomatic relations to withstand tension caused by rounds of territorial 

and environmental conflict. One must also take into account that the Indonesian polity has 

been democratized, but Malaysia’s UMNO-dominated political system has not transformed. 

How an Indonesian President, elected through national popular votes, interacts with his or her 

Malaysian counterpart who rises through a one party-dominated mechanism, should be  

interesting to watch after SBY, who is still familiar with  the old milieu in bilateral relations 

created by the times when both states were authoritarian. Still, one of the traditional ideas 

which frame the leaders’ mind, namely serumpun, may linger on, as discussed in the 

following chapter. 
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Chapter 4  

The concept of serumpun in Malaysia-Indonesia relations 

 

Introduction 

Indonesia is the priority country in Malaysian foreign policy. In its diplomatic missions in 

Indonesia, Malaysia always sends its most senior officers.46

 

 Similarly, the cornerstone of 

Indonesian foreign policy has traditionally been ASEAN; and Malaysia is always treated as 

the most important country amongst the ASEAN members, as it shares with Indonesia the 

longest land and maritime borders, a common culture, history, language and religion. 

Indonesia also often sends its most senior diplomats to Malaysia. Clearly then, Malaysia and 

Indonesia have a ‘special relationship’.  

In diplomacy, the term ‘special relationship’ is used to describe a condition where there are 

exceptionally strong ties between countries and even emotional connections between their 

leaders. The former British Prime Minister, Winston Churchill used the term ‘special 

relationship’ to depict the exceptionally close cultural, diplomatic, historical and political 

relations that the United Kingdom had with the US. In the Malaysian and Indonesian context, 

the ‘special relationship’ is defined by the serumpun concept, which has been a foundation of 

the relationship since both countries gained independence. However, the current general 

perception is that there is more conflict and rivalry than co-operation between Malaysia and 

Indonesia, contradicting the spirit of serumpun.  

 

Serumpun comes from the root word rumpun. In Bahasa Malaysia and Bahasa Indonesia it 

means ‘cluster, clumps, family, group, stock or race’. According to Liow (2003 p. 327), 

                                                 
46  Personal interview with Stephen Leong, Deputy Director of the Institute of Strategic and International 
Studies (ISIS), Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, 7 September 2006. 
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‘(s)erumpun refers to the idea of co-identification on the basis of stock or racial lineage’. The 

concept of serumpun has been used extensively by nationalist movements in both countries 

after the Second World War to strengthen solidarity in the drive for independence. It was 

later extended to refer to a ‘special relationship’ between Malaysia and Indonesia. The idea of 

serumpun can be used to study the connections in a broadly defined Malay World since the 

ethnic groups within the Malay race are scattered throughout the vast region of Southeast 

Asia, and even to Africa (Madagascar and South Africa) and South America (Surinam). In 

fact there was a competition between Suharto and Mahathir for the leadership of the Malay 

World. However, this discussion is concentrated on Indonesia and Malaysia, studying the 

evolving roles of serumpun sentiment in shaping their interactions in response to both 

domestic and international developments, because they are the most important countries in 

the Malay World and their relations are the most salient serumpun relations.  

 

This chapter analyses the historical factors that give meaning to the serumpun concept. It 

argues that the feeling of serumpun reached its height during the era of Prime Minster Razak 

and President Suharto, especially after the racial riots of May 13, 1969 which pitted the 

Malays against the Chinese in Malaysia. In the post-Cold War era there have emerged 

significant differences in the perception of serumpun due to the ‘generational gap’ and the 

new social, economic and political realities in both countries. The sentiment of serumpun can 

strengthen diplomatic relationships, but it can also be counter productive. It is suggested that 

the serumpun concept can still remain as the basis for a ‘special relationship’ between the two 

countries, however new pillars must be built in order to strengthen and complement the 

existing relations. The economy and trade are two such areas where co-operation could be 

intensified to give more substance to the serumpun concept in the new century.  
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This chapter is divided into five sections. The first and second sections explain the origin of 

the Malays in Malaysia and Indonesia, and the historical context that led to the development 

of the serumpun concept. The third and fourth discuss the serumpun concept after both 

Malaysia and Indonesia gained their independence, and analyse its popularity during the 

Razak and Suharto era. The fifth section discusses the serumpun in the post-Cold War era, at 

a time when significant perceptional changes developed between the two countries.  

 

The Malays in Malaysia and Indonesia: a conceptual mapping  

The term ‘race’ is a Latin word which generally refers to a group of common origin. In 1795 

the German scientist Johann Friedrich Blumenbach suggested that the concept of bangsa 

Melayu (or a Malay race) should constitute a subcategory of the Mongoloid race. In further 

defining the Malays, the Malaysian government used Blumenbach’s concept of the Malay 

race. Indonesia in turn determined that they also belong to the Malay race. Historical sources 

suggest that groups of people who eventually became ‘Malays’ migrated from Taiwan or 

eastern China in 4000-3000 BC to Luzon or other Philippine islands, prior to moving further 

afield in 2500-1500 BC to Borneo, Sulawesi and Java. Finally, in 1500 to 500 BC, they 

moved to Sumatera, Peninsular Malaysia and southern Vietnam (Andaya 2001, p. 2; Andaya 

2004, p. 57). The view of the Malays which was held by Stamford Raffles, the founder of 

modern day Singapore, had a profound influence on the Westerners. Stamford Raffles and 

Dr. John Leyden, a learned Scottish surgeon who became a good friend of Raffles 

when the latter was an Assistant Secretary to the Governor of Penang in 1805, were probably 

the most influential voices in the promotion of the idea of ‘Malay race’ or ‘nation’, which 

they argued was not limited to the Malay ethnic group, but embraced all the peoples of the 

Malay World (Reid 2004, pp. 10-11) (see Appendix 3 for a map of the Malay World).   
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Ethnicity can generally be defined as constituting the common consciousness of being from 

the same origin and traditions. The English term ‘ethnic’ is derived from the Greek word 

ethniKos, meaning tribe or nation. An ethnic group acquires its distinctive cultural 

characteristics from interaction with outsiders, rather than in isolation (Ali 1984, p. 13).  In 

this chapter, when ‘ethnic group’ is mentioned, it means,  

 … those who conceive of themselves as being alike by virtue of their 
common ancestry, real or fictitious, and who are so regarded by others and 
that members of each group are often … united by emotional bonds and 
concerned with preservation of their type … they speak the same language … 
(and) share common cultural heritage (Ali 1984, p. 13).  

 

In terms of the relationship between ethnicity and race, just like the ethnic Serbs and Croats 

are from the same Slavic race, in Malaysia and Indonesia the ethnic Acehnese, Bugis, 

Javanese, Madurese, Minangkabau and Sundanese stem from the Malay racial group. A 

broad understanding of ethnicity would suggest that ‘ethnicity is culture’. In the post-Cold 

War era, Huntington (1993, p. 22) has warned that, ‘(t)he great divisions among humankind 

and the dominating source of conflict will be culture’. Most scholars of international relations 

agree that Huntington has succeeded in opening the debate centred on cultural explanations 

of cooperation and conflict which has been neglected by the political philosophies of neo-

realism and neo-liberalism (Shulman 1998, pp. 304-06). The concern about culture is also 

echoed by the constructivists, who believe that in the study of international relations, a 

greater emphasis should be given to the aspects of culture and ethnicity. With this in mind, 

this chapter endeavours to understand the complexity of culture and ethnicity in Malaysia and 

Indonesia through an analysis of serumpun relations.  

 

In the Malaysian Constitution, the definition of ‘Malay’ is essentially a cultural one. It refers 

to someone who follows the adat (customary law) of the Malays, speaks Malay and professes 

the religion of Islam (Milner 2004, p, 242). In effect, the Malaysian Constitution defines the 
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ethnic boundaries of the Malays, so that these would not be questioned by the non-Malays 

especially the Chinese and Indians. The special rights and privileges of the Malays (and other 

indigenous Malaysians) are enshrined in the Constitution and entrenched in government 

policies. The Malays are the bumiputera (sons of the soil), together with other indigenous 

Malaysians such as the Senoi, Jakun and Semai in Peninsular Malaysia, Dayaks in Sarawak 

and Kadazan-Dusun in Sabah. The Malaysian government’s identification of the Malays is 

based on bangsa47

There is no other Bangsa in this world which has extended culture on a vast 
scale for the whole race at the same time and pace as the Bangsa Melayu. The 
bangsa Melayu has absorbed three cultures one after another, which has 
fulfilled the character and soul in the descent of the Bangsa Melayu, that is, 
Hindu culture for thousands of years and for a thousand years the soul and 
blood of the Bangsa Melayu flowed with Buddhist culture. From the eleventh 
century A.D., Islamic culture has replaced these two cultures and flourished in 
splendour and glory with the light of God that is pure in the soul of the Bangsa 
Melayu as a whole (Liow 2005a, p. 46). 

 Melayu. As a result of this, while the Malays in Malaysia can be the 

descendants of ethnic Acehnese, Bugis, Javanese, Madurese and Minangkabau peoples, they 

are reluctant to differentiate themselves in this way, for doing so would be detrimental to 

their political unity given the presence of non-Malay groups. On the theme of bangsa Melayu 

and its evolving cultural identity, a Malay nationalist, Ibrahim Yaacob, has stated that, 

 

The fluidity of the definition of ‘Malay’ in Malaysia can be found in the term masuk Melayu 

(or to ‘enter Malayness’ or to become a Malay). This means that non-Malays can become 

‘Malay’ through conversion to Islam of their free will or after marriage to a Malay. In fact the 

off-spring of non-Malays, or those from mix-marriages who have converted to Islam are 

automatically known as Melayu or Malays.  

 

                                                 
47 Bangsa has a Sanskrit origin and refers to lineage or caste. In the old days, someone who had no bangsa was 
considered of low birth. In the 1930s, many young Malay nationalists were concerned that many thought 
themselves as Javanese, Minangkabau, Bugis and Banjarese, or subjects of particular Sultans, instead of a 
simple Malay bangsa. In the following decades up to independence, the term bangsa Melayu was used in 
Malaya to show solidarity among the Malays, especially during the time of controversial Malayan Union in 
1946 (Reid 2004, p. 17).  
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Indonesians have generally accepted the notion that they are part of the Malay race. The 

Indonesian Constitution, however, does not mention anything about the definition of a Malay, 

nor does it differentiate between ethnic groups. Nonetheless, Indonesia accepts that a 

separation based on different languages, histories, cultures and religions does exist between 

the people in East Indonesia, especially Nusa Tenggara and Irian Jaya, who constitute 

populations from the Melanesian group, and the people in the rest of Indonesia who are from 

the Austronesian group. Sensitivity to national unity was echoed by Dewi Fortuna Anwar, 

who pointed out that, ‘Indonesia cannot afford to place an emphasis on the Malay race, 

because it is detrimental to national unity. People in Nusa Tenggara and Irian Jaya are 

different because they are from the Melanesian group’.48  Indeed, Indonesia has more than 

1,000 ethnic groups, of which 15 have at least one million people. Among these 15 ethnic 

groups are the Achenese, Buginese, Javanese, Madurese, Malays,49

                                                 
48  Interview with Dewi Fortuna Anwar, a former foreign policy advisor to President Habibie 1998-1999 and the 

 Minangkabau and 

Sundanese. The founding fathers of modern Indonesia, Sukarno and Hatta, realized the 

challenge of maintaining national unity amongst the vast array of ethnic groups. Thus, they 

created the national motto of Bhinneka Tunggal Ika or ‘Unity in Diversity.’ The national 

motto was inscribed in the national symbol of Indonesia of Garuda Pancasila and 

specifically mentioned in the Indonesian Constitution under Article 36A. The significance of 

the national motto was the fact that it was quoted from a Javanese poem Kakawin Sutasoma, 

written by Mpu Tantular dating back to the fifteenth century Kingdom of Majapahit which 

promoted tolerance between different ethnic and religious groups. The national ideology of 

Pancasila was also crafted to ensure harmony among the Indonesian people. In fact the 

Indonesia’s Central Bureau of Statistics (BPS) was not allowed by the Sukarno and Suharto 

administrations to include the question on the makeup of ethnicity in Indonesia in order to 

Deputy Chairperson for Social Sciences and Humanities, The Indonesian Institute of Science (LIPI), Jakarta, 26 
September 2006. 
49 Indonesians from different ethnic groups accepted that they are from the Malay ‘race’. However, the usage of  
‘Malays’ in Indonesia often refers to a particular ethnic group.   
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maintain unity and harmony. However, the Indonesian population census of 2000 collected 

by the BPS clearly identified people based on their ethnic background where the Javanese 

constitute the largest ethnic group or 42 percent of the total population, followed by the 

Sundanese, 15 percent (Chalmers 2006, p. 42). Over the years, ethnic consciousness became 

more visible in Indonesia.50 This was due to the growing influence of ethnic Javanese on the 

Indonesian politics.51

 

 At the same time, more preferences and opportunities were given to the 

ethnic Javanese at the expense of other ethnic groups in the granting of positions in the 

government administration, the military and education. Ethnic consciousness eroded the bond 

between the Javanese and other Indonesians and weakened their attachment to the wider 

concept of the ‘Malay race’.  

Serumpun: Historical context  

The relationship between the sovereign states of Indonesia and Malaysia formally began in 

August 1957. However, relationships between the two peoples have existed for thousands of 

years. In order to understand the closeness of the relationships, and the feeling of being 

serumpun, it is important to look at four factors; first, the perception of ‘one entity’; second, 

the existence of a common ancient glory; third, inter-migration between the islands; and 

finally, the common struggle against colonialism.  

 

 

 
                                                 
50  According to Suryadinata (2002, p. 2) “(i)n reality, Indonesians have always been conscious of ethnicity. 
Because of the fear of ‘national disintegration’, the Indonesian Government in the last fifty years had never 
identified ethnic affiliation in its population census”. 
51  “The thirty-two-years rule of Suharto re-established the perception of Javanese control over the non-
Javanese. His ruling style, which was similar to the king of Java and his promotion of Javanese traditions and 
customs, perpetuated the concept of Indonesia being ruled by the people of Java. According to some observers, 
Suharto also tended to employ Javanese as well as non-Javanese who had married Javanese in high positions in 
his government. Because of the Javanese domination, Indonesian politics can be seen as a contest for power 
between the Javanese and non-Javanese. This notion often leads political analysts to focus on the study of the 
ethnic Javanese to understand Indonesian politics” (Suryadinata 2002, p. 4). 
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Malaysia-Indonesia seen since ancient times as one entity 

Since ancient times, Malaysia and Indonesia had been seen by many outsiders essentially as 

one entity. Ptolemy, the Egyptian geographer of the second century (AD), called this region 

the ‘Golden Chersonese’ because it was known for its gold deposits.52

 

 The Indians also called 

the land mass which now comprises Malaysia and Indonesia as Golden Islands (Yavadvipa). 

The Arab geographer, Edrisi identified the region as ‘Malai’ which was rich in gold and 

spices. The Chinese Ming dynasty, which sent an emissary to the area in the fifteenth century 

under Admiral Zhenghe (Cheng Ho, 1371-1435) called the area Southern Seas  (Nanyang) 

(Andaya & Andaya 2001: 54).  In the early years of Islam, the people who lived in Mecca, 

Saudi Arabia, where Muslims performed their hajj, referred to the pilgrims who came from 

today’s Malaysia and Indonesia as Jawi, which literally means ‘people from Java’. 

Subsequently, the early European travelers called the area the Malay Archipelago.  

Under the Srivijaya Empire the Malay Archipelago was united as one political entity.53

                                                 
52 Early inhabitants of this region, which was a gold producing area, used gold as decoration. In the early Malay 
courts, clothes were often made of ‘benang emas’ or gold thread and the traditional royal colour was yellow to 
symbolize gold. However, today this region is no longer considered an important gold producing area.  

 At the 

height of its power, under Sang Dapunta Hayang, it occupied all the islands of Sumatera, 

Java, Peninsular Malaysia, Kalimantan, Nusa Tengarra, Maluku and even Mindanao 

(Supangkat 2005, p. 65). In 1000 AD, texts by Arab merchants and traders bound for China 

made reference to travelling through ‘the sea of Melayu’. Even inscriptions found in the 

Indian Colamandala kingdom (South India) mention an ancient kingdom of Malaiyur 

(Melayu). However, in 1275, the capital of the Srivijaya Empire near Palembang, Sumatera 

and all its dependencies in Sumatera and Peninsular Malaysia were attacked and occupied by 

53 There is no doubt that the existence of the Srivijaya Empire (and later Majapahit  
Empire) united the Malay Archipelago ‘politically’ as it occupied and ruled most of the land mass in the area. 
The existence of these empires is mentioned in the old written texts such as Babad Tanah Jawi, 
Negarakrtagama, Pararaton, Hikayat Raja-Raja Pasai and Sejarah Melayu (Supomo1979, p. 172-174). The 
Indonesian nationalists only used the image and glory of Srivijaya and Majapahit Empires (that was 
rediscovered by the western scholars such as L. Brandes and George Coedes from the old written texts) to 
enhance unity among Indonesians to fight the Dutch colonial government.   
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the powerful Majapahit from Java. Under the ruler Hayam Wuruk (1350-1389), and chief 

minister Gajah Mada, Majapahit expanded its empire to include the whole Archipelago. 

According to the epic poem Desawarnana (or generally known as Negarakrtagama), 

composed by the court poet Mpu Prapanca in 1365, the Majapahit Empire encompassed an 

area from ‘the western tip of Sumatera to the southern Philippines and east to New Guinea’ 

(Brown 2003: 26; Andaya 2004, p. 66). The Negarakrtagama also mentioned several states in 

mainland Asia that were under the protection of the Majapahit Empire. Under the Majapahit 

Empire the whole Archipelago was united again as one political entity.54

 

  

Moreover, the Malay language was spoken throughout the Malay Archipelago, as it was the 

important language of trade under the great empires of Srivijaya, Majapahit and Malacca. 

This continued even when the Malay Archipelago was under the colonization of the 

Portuguese, Dutch and British. For centuries, the Malay language has been the lingua-franca 

used by local and foreign merchants and traders in the area (Andaya & Andaya 2001, p. 45; 

Sutherland 2004, p. 77), and to some extent, it has united the people in the Malay 

Archipelago. Today, the Malay language is the national language in Malaysia, Indonesia, 

Brunei Darussalam and it is one of the official languages of Singapore.55

                                                 
54  “Texts on separatists (in Aceh, East Timor and Irian Jaya) refer to a number of pieces of evidence to confirm 
that the people of these territories essentially identify themselves as Indonesians. Much of this evidence is 
historical; for example, some authors see a continuous link between the Mataram, Sriwijaya (or Srivijaya), and 
Majapahit kingdoms and the Indonesian nation-state” (MacRae 2002, p. 38). 

 Even within the 

Malay communities of southern Thailand and the Philippines, Cambodia, Vietnam, Sri Lanka 

and South Africa, the Malay language is still being used in daily life. According to statistics 

on the usage of the Malay language across the globe, there are about 300 million people who 

speak it. In fact, it is the fourth most spoken language in the world, after Mandarin, English 

and Hindi. In early 2004, the Literary and Language Agency, Malaysia (Dewan Bahasa dan 

55 Anderson points out that “the most important thing about language is its capacity for generating imagined 
communities, building in effect particular solidarities” (Anderson 1991, p.133). 
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Pustaka, Malaysia) and the Brunei, Indonesia and Malaysia Language Council (Majlis 

Bahasa Brunei, Indonesia and Malaysia) suggested that ASEAN formally adopt the Malay 

language as more than half of the ASEAN people are able to speak it. The above discussion 

demonstrates that, many people have seen this region as one geographical entity; and the 

people and traders who lived in this region spoke the Malay language. Both factors form the 

foundation of the serumpun concept.  

 

Shared perception of ancient glory and social heritage 

Among Malaysians and Indonesians, the ancient empires of Buddhist Srivijaya (683-

1377AD), Hindu Mataram (732-929AD), Hindu-Javanese Majapahit (1293-1525AD), and 

Islamic Malacca (1402-1511AD) are well known. They are recognised as the greatest 

achievements of their common ancestors, although Malaysians now tend to refer to the glory 

of Srivijaya and Malacca Empires, and Indonesians to the Majapahit and Mataram Empires, 

since Srivijaya and Malacca are seen as ‘Malay empires’ while the Majapahit and Mataram as 

‘Javanese empires’. Many Malaysians still respect the spirit of the social covenant made by 

the ruler Seri Teri Buana, and his chief minister Demang Lebar Daun, at Bukit Siguntang, 

Palembang (now in Sumatra, Indonesia) the capital of the early Srivijaya Empire (Andaya & 

Andaya 2001, p. 35). This covenant decreed that the Malays show obedience and loyalty to 

their royal rulers. In return, these rulers would repay them by being just and act as ‘protector’ 

(see Chapter 3 for discussion of leadership culture). Later, an exiled Hindu prince from 

Palembang known as Sri Parameswara, established a thriving port and an important state 

mid-way between India and China known as Malacca (now a state on the west coast of 

Peninsular Malaysia). Malacca grew to be an important empire in the 15th century, and a 

centre of Malay-Muslim civilization. The famous Malay admiral, Hang Tuah, was born on 

the island of Bintan (now in the province of Riau, Indonesia) and moved to Malacca with his 
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parents when he was a child. In contemporary times, many roads and hotels in both Malaysia 

and Indonesia are named after Hang Tuah, and both nations now claim Hang Tuah as their 

hero. After the fall of the Malacca Empire, Riau became the centre of Malay-Muslim 

civilization. Raja Haji (1809-1870) of the Johor-Riau sultanate, was regarded by Malaysians 

and Indonesians as a religious scholar and a grammarian for the Malaysian and Indonesian 

languages. Johor is now a state in Malaysia and Riau a province of Indonesia.  

 

During the struggle for independence, the shared perception of ancient glory and heritage was 

promoted by leaders who were enthusiastic about uniting Malaya and Indonesia into a single 

country. In mid-1945, Indonesia was given by the Japanese, whose rule in the region was 

coming to an end, the opportunity to prepare for independence. A committee called the 

Investigating Body for the Preparation of Indonesia’s Independence (BPUPKI) was 

established. Both Muhammad Yamin and Sukarno were on the Committee.56

                                                 
56 Muhammad Yamin earned his doctorate in law from the Universiteit van Indonesie in1932 and he was active 
in nationalist movements. Yamin had been a cabinet minister (holding portfolios such as education and culture, 
information, and social affairs) in successive Indonesian governments from 1953-1955 and 1957-1962.  

 One of the 

duties of the Committee was to formulate the constitution, develop the political structure, and 

clarify the boundaries of the newly independent country. According to Ide Anak Agung Gde 

Agung (1973, p. 465) and Abdullah (1993, p. 141), the Committee took a vote on 10 July 

1945. A two thirds majority accepted the argument made by Yamin and Sukarno that the 

geographical boundary of an independent Indonesia should include the entire former 

Netherlands East Indies, Malaya, and the British Borneo colonies. Yamin declared that these 

territories were part of the former Majapahit Empire, as recorded in the Nagarakrtagama (see 

also Reinhardt 1967, pp. 25-27). Yamin was known to be the chief proponent of the idea of 

Greater Indonesia (Indonesia Raya). A former Vice President of Indonesia, Hatta (1945-

1956), who was also involved in the Committee, suggested that an independent Indonesia 
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should include Malaya and Singapore, but exclude West Irian. Prior to Sukarno and Hatta 

returning from their meetings with the Japanese Commander-in-Chief for Southeast Asia, 

Marshal Terauchi in Dalat, Vietnam, there was a plan for them to meet the Malayan leaders 

to discuss the possibility of the inclusion of Malaya and Singapore in an independent 

Indonesia (Wanandi 1988, p. 455). The meeting between Sukarno and Hatta and the Malayan 

leaders Ibrahim Yaacob (the founder of the first political group in Malaya, the Young Malays 

Union or Kesatuan Melayu Muda) and Burhanuddin Al-Helmy (one of the leaders of Malay 

Nationalist Party and later President of Pan-Malaysian Islamic Party, or PIMP) took place in 

Taiping, Malaya. Both sides signed an agreement with full consent of the Japanese authority 

to unite Malaya with Indonesia as a single independent country under the term Greater 

Indonesia (Abdul Hamid 2007, p. 384). However, the aspiration of these early nationalist 

leaders to unite the entire archipelago was dashed with the imminent defeat of the Japanese. 

Sukarno and Hatta hastily proclaimed Indonesia’s independence, minus the inclusion of 

Malaya, Singapore and British Borneo, on 17 August 1945 (Poulgrain 1998, p. 29).  

 

General Abdul Haris Nasution (Nasution), who fought during the Revolution and was later 

appointed the first Indonesian Army Chief, also emphasized the common history and 

ancestral (and political) unity of the Malay Archipelago. It is important to note that Nasution, 

Hatta and Yamin were of Sumatran origin, and so felt closer to the ethnic Malays in Malaya 

than did Sukarno, who was from Java. In his five volume work entitled Around the War of 

Indonesian Independence (Sekitar Perang Kemerdekaan Indonesia) Nasution acknowledged 

the contribution made by the Malay nationalists (especially from the Malay Nationalist Party) 

during the Indonesian struggle for independence, mentioning that they fought in combat 

against the Dutch army, side by side with their Indonesian brothers. It was estimated that the 

Malay Nationalist Party, which was formed in mid-October 1945, had 150,000 members, of 
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which 60,000 members were Indonesians. Further to this, the first president of the Party was 

Java-born Moktar U’d-din (Poulgrain 1998, p. 37). The party’s platform was that Malaya 

should be part of Greater Indonesia.  

 

Common struggle against colonialism  

Indigenous Malays’ struggle against colonialism was indeed a major factor that contributed to 

the development of serumpun, and the comradely spirit started well before the Pacific War 

and its aftermath as described above. Since the early 1900s, there were many instances where 

nationalists and intellectuals from both British Malaya and the Dutch East Indies worked 

together to educate and mobilize the masses in anti-colonial struggles. In 1906, the most 

influential Islamic journal Al-Islam collectively addressed its readers in British Malaya and 

the Dutch East Indies as ‘our community’ and spoke of ‘our religion’. The Malayan and 

Indonesian students who studied overseas often tried to establish common unity among them. 

In 1925, the Malayan and Indonesian students who studied in the Egyptian Al Azhar 

University published a journal called Seruan Azhar. In its first issue, the editor claimed that 

‘All our people … whether in Java, or in Sumatra, or in Borneo, or in the Malay Peninsular, 

must unite and share a common purpose and agreement to strive for advancement …, and on 

no account allow ourselves to split into separate parties’ (Abdullah 1993, p. 144). Malayan 

and Indonesian students in Iraq formed the National Council of Indonesia-Malaya (Majlis 

Kebangsaan Indonesia-Malaya). This council later changed its name to the Convention of 

Indonesia Youth (Perkumpulan Pemuda Indonesia) when the Malaya students agreed to be 

represented as Indonesians (Abdullah 1993, p. 144). Similarly, in India and Sri Lanka, the 

Malayan and Indonesian students formed the Indonesia-Malaya Society (Persatuan 

Indonesia-Malaya) and the Welfare Organization of Indonesia and the Peninsula 

(Kesejahteraan Rakyat Indonesia Semenanjung). All these organizations demonstrate that 
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there was an intentional effort to create a sense of unity among the elites and young leaders in 

overseas institutions.  

 

Meanwhile, many local students at colleges and members of political and social organizations 

in both nations openly support the integration of Malaya and Indonesia. For example, in the 

1930s and 1950s, many former students from the Sultan Idris Teachers College (now the 

Sultan Idris University of Education) in Malaya became involved in the radical nationalist 

movement through organizations such as the Young Malays Union (KMM), Malayan 

Nationalist Party, PUTERA and KRIS. The leaders of these parties, such as Ibrahim 

Yaacob57, Dr Burhanuddin Al-Helmy58

 

 and Ahmad Boestamam, were known to openly 

promote the concept of serumpun and support the integration of Malaya and Indonesia. KMM 

also openly declared its struggle towards ‘… political salvation for the Malays by means of 

expulsion of the British and the union of Malaya with a yet to be formed independent 

Indonesia’ (cited in Poulgrain 1998, p. 28). The radical and revolutionary nature of KMM 

often drew immigrants from Indonesia into its ranks. At the same time, many Malayan 

scholars, writers and literary enthusiasts considered Indonesia to be a source of inspiration 

and the Indonesians as blood relatives (saudara dari seberang) from across the ocean. So 

there had been deliberate attempts on both sides to instill in the people of Malaya and 

Indonesia a sense of fraternity. These attempts contributed to the strong notion of being 

serumpun among the population in the lead up to Independence, culminating in the deal of 

Greater Indonesia among Sukarno, Hatta, Ibrahim Yaacob and Burhanuddin Al-Helmy in 

1945.  

                                                 
57 When Sukarno and Hatta declared Indonesian independence on August 17, 1945, Ibrahim Yaacob and his 
wife migrated immediately to Indonesia. 
58 Dr Burhanuddin Al-Helmy was arrested by the Malaysian government in January 1965 for his role in assisting 
Indonesia in its Confrontation against Malaysia. He was released the following year due to ill health and died in 
October 1969. 
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Inter-migration: push and pull factors 

The migration of people from Indonesia to Malaysia (and vice versa) is the single most 

important factor that created the feeling of being serumpun. Movement of people in this area 

has been occurring since ancient times, although the numbers and directions have often 

fluctuated. Basic similarities in culture, language and religion have made the inter-migration 

and assimilation process relatively simple.  

 

Before the arrival of the colonial powers and the formation of international boundaries in the 

region, the Malays from all parts of the archipelago, especially the Acehnese, Buginese, 

Banjarese, Javanese and Minangkabau, roamed and settled as they wished. Migration 

between what are now the Malaysian and Indonesian territories often resulted from a variety 

of push and pull factors. For instance, the rise and fall of kingdoms, especially in what is now 

Indonesia, often saw the migration of people to Malaya. The fall of the Srivijaya kingdom to 

the Majapahit resulted in the establishment of Malacca by Parameswara, an exiled prince 

from Srivijaya, with his entourage. With the arrival and influence of many Arabs and Indian 

Muslim traders in Malacca, the ruler and his subjects became Muslims. At its height, Malacca 

was to become the most important trading port in the region. When Malacca fell to the 

Portuguese in 1511, and later to the Dutch in 1641, the migration flow from Indonesia 

continued to other parts of Malaya and Borneo. At the same time, as the Indonesians sought 

land and fortune, they also established the new sultanate kingdoms of Selangor, Johor-Riau 

and Negeri Sembilan. Based on the Anglo-Dutch Treaty of 1824, the Malay World was 

divided into two spheres of influence namely; Malaya, Singapore, Sarawak and North Borneo 

under the British influence, and the rest of the Malay World under Dutch control (Milne & 

Mauzy 1986, p. 13). However, migration flow from the Dutch territory of Netherlands East 

Indies (especially from Sumatra and Java) to Malaya and Borneo continued due to opposition 



103 
 

to the oppressive Cultivation System imposed by the Dutch. The Cultivation System forced 

Indonesians to set aside one-fifth of their paddy fields for the production of cash crops (such 

as coffee, tobacco, sugar, indigo and tea) which were exported to the European market 

(Brown 2003, p. 84). This system resulted in many incidents of rebellion, famine and 

starvation, and it led thousands of Indonesians to flee to the British colonies. 

 

In terms of pull factors, the British actually encouraged the migration of Indonesians to the 

British colonies in the late 19th century. The rationale behind this was that these new arrivals 

would open new areas and become workers on plantations, especially the rubber estates. As a 

result, a large part of western Johor, Perak and Selangor states in Malaysia have been settled 

by the Javanese, who work in the coffee, pineapple and rubber sectors. In Negeri Sembilan 

and Pahang states in Malaysia, the Minangkabau and the Bugis respectively settled there. 

Most worked on rubber plantations or as paddy planters. The Minangkabaus still strictly 

follow their matrilineal system, known as Adat Perpatih, as they also do in West Sumatra. 

After Independence, especially under the Prime Minister Razak, Indonesians were 

encouraged to settle in Malaysia on the grounds that the Malaysian population was still 

relatively small, and large areas needed manpower for plantation development. At the same 

time, due to political reasons, it was hoped that the Indonesians, who are similar to Malays in 

culture, traditions and religion, would bolster the number of the so-called ‘indigenous people’ 

vis-a-vis the non-Malays. During the Mahathir administration, Indonesian workers were also 

welcomed as Malaysia, during the economic boom in the late 1980s, faced labour shortages 

in the electronic, construction and plantation sectors. A significant number of these 

Indonesians later settled in Malaysia, becoming permanent residents or citizens. What is 

important here is that the history and continuous inter-migration of people has strengthened 

the concept of serumpun between Malaysia and Indonesia. 
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The serumpun concept after independence: two sovereign states and diverging interests 

The sentiment and practice of serumpun embarked on a very complicated and mixed 

trajectory after Indonesia and Malaya achieved independence - separately. While it did not  

create total harmony between the two sovereign states and could not even guarantee 

Indonesia’s domestic unity, serumpun did help maintain an emotional bond which the two 

governments could capitalize on in constructing a special state-to-state relationship, tackling 

crises and rebuilding connections when broad geopolitical and national circumstances did not 

pose direct obstacles. To some extent such mixed but overall positive functions of ‘common 

race’ was not unique to Malaysia and Indonesia, since it was also witnessed, albeit in 

different ways and to varying degrees, in the cases of the two Koreas, two Chinas, and two 

Germanys.  

 

With the arrival of independence in August 1957 Malaya attempted to exercise its newly 

found liberty to determine its own foreign policy direction. Some of the measures taken by 

Kuala Lumpur were not supportive of, and were perhaps even detrimental to, Indonesia’s 

national interests including its security concerns. The first blow to bilateral relations occurred 

in December 1957 when Malaya took a neutral stand at the UN General Assembly’s voting 

on the issue of Dutch West Irian (or Irian Jaya). This dismayed the Sukarno government as it 

was hoping that Kuala Lumpur would vote in its favour, not anticipating that Indonesia’s 

‘blood relatives’ could not be counted on when in need. Jakarta’s disappointment was echoed 

in the Indonesian Observer newspaper. 

 
All is well if only the Indonesian government would realize that Malaya, 
although similar in many respects to Indonesia, has her own interests in her 
struggle for survival. We should have refrained from too much enthusiasm 
when Malaya received her independence (cited in Muniandy 1996, p. 77). 
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Malaya took a neutral stand on the West New Guinea issue because it had just gained 

independence and wanted more time to consider the issue. Nevertheless, Malaya finally gave 

its support to Indonesia after recognising the strong desire for decolonization among the 

international community.  However, further problems arose in February 1958. As if to show 

that serumpun was no guarantee for Indonesia’s own national unity, a rebellion was staged by 

the Indonesian Revolutionary Government (PRRI) army in Padang, Sumatra, against the 

Sukarno government (Reinhardt 1967, p. 78). The PRRI army was supported by Colonel 

Simbolon in Tapanuli, North Sulawesi, who also staged his own rebellion under Piagam 

Perjuangan Semesta Alam (Permesta). These insurgent groups (PRRI/Permesta) claimed that 

they wanted an independent Sumatra and Sulawesi because they were dissatisfied with their 

unequal economic development, and disillusioned with the central government in Jakarta.59

 

 

In a further twist of the serumpun spirit in the age of sovereign states when ethnic groups had 

their collective interests closely related to their position in the shifting politics of sovereign 

states, the respected Sultan of Deli in Sumatra stated: 

We Sumatrans would do better to leave the republic (of Indonesia) altogether 
and join Malaya. Most of the Sultans there are relatives of mine, and one 
really has so much more in common (compared with the Javanese) (Poulgrain 
1998, p. 174). 

 

Indonesia accused Malaya and Britain of directly aiding insurgent groups, partly because the 

Malayan Prime Minister Tunku gave a serious consideration to the idea of Sumatra joining 

Malaya to form a ‘Greater Malaya’ (Poulgrain 1998, p. 174).  Commanded by Nasution, the 

Indonesian army brutally crushed the insurgent groups in Sumatra and Sulawesi. The 

remaining PRRI leaders fled to Malaya. The Sukarno government wanted Tunku to send 

them back to be tried in Indonesia, but Malaya refused the request and granted the insurgent 
                                                 
59  The former US Ambassador to Indonesia during the PRRI rebellion, Howard P. Jones, ‘… report to 
Washington that Dr. Mohammad Hatta, Chief of Staff Abdul Haris Nasution (a Sumatran), and other influential 
Indonesians in Djakarta saw the rebellion not as a struggle centered on “communism” but rather as distressing 
attempt to break up the Indonesian state’ (Doeppers 1972, p.195). 
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leaders political asylum. Malaya’s action seemed to further vindicate Indonesia’s accusation 

that Malaya was assisting the PRRI in terms of providing arms, sanctuary and propaganda 

(Anwar 1994, p. 210). While these incidents soured bilateral relations, the ultimate break 

down took place later in 1963 when Sukarno explicitly announced Indonesia’s hostility to the 

idea of ‘Malaysia’.60

 

 Although Sukarno’s Confrontation campaign to crush the newly formed 

country led to the suspension of diplomatic relations, significantly the racial bond and 

common struggle against colonialism were still invoked by both sides. For example, in 

September 1964, in a speech at the UN Security Council hearing of Malaysia’s complaint of 

the Indonesian military incursion onto its territory, the Malaysian Minister for Home Affairs 

and Justice, Ismail Abdul Rahman, made the following remarks.  

‘When the Indonesian people fought for independence from the Netherlands, 
not only did we in Malaya, Singapore, Sabah and Sarawak give them material 
and moral support, but hundreds of Malayans and those from Sabah and 
Sarawak and Singapore went over to Indonesia to join their brethren and to 
fight side by side with them. Some of them laid down their lives for them, and 
many more settled down in Indonesia, becoming Indonesian citizens. In those 
days and thereafter, Indonesian leadership was a source of inspiration and 
guidance to us’ (Ministry of External Affairs, Malaysia 1964, p. 2). 

 

At the same hearing, the Indonesian Deputy Foreign Minister, Sudjarwo Tjondronegoro, 

expressed similar sentiment and conjured up the cultural and racial oneness:  

 I, for one, regret that we should oppose each other here in this world body, 
since our two peoples are so close, racially as well as culturally, and indeed we 
can be called brothers within the same family, the family of the great Malay 
race. We speak the same language, possess the same cultural heritage, and 
inhabit the same home area in South East Asia (Ministry of External Affairs, 
Malaysia 1964, p. 8).  

 

It did not take long to see that while the idea of serumpun failed to prevent a few years of 

animosity, it could be used to improve relations and underpin friendship when other 

                                                 
60  Malaysia was proposed by Tunku with the intention to unite Malaya, Singapore, Brunei, Sarawak and British 
North Borneo. According to Milner (2006, p. 242) Malaysia was often translated as ‘Melayu Raya’ or ‘Greater 
Malaydom’. 
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circumstances became right. In his attempt to normalize relations with Malaysia after he 

replaced Sukarno, Suharto’s appointed Adam Malik as Foreign Minister and Indonesian 

delegation leader to Malaysia. This was well calculated, since Adam Malik was known to 

have many maternal relatives and friends in Perak, Malaysia. His mother, Hajjah Siti Salmah, 

was born in Cemor, Perak, but later moved to Pematangsiantar, North Sumatera, with her 

Indonesian husband. This is where Adam Malik was born (Djamily 1980, p. 9). Adam 

Malik’s story is another example of inter-migration between both countries which served to 

strengthen serumpun. Adam Malik declared that, ‘It (the peace agreement to end the 

Confrontation) is a victory for the Malay race. There is no winner and there is no loser’ 

(Kadir 1991, p. 42).  

 

It was true that Prime Minister Tunku was cautious about the resumption of bilateral 

relations. He suspected that ‘if [Indonesia] stuck to the present system of centralized rule by 

the Javanese, there could be no future peace or stability and this presented considerable 

dangers for Malaysia’ (Liow 2005, p. 329). However, with the signing of the Bangkok 

Accords to end the Confrontation and the formation of ASEAN in 1967, Tunku began to 

change his position and made an official visit to Jakarta in March 1968. As a goodwill 

gesture, Tunku made a public call to all ASEAN members to provide assistance to the 

Suharto government in its effort to rebuild the national economy which was devastated 

during the ‘year of living dangerously’ under Sukarno in 1965. Meaningfully he also 

proclaimed: 

 
Malaysians are blood brothers of the Indonesians. We are few in number. I 
sometimes wonder whether the Malays would have come into being if it had 
not been for the Indonesians. Thanks to Allah, Confrontation is over. It was 
not Indonesians confronting Malays, but communists opposing non-
communists (Liow 2005a, p. 113). 
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Therefore, after all Tunku still believed the serumpun concept was critical factor in advancing 

bilateral relations. During his visit to Jakarta, both countries agreed to revive the 1959 ‘Treaty 

of Friendship’ which was declared void during Confrontation (Muniandy 1996, p. 246). 

Suharto’s visit to Malaysia in March 1970 was the first by an Indonesian head of state. At a 

dinner in his honour, Suharto spoke about how, since his arrival in Malaysia, he had felt like 

he was with his own family, and not in a foreign country. He added that Malaysians and 

Indonesians were both neighbours and saudara (or relatives), sharing similar interests, 

problems and ways of thinking (Muniandy 1996, p. 251). Liow (2003, p. 334) rightly pointed 

out that one significant point to note about both leaders’ visits was that ‘the language of blood 

brotherhood (serumpun) was employed liberally’. The sentiment of serumpun, a traditional 

fabric in bilateral relations, definitely facilitated their post-Confrontation reconciliation. 

 

Strengthening the serumpun concept since Razak 

The May 1969 racial riots in Malaysia worked as a major catalyst for the development of 

serumpun solidarity. The country’s Deputy Prime Minister Razak led the post-riots governing 

regime, a National Operations Council (NOC), the first task of which was to restore law and 

order. It tightened the rules regarding the publication of material which might inflame racial 

tensions, such as Mahathir’s book, The Malay Dilemma. On the other hand, the NOC 

amended the sedition laws to prohibit any public discussion of issues such as ‘(a) the status 

and powers of the Malay Rulers, (b) the special position of the Malays and the citizenship 

rights of non-Malays, (c) the status of Islam as the official religion, and (d) the status of 

Malay as the sole official national language’ (Hng Hung Yong 2004, p. 104). In this light, 

Razak saw the serumpun Indonesians as a bulwark against ethnic Chinese pressure in 

Malaysia.  
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The May 1969 racial riots evoked feelings of sympathy amongst Indonesians for their ‘blood 

relatives’ in Malaysia. Many Malay students were known to have visited Jakarta to learn 

about the tactics used by the Indonesian students during the 1965-66 post-coup riots. 

Moreover, some political Islamic organizations in Malaysia had been working with their 

Indonesian counterparts to provoke further Malay resentment toward the Chinese (Liow 

2003, p. 337). The riots were closely monitored by the Indonesian government, and meetings 

were convened at the cabinet level on the appropriate course of action that should be taken if 

needed. Suharto hinted that he was ready, if the situation worsened, to ‘help’ the Malays in 

Malaysia. Suharto’s close aide, General Tjokropranolo, claimed that ‘the Indonesian people 

as a whole felt they had an obligation to help the Malays in their “struggle” with the Chinese’ 

(Liow 2003, p. 337). Therefore, the state visit by Suharto to Malaysia in March 1970, which 

took place just ten months after the riots and was marked by the use of the language of ‘blood 

relatives’ and serumpun, was suspected by many Malaysian Chinese as part of a political 

conspiracy to oppress the Chinese (Muniandy 1996, p. 251). After all, the Suharto 

government itself was imposing a program of Indonesianization on the ethnic Chinese 

communities. The New Order regime forced the Indonesian Chinese to assimilate into the 

‘mainstream’ by closing Chinese medium schools, banning the Chinese from displaying their 

language characters and cultural performances, and requiring them to adopt Indonesian 

(usually Javanese) names (Klinken 2003, p. 70). The close relations between Malaysia and 

Indonesia also heightened concern in the Chinese dominated Singapore. The Deputy Prime 

Minister of Singapore at the time, Toh Chin Chye, opined that ‘… Singapore had to watch 

that it was not squeezed between brother Malays’ (Liow 2005a, p. 108).  

 

The most controversial program introduced by the government of Razak, who succeeded 

Tunku as Prime Minister in September 1970, was the New Economic Policy (NEP). 
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Embodied in a series of five-year plans from 1971 to 1990, NEP sought ‘to reduce and 

eliminate the identification of race with economic function’ (Verma 2004, p. 69). The 

specific goal of the NEP was to reduce the incidence of poverty in rural areas, where the 

majority of Malays and other indigenous people lived, and to increase their share of the 

nation’s wealth. The Malays and other indigenous groups (Bumiputera), who constituted 55 

per cent of the total population in 1970, were given preference in higher education, job 

opportunities in government offices, and government contracts for businesses for the next 20 

years. NEP was similar to Indonesia’s Banteng scheme of the 1950s which tried to provide 

greater economic opportunity and benefits to the indigenous Indonesians (pribumi) and assist 

them to compete with the ethnic Chinese (Klinken 2003, p. 79).61

 

   

In foreign policy, Razak refocused Malaysia foreign policy from Tunku’s pro-west and anti-

communist stance, towards claims of non-alignment or neutrality. This policy was again 

similar to Indonesian foreign policy under Suharto which emphasized ‘independent and 

active’ policy as well as neutral stance. Razak conducted consultation (musyawarah) with 

Suharto under the spirit of serumpun on important issues that affected both countries’ 

national interests.  In education, Razak insisted on fast-tracking up the establishment of a 

National University of Malaysia (Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia), with the assistance from 

Indonesia. The new Malaysian Education Minister, Abdul Rahman Yaakub and his senior 

officers visited Jakarta to recruit teachers for the new university. According to Zainal Abidin 

Abdul Wahid, a member of the university advising committee, Indonesia provided assistance 

to the establishment of the Malaysian university based on a spirit of brotherhood or serumpun 

(Muniandy 1996, p. 267). Rahman Yaakub acknowledged that without the assistance of 

                                                 
61 Another similarity to Indonesia from the political development in post-riots Malaysia arose from a national 
ideology (Rukunegara) introduced by Razak. Somewhat akin to Indonesia’s Pancasila, it prescribed five guiding 
principles, namely belief in god, loyalty to king and country, the sanctity of the constitution, the rule of law, and 
good behaviour and morality (Andaya & Andaya 2001, p. 299).  
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Indonesia, not only would the university not have been established, but also the 

implementation of the National Education Policy and the Malay language into schools and 

universities would have failed (Muniandy 1996, p. 267). Information and cultural cooperation 

was another important field in which relations between the two countries were strengthened. 

Institutionalized exchange of radio and television programs and films reinforced the sense of 

unity. In fact, the Malaysian government news agency Bernama opened its first overseas 

branch in Jakarta (Muniandy 1996, p. 270).  

 

Serumpun reached its height with the Razak government. After the sudden death of Razak in 

January 1976, the new Prime Minister Hussein maintained the momentum. Just two weeks 

after assuming office, Hussein made his first official visit to Jakarta. ‘It was at this visit that 

Indo-Malaysian ‘brotherliness’ was re-affirmed by Suharto and Hussein’ (Liow 2005, p. 

129).  With Mahathir succeeding Hussein as Prime Minister in 1981, amicable relations 

continued. Malaysia recognized Indonesia’s Archipelagic Outlook (Wawasan Nusantara) 

through a treaty, and Indonesia recognized Malaysia’s existing rights, especially on 

communication, in the waters under its Archipelagic Outlook (Anwar 1994, p. 216). 

Serumpun spirit also translated into diplomatic solidarity on broader regional issues. As the 

situation in Cambodia was uncertain at this time, the Commander of the Indonesian Armed 

Forces, General Benny Moerdani, made a statement during the General Border Committee 

(GBC) meeting in Kuala Lumpur in November 1983 that Indonesia would provide military 

assistance to Malaysia if the country was attacked by foreign forces (Anwar 1994, p. 145). 

Moerdani even specified that if Terumbu Layang Layang atoll which was recently occupied 

by Malaysia in the Spratly Islands (yet also claimed by Vietnam and China) was attacked, 

Indonesia would come to the assistance of Malaysia. General Moerdani stated that ‘when 

Malaysia is pinched, Indonesia feels the pain’ (Anwar 1994, p. 145). Despite Indonesia’s 
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obvious strategic and security considerations relating to both issues, their support for 

Malaysia also showed that the spirit of serumpun brotherhood was very alive.  

 

Serumpun in the post-Cold War period 

During the Cold War, different interpretations of serumpun between the two sides were often 

swept under the carpet, or not formally discussed. This was intentional so as not to upset the 

cordial relations prevailing since Razak and Suharto which were useful to both the domestic 

agendas and diplomatic interests of the two states. However, since the late 1980s, the 

influence of serumpun in bilateral relations has become more ambiguous. Sure there were 

brotherly moments. In his speech at the Second Malaysia Indonesia Conference in September 

1990, the then Malaysian Ambassador to Indonesia, Abdullah Zawawi, stated that ‘(i)n 

discussing the Malaysia-Indonesia relations, we cannot ignore the concept of serumpun 

which is often quoted as that special bond which characterizes the relationship between the 

two countries’ (Mohamad 1990, p. 1). It is also known that Anwar (as Malaysian Deputy 

Prime Minster) and Habibie (as Indonesian Vice President) attempted to strengthen the 

fraternity of Islam by basing it on the existing bond of serumpun through their own think 

tanks IKD and ICMI. More significantly, due to Malaysia’s commitment to provide Indonesia 

with US$1 billion as part of a rescue package under IMF in the aftermath of the financial 

crisis in 1997, Suharto praised Malaysia as a true serumpun brother.62 President Habibie also 

expressed his appreciation of Malaysia’s various measures to help the Indonesian economy, 

describing the two countries as ‘one breath, one racial group (serumpun)’(Singh 2000, p. 

244).63

                                                 
62 However, Malaysia withdrew the assistance later on the grounds that its own economy was also badly hit by 
the impact of the Asian financial crisis (Pereira 1999).     

  However, beyond all these sentimental expressions, the post-Cold War era has 

63 ‘For the past 5 years, serumpun language has been used frequently by the Indonesian government in its 
bilateral relations with us. This is due to their acceptance that we (Malaysia) are a successful developing country 
and a Third World leader. Indonesia is now playing up the serumpun attachment’. Personal interview with 
Zainal Abidin Zain, Malaysian Ambassador to Indonesia, Jakarta, 31 July 2006. 



113 
 

overall witnessed increasing challenges to serumpun as a driving force in relationship. 

Diverging perceptions have arisen from the increasingly evident different trajectories in 

domestic political economy, and this seems to have twisted the traditional spirit of serumpun 

and complicated the socio-political environment in which it functions. Also, the rise of 

Mahathir’s Malaysia as an economic and political star particularly in the developing world, 

effectively shattered the ‘older and younger brothers’ implication which was long imbedded 

in the harmonious practice of the serumpun idea.64

 

 Furthermore, generational changes have 

posed the ultimate challenge to the continuation of the serumpun spirit. The younger 

generations did not have the same ideas of unity between Malaysia and Indonesia as did the 

generations who fought for independence. The following discussion examines these 

developments accordingly.  

The serumpun concept and the diverging national political economies 

It became clear during the 1990s that the UMNO leaders’ conviction to the serumpun concept 

was politically expedient as it could potentially be used as a tool to counter domestic pressure 

from non-Malay groups. With the end of the NEP policy in 1990, the non-Malays began 

pressuring the government for greater rights and opportunities, especially in education and 

the economy. Their demands at the time included firstly, a continuation of Chinese and Tamil 

schools with more funding from the government; secondly, the protection of their languages; 

thirdly, meritocracy of entrance to universities (rather than quota based); fourthly, the 

establishment of ‘University Merdeka’ for ethnic Chinese in response to the existence of the 

exclusive (i.e Malays only) Institute Technology Mara (now upgraded to University level); 

                                                 
64 According to Ahmad Moktar Selat, the former Deputy Secretary General of ASEAN, Mahathir rarely 
mentioned serumpun in dealing with Indonesia, unlike many UMNO leaders and Malaysian ministers like Zahid 
Hamidi and Hishamuddin Hussein. Mahathir at one stage was trying to promote an expanded concept of 
serumpun to encompass not only Malays in Malaysia and Indonesia but also Malays in other countries 
especially Brunei, Madagascar, Philippines, Singapore, South Africa, Sri Lanka, and Surinam. Personal 
interview, Kuala Lumpur, 8 September 2006. 
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and finally, greater equity in the awarding of government tenders and projects. Malay 

politicians felt that by emphasizing the serumpun concept, they would have more leverage 

when dealing with the non-Malays. They tried to show that they had the ‘numbers’, not only 

in Malaysia, but also in Indonesia. The increasing number of Indonesians becoming 

permanent residents and gaining citizenship in Malaysia suited the same purpose. The 

Indonesian immigrants were perceived in early 1990s as Bangsa Serumpun who would 

eventually assimilate with the Bumiputera and strengthen the Malays’ electoral power vis-à-

vis the non-Malays (Abdullah 1992, pp. 45-46). According to Abdul Mutalib (1999, p. 157), 

at one stage an estimated 20,000 illegal immigrants in the state of Sabah, mostly Indonesian 

and Filipino Muslims, were given Malaysian identity cards and registered as voters in order 

to offset the large number of indigenous Kadazan-Dusun (who professed Christianity) and the 

ethnic Chinese. He also added that these new comers often joined political parties associated 

with the National Front alliance parties, especially UMNO. In fact, many were elected as 

heads of UMNO branches, or even as representatives to the UMNO General Assembly, 

where they gave their votes to the candidates who would protect their interests. To some 

extent, these people strengthened UMNO’s political power, much to the dismay of the non-

Malay political parties.   

 

However, cynical political manipulation to keep Malay privileges did not dovetail with the 

changing ethnic dimension of the Indonesian politics which was nonetheless divisive in its 

own way. The generation of multi-ethnic Indonesian leaders who held office during the 

Sukarno and early Suharto periods had a strong attachment to the serumpun concept and the 

notion of a greater Malay race. This changed when in later years Suharto began to give more 

preference to the ethnic Javanese, especially when awarding administrative and military 
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posts.65 The current Indonesian political elites, who are mostly ethnic Javanese, do not have a 

strong attachment to the serumpun concept. Edy Prasetyono, Director International Relations, 

from the Centre for Strategic and International Studies in Jakarta, argued that ‘in their mind, 

the Javanese felt culturally and historically superior to the non-Javanese. They perceived 

themselves as one of the oldest and most civilized ethnic groups in the region.’66

 

 The 

Javanese self-perception as the ‘centre of civilization’ is reminiscent of the Chinese ‘middle 

kingdom’ syndrome. 

In contrast, Indonesians of non-Javanese descent and their political representatives living in 

Sumatra, Riau, Kalimantan and Sulawesi continued to have a strong attachment to the 

serumpun concept. Ahmad Moktar Selat, the former Malaysian Ambassador to Indonesia and 

Deputy Secretary General of ASEAN, made the remarks that ‘when the former Malaysian 

Prime Ministers Razak or Mahathir went to Sumatra or Sulawesi, the people there considered 

them as Malay leaders. Suharto was not popular there, because the people considered him as 

a Javanese leader’.67 Some politicians in Kuala Lumpur actually believed that exploiting the 

serumpun concept would provide political leverage when dealing with Jakarta on bilateral 

issues. This is because many Indonesians, especially those from the outer Java islands of 

Sumatra, Riau68

                                                 
65  Suharto’s reliance on the Javanese people for political support did not change at all in the 1980s and early 
1990s. Its only difference was on the shift of focus, from the abangan Javanese to relying more on the santri 
Javanese, especially the Javanese Muslim professionals with ICMI, to fill the military, administrative and 
bureaucratic positions. Furthermore, the Suharto‘s government’s transmigration program “… led dispersal of 
‘Javanese’ people to far-flung corners of this vast archipelago …is without question a political move aimed at 
strengthening the presence of Javanese political ‘centre’ in the nations’s margins” (Elmhirst 2000, p. 488). 

, Kalimantan and Sulawesi, retain a strong sentiment toward the Malay race, 

and to some degree felt closer to the Malays in Malaysia than they did toward the Javanese.  

66 Personal interview with Edy Prasetyono, Jakarta, 21 July 2006.  
67 Personal interview with Ahmad Moktar Selat, Kuala Lumpur, 8 September 2006. 
68 For example, the Malays in Riau have regarded themselves to be closer to Kuala Lumpur than to Jakarta.  
They have political and economic orientation towards Kuala Lumpur because of the geographical and 
communication distance from Jakarta. The link also gave the Malays in Riau an opportunity to regain their past 
gloryand prestige under the Johor-Riau Empire (Lian Kwen Fee 2002, p. 875-6).   
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The serumpun spirit was also tested on the issue of Indonesian migrant workers, with very 

mixed result. In order to reduce an acute labour shortage in the 1990s, especially in the 

agricultural, plantation and construction sectors, Malaysia had to import workers from 

overseas. Indonesian workers were preferred due to several factors, such as cheap labour, less 

stringent labour laws in Indonesia, and of course serumpun brotherhood. Indonesian migrant 

workers became a valuable source of labour in rural areas, replacing young Malays who had 

moved to towns to work in the thriving electronic industries mostly set up by foreign 

investors. At the same time, thousands of illegal Indonesian immigrants also entered 

Malaysia seeking employment, especially after the 1997 Asian financial crisis. Unfortunately, 

the growing number of the serumpun people from Indonesia began creating problems in 

Malaysia, particularly in relation to security concerns. For instance, some of the illegal 

immigrants were known to be involved in criminal activities such as smuggling drugs and fire 

arms, increasing the potentials of terrorist threat (discussed further in Chapter Five). From 

1998, the Malaysian economy also began to feel the full effects of the deepening Asian 

financial crisis. As a result it started to repatriate thousands of Indonesian migrant workers, 

adding to Indonesia’s unemployment situation. Indonesia was furious, criticizing Malaysia 

for acting against the spirit of the serumpun concept. 

 

Challenging the mindset of ‘older and younger brothers’ 

The notion of ‘older and younger brothers’ had been implied in the concept of the serumpun 

brotherhood long before Malaysia and Indonesia gained their independence. Indonesia’s 

struggle for independence against the Dutch since the 1920s, in particular by the communists 

and leftists under Tan Malaka’s leadership, and the imprisonment of many nationalist leaders 

like Sukarno and Hatta in the following years, inspired many Malays in Malaya. Indonesian 

books, especially those on the subjects of independence, nationalism and religion, were 
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sought after by Malayan activists. To some extent Malay nationalists in Malaya joined their 

Indonesian comrades waging an armed struggle against the Dutch primarily because they 

wanted to gain independence alongside Indonesia under the so-called Greater Indonesia as 

elaborated upon before. When Indonesia finally gained independence from the Dutch, many 

Malayan leaders sought assistance from the Indonesians in their aspiration for independence. 

Thus, Indonesians came to be regarded by nationalist leaders in Malaya as their ‘older 

brothers’ who were obliged to help their serumpun brothers to achieve independence. Many 

Malayans of Indonesian origin and some leftist groups influenced by Indonesia were 

instrumental in the establishment of the Malay Nationalist Party, which received training 

from Indonesia on ways to more effectively mobilize the Malayan people to take up arms 

against the British. It is true that Indonesia eventually became skeptical of Malayan 

independence since it was granted through negotiations between the British and local leaders 

from aristocrat families like Tunku, without spilling any blood. These pro-western leaders 

allowed the British to maintain their large economic interest and military presence in Malaya. 

Nevertheless, in a display of goodwill, Indonesia became the first country to designate an 

ambassador to Malaya, even prior to it gaining official independence.  

 

The Confrontation campaign was viewed by scholars as a manifestation of Sukarno’s 

infuriation with Tunku who failed to consult him as an ‘older brother’ and leader of a 

powerful country in Southeast Asia on the proposed Federation of Malaysia. This was in fact 

literally how some leaders perceived the situation at the time – therefore, the former 

Singaporean Minister for Culture, S. Rajaratnam made the following statement: 
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I remember Dr. Subandrio (the former Indonesian Foreign Minister under 
Sukarno) complaining in the press some two years ago that Tunku Abdul 
Rahman had never, as a dutiful younger brother should, made a pilgrimage to 
Indonesia to sit at the feet of Bung Karno and gather such pearls of wisdom as 
may be flung at the Tunku. Even today the Indonesian grouse is that Malaysia 
is being opposed simply because of our failure to consult big brother about it; 
to inform about our plans to federate the Malaysian territories (Rajaratnam 
1964, p. 19). 

 

Kuala Lumpur saw Sukarno’s Indonesia not behaving as a helpful and intelligent ‘older 

brother’ should in making a young country feel free, secure and prosperous. At the end of 

Confrontation, an Indonesian Armed Forces daily stated: 

There is much we can note to prove that Malaysia and Indonesia are in fact 
brothers – eggs of the same nest …. It is not only in the cultural field that 
Malaysia feels itself our younger brother, but in other fields as well. We 
should respond to this, not arrogantly but as an elder brother (Liow 2005a, p. 
165). 

 

So the rhetoric of ‘older and younger brothers’ was maintained. During Suharto-Razak era, 

serumpun brotherhood reached its zenith, but as the ‘younger brother’ Malaysia had to 

consult Indonesia more often. In the early 1970s, Indonesia was hit hard by a series of natural 

disasters. Suharto immediately appealed to Malaysia for assistance, and his appeal was 

quickly met by Razak who sent 5,000 tons of rice. However, the then Malaysian Ambassador 

to Indonesia, Zainal Sulong, conveyed to Razak that our ‘Indonesian brothers’ required 

20,000 tons of rice and Malaysia had to do more. In response, Razak ordered another 15,000 

tons of rice to be sent out. The Malaysian gesture was well received and appreciated by 

Suharto, who declared that ‘this was how brothers should act’ (Liow 2003, p. 340).  

 

However, atmosphere started to transform after Mahathir came to power. He wanted to 

discard the lingering perception of Malaysia being the ‘younger brother’ to Indonesia, 

arguing that bilateral relations should be based on equal footing and the international norms 

of inter-state relations be considered. In the 1990s, Malaysia’s activist diplomacy in regional 
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and global affairs elevated the country to a new status on the international stage, making it 

difficult to accept the idea that Malaysia’s position was subordinate to that of Indonesia. 

Mahathir proposed the EAEG without consulting Suharto, who opposed it ostensibly on the 

grounds that Indonesia did not support building a trade bloc. The real problem might be that 

Suharto, as the indisputable older brother in the region, felt slighted by the recalcitrant 

Mahathir. However, Indonesia had to accept the fact that a former younger and weaker 

brother had developed its own identity, personality and credibility, and that the ‘older-

younger brother’ relationship, with all its hierarchical connotation, was no longer appropriate 

(Harun 2006, p. 71).  Anyway, the 1997 financial crisis and the fall of the Suharto regime 

shattered Indonesia’s credibility to act as an older brother and its leadership status in 

Southeast Asia as it was bogged down in crisis after crisis. Malaysia now considered 

Indonesia as a diplomatic equal in all respects. During his visit to Indonesia in February 

2007, Prime Minister Abdullah stated that ‘(p)eople-to-people relations between our two 

countries have always been warm and positive. For me, Malaysia and Indonesia are like 

brothers’ (Said 2007, p. 2). Abdullah’s statement suggests that the two nations should relate 

to each other on an equal footing, not as ‘older and younger brothers’. Actually Indonesian 

leaders and businessmen began to look toward Malaysia as a most successful developing 

country, with an economic strategy that Indonesia could emulate. Subagiyo (2002) from the 

Centre for National Urgency Studies in Jakarta urged Indonesians to learn from Malaysia’s 

economic success and stop feeling superior.  

 

Still, the conventional mindset continues among many Indonesians. Former Malaysian 

ambassador to Indonesia, Hamidon Ali, pointed out:  
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We have over the years grown up but its [Indonesia’s] perception of us is still 
that we are the younger brother and the younger brother must always give in, 
give way to the elder brother. They (Indonesians) are in that frame of mind. 
This perception is top to bottom, more so at the lower level. They see us as so 
arrogant, so unbecoming of a younger brother (New Straits Times, 11 July 
2005, p. 14). 

 

This old frame of mind has slowly begun to wane as Malaysia progresses economically, 

whilst Indonesia is lagging behind. Economic assistance to Indonesia from the governments 

of Mahathir and Abdullah were well appreciated. Hamidon Ali himself believed that 

Indonesia was more likely to feel at ease in dealing with Malaysia when economically it 

became better off, and politically became more stable and organized to tackle a lot of its own 

problems (New Straits Times, 11 July 2005, p. 14).  

 

The generation gap: lack of knowledge & understanding of each other 

To challenge deference-based harmony might be a healthy correction of the traditional 

serumpun. However, generational changes in the two societies have left a lot to be done in 

order for the serumpun spirit itself to be carried on into the future. The older generations 

tended to emphasize the ‘special relationship’ and the numerous similarities between 

Malaysia and Indonesia, based on common ethnicity, language, culture and history. The 

younger generations considered the notion of such a special bond to be less relevant as a 

result of their education, and a lack of interaction between the younger generations from the 

two nations (Abdullah 1993, p. 146). In the case of Malaysia, despite its employment of 

Indonesian teachers and lecturers in the 1970s, its younger generation lacked real 

understanding of Indonesia. This might be due to inadequate exposure given to the 

neighbouring countries in the Malaysian education system, especially in relation to history 

and geography. The teaching of these two subjects in Malaysia, until recently, has been 
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focused on Europe and America. Edy Prasetyono, Director of International Relations, Centre 

for Strategic and International Studies in Jakarta, suggested:  

 
‘If we really want to be close like brothers it needs to be nurtured through 
education. There must be more teaching on Indonesia history in Malaysian school 
curriculum and vice versa. How did the people from the various Indonesian 
islands first migrate to Malaysia? We are in a sense the same community’.69

 
  

There are also other causal factors for the diverging perceptions and a weakening of the 

serumpun sentiment among the present day youth and new leaders born after independence in 

both Malaysia and Indonesia. Firstly, the lack of student exchanges from primary school 

through to universities has hampered an appreciation of serumpun among youth. Secondly, 

NGOs and government-supported organizations such as the Malaysian Youth Council (Majlis 

Belia Malaysia) and the Indonesian Youth National Committee (Komiti Pemuda Nasional 

Indonesia) also lack the commitment to strengthen relationships between the youth in the two 

countries. Thirdly, the divergent processes of political socialization in the two countries have 

created problems in reaching a common understanding of serumpun among the youth. For 

instance, the style of ethnic politics in Malaysia is alien to many young Indonesians. 

Fourthly, Indonesia had strong student movements that were directly involved in the downfall 

of the Suharto regime, yet in Malaysia students were restricted from involvement in politics 

by the ‘Colleges and Universities Act’. This created hurdles in cooperation. A concern over 

the need to promote the serumpun sentiment among the youth was made known by the then 

Malaysian Ambassador to Indonesia, Abdullah Zawawi Mohamad, in as early as 1990 when 

he warned that if Malaysia and Indonesia wanted the serumpun factor to continue to be 

relevant in their bilateral relations, it had to be nurtured or otherwise the younger generation 

would ‘drift apart’ (Mohamad 1990, p. 3).  

 

                                                 
69 Personal interview with Edy Prasetyono, Jakarta, 21 July 2006.  
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The dialogue between the two countries’ political youth in the early 1990s demonstrated the 

manner in which the younger generations’ perceptions differed. For example, in Malacca 

UMNO’s youth wing hosted the first ever dialogue with the Indonesian youth from various 

organizations and political parties, although most were representatives of the ruling party 

Golkar (Abdullah 1993, p. 147). One of the objectives of UMNO’s youth wing was to revive 

the serumpun spirit.70

                                                 
70  Shahrul Zaman Yahya, Executive Secretary, Pemuda UMNO Malaysia (UMNO Youth Malaysia)  stated that 
as far as UMNO youth was concerned, the perception of serumpun still existed, but it was not something 
indoctrinated or written. He also mentioned UMNO’s closeness with Indonesia by stressing that the UMNO flag 
was similar to the Indonesian national flag except that UMNO flag had a kris (Malay dagger) in the middle. 
Personal interview with Shahrul Zaman Yahya at UMNO Headquarters, Kuala Lumpur, 14 September 2006. 

 However, the Indonesian delegates were less enthusiastic and 

perceived the Malaysian enthusiasm for the concept of serumpun as a manifestation of 

Malaysian-style ethnic politics. Furthermore, many of the Indonesian delegates, especially 

those with ethnic Javanese background, believed that only those Indonesians who lived in 

eastern Sumatra and Riau islands could be referred to as Malays. The second dialogue was 

held in Bogor, Indonesia. Here, both Malaysian and Indonesian youth voiced dissatisfaction 

over the state of their current relationship and again reached anything but consensus on 

serumpun or serumpun-based political unity. Najib, the President of UMNO Youth and leader 

of the Malaysian delegation, pointed out at the forum that the existing bilateral co-operation 

in certain areas merely paid ‘lip service’ to the special relationship (Abdullah 1993, p. 147). 

He noted that Indonesia imposed import restrictions on Malaysian books and films, while 

Malaysia had no such import restriction vis-à-vis Indonesia. He also questioned the double 

standard imposed by the Indonesian government on Malaysian Airlines, which was permitted 

to fly only four times a week to Jakarta but Singapore Airlines flew four times a day.  This 

was anything but serumpun treatment. On the other hand, the Indonesian delegation raised 

the issue of the High Court of Malaysia’s decision to sentence to death an Indonesian drug 

smuggler in the state of Sabah, arguing that this was overly harsh and a clear miscarriage of 

justice. The Indonesians wanted the dialogue session to adopt a resolution calling for a lighter 
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sentence in the spirit of serumpun, which the Malaysian side rejected (Abdullah 1993, p. 

148). These incidents forced the thoughtful members in both delegations to think hard and 

search for a new meaning for the serumpun concept, one which was more suited to the 

changed circumstances in both countries. In order to build closer relationship between the 

youth communities, it was suggested that the concept of serumpun should be popularized 

among the youth in both nations through the establishment of a serumpun youth program. 

The Indonesian Youth National Committee (under the Ministry of Youth and Sports) was 

persuaded to cooperate with the Malaysian Youth Council (under the Ministry of Youth and 

Sports Malaysia) to develop a program of serumpun ship, by which the youth from both 

countries would sail the historical routes to visit landmark places of Srivijaya, Majapahit and 

Mataram. They would also visit the old Sultanates, such as Aceh, Malacca, Pontianak and 

Sulawesi to learn more about serumpun culture and establish relations with the communities 

in these areas (Abu Bakar 1998, p. 218). 

 

Considering the mixed trajectories of the serumpun sentiment and its increasingly ambiguous 

role in the relations,71 many leaders from both Malaysia and Indonesia began to show deep 

concerns and call for both countries to redefine the serumpun concept. New ways must be 

found to give more substance to the serumpun relations whilst accepting the fact that 

Malaysia and Indonesia are two sovereign states with different national interests.72

                                                 
71 Saiful Azam Martinus Abdullah, Principal Assistant Secretary, Southeast Asia and Pacific Division at 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs Malaysia, aptly captured such a mood when he said that “we cannot change 
serumpun, but how to manage is an issue”. Personal interview, Putrajaya, 16 August 2006. 

 Economy 

and trade are already high on the agenda of the two countries’ foreign policies, and are the 

areas where more substance could be given to the serumpun concept. Malaysia showed a 

sympathetic attitude when Indonesia was badly hit by the financial and economic crisis in late 

72 See Minggu Pikiran Rakyat (26 June 2005) for such remarks made by officials including Abdul Kadir Sheikh 
Fadzir, Malaysian Information Minister, and Agung Laksono, the Leader of the Indonesian Legislative 
Assembly (DPR). 
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1997, and committed itself to assist the Indonesian economy through increasing trade and 

encouraging Malaysian companies to invest in the country, despite its inherent political 

instability and regular occurrence of natural disasters. Bilateral trade has grown steadily, from 

US$5.1 billion in 2003 (Borneo Post, 10 December 2004, p. B2) to US$11.5 billion in 2007 

and US$14.6 billion in 2008 (China Economic Net, 17 April 2009). The ASEAN Free Trade 

Area established in 2003 may have also facilitated bilateral trade. Meanwhile, Malaysia has 

remained one of the top three international investors in Indonesia, with a total investment of 

US$2.2 billion in 2006 (Jakarta Post, 28 February 2007) and US$2.35 billion in 2007 (China 

Economic Net, 17 April 2009). The growing economic interdependence should be the most 

effective means to strengthen serumpun on the basis of equal partnership.   

 

Conclusion 

Many Malaysians and Indonesians still consider themselves as serumpun or ‘blood brothers’. 

They share a common ancestry and cultural heritage under the banner of the Malay race. In 

the past, serumpun played an important role in facilitating bilateral relations as it gave 

meaning to the ‘special relationship’. The unique historical human chemistry ensured that 

Malaysia placed Indonesia as the single most important country in its bilateral relations and 

vice versa. The serumpun relationship was an important basis for mutual assistance in times 

of economic difficulty and shared security concern. It can be argued that several serious 

conflicts between the two countries, such as Confrontation and the more recent territorial 

disputes, were able to be contained in part owing to this emotional connection. In the post-

Cold War era, there emerged significant changes in the perceptions of serumpun, due to the 

generational gaps and new realities in national political, social and economic environments. 

As a result, the function of serumpun has became more ambiguous, and many older 

generation leaders have started to worry about the idea’s continuity, although serumpun, with 
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its pan-Malay ideology, still underpins a ‘special relationship’ and it is unlikely to run out of 

its natural course in the near future. However, new practical pillars (particularly cooperation 

in trade and investment) for the relationship must be built to enrich the serumpun relations. 

Ultimately, in an era when nationalism does not dovetail with broadly defined racial 

similarity, and even when Malaysia during the later years of the Mahathir government started 

to promote ‘patriotic nationalism’ to dilute Kuala Lumpur’s usual ethnic politics, leaders of 

the two countries must be realistic: sentiment of serumpun helps, but has not prevented and 

will not prevent clashes of two separate nationalisms, a theme to be explored in the following 

chapter.  
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Chapter 5  

Nationalism: The issues of territorial disputes and Indonesian migrant workers 

 

Introduction 

Nationalism is a socially and historically constructed ideology which influences a state’s 

foreign policy in various ways, particularly so when events occur which spark nationalist 

sentiment. Impact of nationalism becomes complicated when governments take advantage of 

this sentiment and manipulate an international event for domestic socio-political purposes. 

This chapter analyzes nationalism in relation to the foreign policies of Malaysia and 

Indonesia, particularly in their conduct of bilateral relations. It focuses on the sort of 

developments in the post-Cold War era which have galvanized nationalistic sentiment in both 

nations and heightened tension in their relations, particularly the territorial disputes and 

problems associated with Indonesian migrant workers in Malaysia. Thus in case studies I will 

first examine the impact of the territorial disputes over the Sipadan and Ligitan islands, and 

the Ambalat and East Ambalat maritime area. Second, attention will be given to the tension 

caused by Indonesia’s strong reactions to Kuala Lumpur’s perceived inhumane treatment of 

Indonesian citizens working in Malaysia. 

 

Conceptually there are two dimensions to the phenomenon of nationalism. The first 

dimension points to the issue of national sovereignty, self-determination and autonomy. 

These ideas were originally the basis for the establishment of the nation-state. Territorial 

disputes between Malaysia and Indonesia evolved into a ‘clash of nationalisms’ because 

inherently they involve an explicit threat to political sovereignty and open the possibility of 

an alteration to the established geographical borders of a sovereign state. The maritime 

territorial disputes have had a profound impact on the sovereignty of both countries. The 
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second dimension to the manifestation of nationalism is the idea of collective loyalty by a 

group of people to a territorially bound country. These people generally feel they have 

common or shared interests. Fellow citizens are expected to maintain a sense of solidarity and 

as a group share feelings of collective pride and shame. In this context, Malaysia’s harsh 

treatment of Indonesian migrant workers has been transformed into an issue of nationalism. 

Abuse of their human rights and dignity hurt the pride of fellow Indonesians at home, who 

interpreted it as an act of disrespect for the people of Indonesia as a whole. Bilateral relations 

were also complicated by the Indonesian government’s use of the territorial disputes and 

migrant worker issue to heighten nationalistic fervor to bolster national unity which had 

declined since the fall of the Suharto regime. Nationalism was a useful instrument to help 

counter the country’s pressing domestic political, social and economic woes in the 

challenging process of democratic transition.  

 

The case study of Malaysian and Indonesian bilateral relations provides a meaningful and 

intellectually challenging backdrop against which to study the nature of nationalism. Both 

nations have experienced colonial domination, and are hence similarly sensitive about 

national sovereignty and issues concerning national pride. The sentiment of serumpun has 

had a mixed impact on the post-colonial development of nationalism. The lingering serumpun 

chemistry has certainly made the two states’ ruling elites feel emotionally attached to each 

other, more so than with any third party. This may help contain, but ultimately cannot stop, 

disputes in relation to national sovereignty. The concept of serumpun may help maintain a 

feeling of fraternity but ultimately cannot conceal the fact that Malaysia and Indonesia 

represent separate socio-political communities with their own pride, interests and goals,73

                                                 
73  For example, Indonesian school children were asked to remember and recite the sacred words ‘One people, 
Indonesians; one country, Indonesia; one language, Bahasa Indonesia’ (Chalmers 2006, p. 170). Recently 
Indonesia accused Malaysia of stealing traditional Indonesian music and dance to use in its own official 

 as 



128 
 

amply demonstrated in Chapter 4. In Asia, it is not uncommon that racial, cultural, religious 

and linguistic similarities could fail to prevent the emergence of separate nation-states 

breaking from one entity. Neither could such similarities prevent the development of distinct 

notions of sovereignty and collective pride in their aftermath, creating the potential for 

conflict to arise from these differences. The Han Chinese in mainland China and Taiwan are 

ethnically homogenous, but even this has not prevented conflicting ideologies of nationalism 

from complicating their bilateral relations. Neither could oneness in race and culture calm 

their relations when various disputes sparked different nationalistic sentiments in the two 

separate Chinese sovereign states. It is anyone’s guess whether increasing economic 

integration across the narrow Taiwan Strait will lead to the creation of ‘one China’.  

 

Concentration on bilateral issues in this chapter is partly because in their own ways, Chapters 

Two and Three have already involved the sentiment of nationalism as a factor conditioning 

the conduct of the two states’ general foreign policies, reflected particularly in some of their 

leaders’ critical approaches to the Western powers. The anti-colonial origin of nationalism in 

Southeast Asia will be again highlighted in the first section which discusses the rise and 

development of nationalism in the two post-colonial states. The second and third sections 

examine, respectively, the impact of nationalist sentiment in relation to the maritime 

territorial disputes and the tension caused by problems associated with Indonesian migrant 

workers.  

 

The rise of nationalism in Southeast Asia: Malaysia and Indonesia 

For most Southeast Asian countries, nationalist movements began with the struggle against 

colonial powers. Anderson (1991, p. 2) suggests that 85 percent of nationalist movements 

                                                                                                                                            
promotional events. Malaysia, however, argued the song ‘Rasa Sayange’ and dance ‘Barongan’ belonged to the 
‘whole Malay race’. Both were right, depending on how one would interpret the idea of serumpun. 
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across the globe were ignited in opposition towards the ‘colonial or feudal-absolutist states’. 

The European scramble for colonies in Southeast Asia began in 1511 when the Portuguese 

conquered the Malacca Empire. The Portuguese were later followed by the Dutch, Spanish, 

British, French and during WWII the Japanese. Most of the Western powers were motivated 

by the ‘3Gs’ (or Gold, Glory and God). Opposition from local princes and leaders were 

ineffective due to the disunity and a lack of modern military equipment.  

 

Knight (2004, p. 80) has rightly pointed out that there are three conditions which precipitated 

the emergence of nationalistic sentiment in Southeast Asia. First, the disruption of the 

traditional cultural and social structure by colonialism was harnessed by nationalist 

movements as justification to fight for the re-establishment of the cultural identity of the 

people. Second, the uneven distribution of wealth which arose from modernization and 

industrialization caused resentment from the colonized. The wealth from the colonies was 

mostly sent back to enrich the mother countries, with little return to the locals. The 

infrastructural development in the colonies was often motivated to support and strengthen the 

control of the colonizers. Third, nationalism emerged from the existence of an indigenous 

elite group that was able to lead the people in protest against the colonial masters. These 

nationalists often tried to resort to historical glories in order to appeal to the people in their 

struggle against European colonialism.  

 

Modern European education was an important factor for the creation of the initial nationalist 

consciousness among the local people (particularly the elite sector) in Southeast Asia. The 

emergence of this consciousness among the children of the traditional Malay and Javanese 

rulers and their administrators began when the Dutch and the British instigated an education 

program for them. The Dutch opened the First Class Native Schools in 1893 specifically for 



130 
 

children of the traditional rulers and administrators. The aim was to provide efficient 

manpower for the administration of the vast colony. The Second Class Native Schools was 

intended for the children of the masses. It was also formed in 1893 for the purpose of 

providing basic education. In the 1890s the Dutch also established agricultural, veterinary and 

law schools. Graduates from these schools, and native students who returned from higher 

education institutions in the Netherlands, formed the core of the nationalist group (SarDesai 

1994, p. 154). Western education exposed these graduates to new political ideas in the West, 

such as freedom of speech, assembly and press, and self government. These ideals were 

adopted by the graduates as they demanded more political freedom and ultimately self 

government. In the case of Malaya, the nationalist movement depended for their leadership 

on the educated elites, especially graduates from the Sultan Idris Teachers Training College, 

and the children of the traditional rulers and administrators who had received a Western 

education in various ways. Like the Dutch, the British also had a policy of educating mainly 

the elite group to provide manpower for the colonial administration. The ‘common’ Malay 

education, on the other hand, was based on making the Malays better farmers and fishermen 

than their fathers (Andaya & Andaya, 2001, p. 236).  

 

Nationalism in Malaysia: past and present 

The path of nationalism in the case of Malaysia seems to be characterized by a gradual 

movement from a form of ethnic nationalism, resulting from the circumstances surrounding 

the historical struggle for independence and contestation for the control and sharing of 

governmental power between different ethnic groups, to a campaign for ‘patriotic 

nationalism’ in the post-Cold War era. If ethnic nationalism indicates Malay monopoly of 

state power and UMNO’s use of such power to elevate the Malays from a ‘traditional’ to 

‘modern’ community, the movement towards ‘patriotic nationalism’ is intended to reinforce 
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the feeling of ‘being Malaysian’, by checking the competing ethnic interests, and reducing or 

even tearing down racial and cultural exclusiveness.  

 

The British colonial administration changed the landscape of traditional Malayan society, 

politics and economy. A major aspect of this transformation was the import of tens of 

thousands of Chinese and Indians to Malaya in the late nineteenth century as indentured 

labourers to work in the tin mines and rubber estates. As indentured labourers, they had at 

that point no real intention of settling permanently in Malaya. Consequently, they were more 

interested in the politics occurring in their homeland than in Malaya. Malay nationalism took 

off in the early twentieth century, seen in an increasingly strong desire to free Malays from 

colonial domination. Many Malays were inspired by the developments surrounding 

Indonesian nationalism under Sukarno and Hatta, and the strong reformist movements in the 

Arab World, most notably in Egypt under Muhammad Abduh and Hassan Al-Banna (Lee 

1986, p. 12).  

 

Malay nationalism gained new strength during the Japanese occupation from 1942 to 1945, 

especially after the Japanese promised independence to all countries that it had ‘liberated’ 

from the Western colonial regimes. The Japanese attempted to instill the notion that ‘Asia is 

for Asians’ and destroy the myth that Western powers were superior and invincible.74

                                                 
74 In his controversial book Orientalism (1978), Edward Said claims that the Western colonization of the Orient 
(Asia) since the sixteenth century was based on the belief that European society was superior in terms of 
intellect, culture and religion. The West had a mission to civilize the East. To this mission, Rudyard Kipling 
wrote an infamous poem entitled the ‘White Man’s Burden’ (Said 1978).  

 

However, Japan’s promise of independence to the countries under occupation was unfulfilled 

until the war began to turn against the Japanese. Only then were leaders such as Sukarno and 

Nguyen Ai Quoc (also known as Ho Chi Minh) allowed by the Japanese to prepare their 

countries for independence. Malay nationalist leaders such as Ibrahim Yaacob and Dr 
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Burhanuddin Al-Helmy were disappointed when Sukarno declared independence for 

Indonesia without the inclusion of Malaya, despite an earlier agreement reached between 

them.  

 

Malay nationalist emotion surfaced again in early 1946 due to the British introduction of the 

‘Malayan Union’. The British wanted to combine the existing Federated and Un-federated 

Malay states, as well as the Strait Settlements, into a single colonial administration entity.75

 

 

Malays formed UMNO to champion the opposition to the idea. Their opposition stemmed 

primarily from the colonists’ intention to abolish the power of the Malay sultans, who were 

viewed by the Malay population as the ‘protectors’ of Malay culture and Islam (Funston 

2001, p. 161). The British also intended to extend full citizenship rights to the Chinese and 

Indian indentured workers and their new generations. As a result of pressure from the Malays 

through protests and demonstrations, as well as boycotts from the Malay sultans of the 

inauguration of the ‘Malayan Union’ and the appointment of Sir Edward Gent as governor in 

April 1946, the British reluctantly abandoned the scheme. The failed ‘Malayan Union’ was 

later replaced by Persekutuan Tanah Melayu which restored the power of the Malay sultans 

and introduced stringent rules on awarding the right of citizenship to the ethnic Chinese and 

Indians.  

When Malaya became independent in 1957, inter-ethnic harmony seemed to be promising. 

During the first half of the 1950s, an Alliance Party (Parti Perikatan), led by UMNO and 

incorporating Malayan Chinese Association (MCA) and Malayan Indian Congress (MIC), 

won decisive victories in municipal and national elections. In fact independence was granted 

only after Britain was satisfied that UMNO was capable of sharing political power with the 
                                                 
75   The Federated Malay states consisted of Kedah, Negeri Sembilan, Pahang, Perak and Selangor. The 
Unfederated Malay states included Johore, Kedah, Kelantan, Perlis and Terengganu. The Straits Settlements 
were the islands of Penang and Malacca (excluding Singapore). 
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other two major ethnic parties, and that these parties could bargain and negotiate with each 

other peacefully. However, during Tunku’s government, the Malays found that despite 

dominating political power, their economic condition had not improved. Malay nationalist 

activists including Mahathir, known as ‘ultra Malays’, began criticizing the UMNO leaders. 

The May 1969 race riots were the worst sectarian violence Malaysia had experienced, 

diminishing the prospect of eliminating ethnic nationalism. Instead the riots highlighted the 

fragility of ethnic relations in Malaysia. In response to these events, the NEP was introduced 

by the Razak government which gave under-privileged Malays and other indigenous groups 

higher educational, employment and economic opportunities that would not be available to 

ethnic Chinese and Indians for the next twenty years. Thus, the NEP ensured that ethnic 

nationalism would continue, economically as well as politically.  

 

In the 1990s, Malaysia moved from ethnic nationalism towards a more ‘patriotic’ form of 

nationalism. This concept was promoted by the government to remove the popular sense of 

racial or ethnic exclusiveness, and create a sense of being Malaysian in the context of 

workable political and economic relations between all racial and ethnic groups (Lee 2004, p. 

136).  A major driving factor behind this campaign by the Mahathir government was the 

country’s rapid economic development, with an annual growth rate of over eight percent 

during 1990-97. Malaysia had grown to become the 20th largest exporting nation in the world. 

All this occurred after the NEP ended in 1990 after 20 years of implementation which saw the 

Malay share of the national economic pie (based on the corporate equity) rising to 21 percent 

in 1990 from a staggering low of 1.2 percent in 1970. Meanwhile, other ethnic groups, 

especially the Chinese, who were originally suspicious of the NEP, also had increased their 

share, from 30 percent in 1970 to 40 percent in 1990. Economic success convinced Mahathir 

that the time had come to gradually disassemble the privileges enjoyed by the Malays. He 



134 
 

argued that the Malays must not be too dependent on the government for projects and 

contracts like in the time of the old feudal dependency. However, many Malays wanted the 

government to continue the policies and measures under NEP, claiming that its original target 

of 30 percent Malay ownership of corporate equity had not been met. Still, Mahathir 

managed to loosen some of the government’s rules and regulations which prioritized the 

economic development of the Malays. This allowed other ethnic groups to compete more 

fairly with them. As part of the campaign to change the Malays’ ethnic nationalism, Mahathir 

propagated the idea of ‘new Malays’ (Melayu Baru) which involved a radical transformation 

of many aspects of Malay culture. A ‘new Malay’ was portrayed as someone who was 

suitable to the changing times, willing to accept all challenges, able to compete without 

assistance, educated, disciplined, trustworthy, and efficient (Sani 2004, p. 105). The ‘new 

Malays’ were also ‘global Malays’, a theme intended to revolutionize the ‘Malay mind’ to 

facilitate the shift to a knowledge-based society (Case 2000, p.  141). Behind these rhetoric to 

promote patriotic nationalism was Mahathir’s grand vision for the entire country. In 1991 he 

unveiled his Vision 2020 (Wawasan 2020), professing to create a new united ‘Malaysian 

nation’ (Bangsa Malaysia) by that year which would be both a developed economy and a 

more mature democratic and pluralist political system (Salleh 2000, p. 147).  

 

Mahathir also embarked on building ‘megaprojects’ with the objectives of accelerating the 

industrialization process and injecting a sense of patriotic nationalism, through the creation of 

new symbols or monuments for the nation, bringing pride to Malaysians of all ethnic 

backgrounds. These ‘megaprojects’ were large-scale infrastructure projects requiring massive 

capital investment, attracting intense public attention and political interest due to their critical 

impact on the national budget, environment and community at large. They included: the 

Bakun Dam in Sarawak; the manufacture of the national car proton; Penang Bridge; North-
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South and East-West federal highways; the new KL International Airport; the construction of 

a new federal capital at Putrajaya; the cyber city of Cyberjaya (which included the Multi 

Media Super Corridor); and the world’s tallest twin buildings (PETRONAS Twin Towers). 

All these ‘megaprojects’ contributed to the rise of a new sense of nationalism which 

transcended ethnic or racial divide. By 1996, the government had spent RM137.6 billion on 

such projects, though the 1997 Asian economic crisis meant that several of them had to be 

postponed or substantially scaled down. The new nationalism was seen by the government as 

helpful in rallying all Malaysians to confidently face and defuse the impact from neo-liberal 

capitalist globalization. This was the major theme in the ‘Malaysia Can Do’ (Malaysia Boleh) 

campaign (Salleh 2000, p. 160). National heroes were created by governments of both 

Mahathir and Abdullah to raise Malaysians’ confidence and pride. The former sponsored 

Azhar Mansor’s adventure to sail around the world and likened it to the legend of ‘Enrique de 

Malacca’ (or Panglima Awang), a Malay who served as Ferdinand Magellan’s personal 

assistant and interpreter on his many expeditions. The Abdullah government arranged for a 

Malaysian astronaut, Sheikh Muszaphar Shukor, on a Russian space mission.  

 

Campaigns to promote a sense of patriotic nationalism helped the government in its attempt 

to create a united Malaysian society across races and cultures in order to confront the 

globalization challenge and achieve ‘Vision 2020'. However, Mahathir and his UMNO 

colleagues were certainly not championing a challenge to the fundamentals of the 

Malay/UMNO-dominated governance and ethnic politics in the country. Despite some 

resemblance, Mahathir’s patriotic nationalism was not, and was never intended to be, the 

more liberal notion of ‘civic nationalism’ which advocates equal rights for members in the 

same political nation as well as one nationalism transcending ethnic and religious 
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differences.76

 

 Mahathir and other proponents of patriotic nationalism pushed their campaigns 

while continuing to work within the existing political framework defined by ethnicity and 

UMNO supremacy. This is certainly not to ignore those positive impacts for nation-building 

from the growing sentiment of patriotic nationalism as mentioned earlier. However, in 

relations with Indonesia, promotion of new nationalism caused some weakening of Kuala 

Lumpur’s traditional fondness for the serumpun idea.  More to the focus of this chapter, the 

rise of patriotic nationalism added to the tension emerging from the disputes over maritime 

boundaries and migrant workers, since the idea aimed at strengthening national cohesion and 

promoting national interest, the definition of which was now less based on racial affinity.   

Nationalism in Indonesia: past and present 

Nationalism began earlier in Indonesia than in Malaysia. Opposition to the Dutch colonial 

rule was launched by the nationalists led by an ethnic Javanese, Prince Diponegoro in the 

Java War (1825-1830), and by those led by an ethnic Minangkabau, Imam Bonjol in Sumatra 

with the Paderi War (1821-1838). At this time, most of the opposition to Dutch rule was 

organized by leaders in particular ethnic groups at a regency (kabupaten) level, as there was 

no coordinated, centralized or large scale effort to resist the colonizer because there was no 

‘nation’ to speak of. In 1908, many of the educated or elite Javanese joined the Budi Oetomo 

(High Endeavor) organization created by Dr Wahidin Sudira Usada. The objective of Budi 

Oetomo was education, in particular as a means to revive Javanese culture. It later moved 

towards political aims when its leaders sat on the Volksraad (the People’s Council) formed by 

the Dutch colonial government in 1918. Budi Oetomo was known as the first indigenous 

socio-political organization. Later, the Communist Association of the Indies was formed in 
                                                 
76 Civic nationalism ignores linguistic, religious or ethnic criteria. This conception of the nation insists on the 
territorial and legal dimensions. It does not define the nation using cultural markers but considers it a community 
of laws. It makes the individual’s commitment to that political-legal framework the only requirement for 
membership and considers all members as equals under the law (Lecours 2000, pp. 153-155).   
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May 1920. It organized a national strike participated by all labour unions in 1922 but was 

suppressed by the Dutch colonial government. Its leader, Tan Malaka was exciled to Holland. 

In 1924, the Communist Association of the Indies changed its name to Partai Komunis 

Indonesia (Indonesian Communist Party – PKI) (Kahin 1952, p. 77). Again in 1926, PKI 

under the leadership of Alimin and Musso revolted to overthrow the Dutch colonial 

government but failed. PKI was outlawed in 1927. As a result, in June 1927, the Indonesian 

Nationalist Party (PNI) was formed by Sukarno, employing a Gandhi - style non-cooperation 

policy towards the Dutch. In an effort to create national unity, PNI adopted a red and white 

flag, appropriated the Malay language as the foundation of Bahasa Indonesia, and installed 

Indonesia Raya as an anthem (SarDesai 1994, p. 159). Dutch authorities began arresting PNI 

leaders during the 1930s, when it discovered the party was gaining local support all over 

Indonesia. It was only in 1942, after the Dutch had capitulated, that the imprisoned PNI 

leaders were released by the Japanese.  

 

The Indonesian revolution started after Sukarno proclaimed the Independence of Indonesia in 

August 1945, two days before the Japanese surrendered to the Allied Forces. The Japanese 

occupation of the Dutch East Indies effectively destroyed the local perception of superiority 

and invincibility of the European powers. While the Dutch had plans to take control of its 

former colony after the Japanese surrender, the Indonesian nationalists were determined to 

maintain self government. Thus, in 1947 the Dutch launched the so-called ‘police action’ 

against the Indonesian Republic. In an attempt to unite people from diverse communities, 

religions and languages, the nationalist leaders proclaimed that Indonesian nationalism would 

be based on the slogan Bhinneka Tunggal Ika or ‘Unity in Diversity’, which was to be 

incorporated into the national ideology of Pancasila. In late 1948, the Dutch had captured the 

Indonesian Republic capital of Djoejakarta (Yogyakarta) and most of the Republican cabinet 
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members (Benda 1950, p. 96). Due to the pressure from the UN and threat by the US to 

withdraw Marshall Aid, the Dutch finally granted independence to Indonesia in December 

1949, although maintaining its sovereignty in Dutch New Guinea. 

 

Nationalistic sentiment was kept alive by Sukarno through various acts of revolutionary 

foreign policy. In particular, by opposing the formation of Malaysia and demanding the 

Dutch to surrender Dutch New Guinea, Sukarno might be trying to whip up a spirit of 

nationalism to divert people’s attention from domestic economic problems and sustain unity 

in diversity. As such Sukarno turned the public focus to what he called neo-colonialism’s 

‘threat’ in the formation of Malaysia, where he argued the British continued to maintain its 

political and economic power. During the first five years of Suharto’s rule, the fight against 

communism and foreign interference in domestic affairs was crucial in maintaining the spirit 

of nationalism. This spirit was boosted by the invasion and annexation of East Timor in 

December 1975. However, throughout 1980s, Suharto concentrated on building economic 

nationalism.77

                                                 
77 It is true that Suharto’s promotion of foreign investment in the late 1960s and early 1970s did not sustain 
nationalism but exposed him to nationalist criticism. Suharto realized the importance of foreign investors to the 
rebuilding of Indonesian economy that was collapsing in the last years of the Sukarno era. At the end of 1965, 
Indonesia’s debt reached US$ 2.36 billion (59.5 per cent to the communist countries and 24.9 per cent to the 
western countries and the rest to other non-communist countries). In February 1967, new investment laws were 
introduced to encourage foreign investment. In 1972, there were many university student demonstrations 
against growing corruption in the Suharto administration, rising basic goods prices (in late 1972 there was a 
serious rice shortage) and the large foreign investment in Indonesian economy. In 1973, 53 per cent of 
Indonesian exports went to Japan notably oil. Meanwhile, Japan invested heavily in Indonesian textile industry 
which threatened the local producers especially in Java.  In January 1974, university students’ demonstrations 
turned ugly during the official visit of Prime Minster Tanaka Kakuei where for two days hundreds of buildings 
and cars (especially Japanese made cars) were burned and destroyed. This incident was known as the Malari 
riots (Ricklefs, 2008, p. 572-588). 

 Heilperin (1960, p. 20) defines economic nationalism as reflecting ‘the desire 

to plan the economic life of the country as independently as possible of the condition of the 

world economy’. In the case of Indonesia, farmers were given subsidized fertilizers and 

pesticides to increase rice production in an effort to make the country as self-sufficient as 

possible in rice production. In fact in November 1985, the Food and Agriculture Organization 
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(FAO) announced that Indonesia had achieved rice self-sufficiency (Friend 2003, p. 142). 

This success led the FAO to invite Suharto to address its 40th anniversary celebration. The 

event brought out strong feeling of national pride in Indonesia.  

 

Economic nationalism was further enhanced with the rapid economic growth experienced in 

the 1990s when the aviation and automotive industries were given priority by Suharto. These 

two industries were seen by Suharto as being symbolic of economic nationalism and 

demonstrated Indonesia’s entry into high-tech industries. The focus on these two industries 

was heavily criticized by some Indonesian economists because they involved high capital 

cost with an uncertain return to the economy. Despite this criticism, Suharto lent strong 

support to his Vice President, Habibie, to expand the national aviation industry. The national 

aeronautical company IPTN78 had received more than US$ 1 billion investment from the 

Indonesian government. It co-operated with a Spanish company to manufacture a 40 seats 

passenger plane at a plant in Bandung.79

 

 Production of these aeroplanes was given extensive 

media coverage as Indonesia was the first ASEAN country to build its own planes, again 

elevating Indonesians’ sense of nationalism (Sulfikar 2004).  

In addition, Suharto had all along wanted to see Indonesia manufacturing a ‘national car’ as 

part of nationalism project. When Malaysia produced its own national car proton, Suharto 

saw it as a direct challenge and sensed that Indonesia should quickly follow suit. In June 

1996, the long overdue production of national car, named TIMOR (Teknologi Industri Mobil 

Rakyat), by a company known as PT Timor owned by Suharto’s son, Hutomo Mandala Putra, 

in collaboration with Korea’s third-largest car marker, Kia Corporation, was intended to 
                                                 
78 In August 2000, the Gus Dur administration changed IPTN to Indonesian Aerospace or PT. Dirgantara 
Indonesia after a major restructuring program.  
79 On 23 February 1995 Malaysia and Indonesia signed an exchange agreement. Six CN-235 transport aircrafts 
manufactured by IPTN were traded with 2,500 proton cars and 20 MD-3 light training aircrafts manufactured in 
Malaysia. The deal was worth US$ 102 million (Jane’s Defence Weekly, 4 March 1995). 
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restore a sense of national pride (Chalmers 1998). When it was first released, however, the 

TIMOR car was heavily criticized because it was not assembled in Indonesia, but imported 

directly from Korea. Thus, in the protest calling for reformasi that brought down the Suharto 

regime, the TIMOR car showrooms became the target for demonstrators as it represented the 

legacy of nepotism and corruption, as well as a hollow sense of nationalism.  

 

Grand schemes of nationalism stopped with the fall of the New Order regime in 1998. The 

post-Suharto era witnessed mixed circumstances for the nationalist project. Following the 

Asian financial crisis which struck Indonesia hard and was partly responsible for Suharto’s 

demise, Indonesia received assistance from the IMF and World Bank. Indonesians felt 

humiliated when the IMF began to dictate the nation’s economic decisions, some of which 

led to massive cuts in food and fuel subsidies for ordinary citizens; an increase in the 

unemployment rate; the closure of many private businesses and postponement of many 

government megaprojects. If this feeling of hurt galvanized some nationalistic sentiment, pro-

democracy reforms seemed to lead the nation in the opposite direction in many ways. The 

Habibie government moved rapidly towards implementing democratic ideas that had been 

demanded by the people, including human rights protection, freedom of media and political 

parties, and decentralization of the government through regional autonomy (otonomi 

daerah).80 As a result, there was a growing emphasis on individual liberties and a strong 

regional sentiment which encouraged the growth of new pockets of separatism, especially in 

Aceh, Irian Jaya, Maluku and even Bali and Riau.81

                                                 
80   Under the Indonesian Law No. 22/1999 on regional autonomy, the local level of governance at kabupaten 
(regency) and district is to have broad and wide-ranging autonomy. 

 These new post-Suharto developments 

81 Since the fall of the Suharto regime in 1998 “(s)ecessionist sentiment exploded in the ‘separatist provinces’ of 
East Timor, Papua, and Aceh; new, weaker pro-independence movements emerged elsewhere, such as in Riau 
and Bali” (Aspinall 2009, p. 122). For example, “(i)t is significant that on mainland Riau, one faction leading 
the quest for political autonomy is led by Tabrani Rab and Al Azahar. … Tabrani Rab reportedly cancelled 
Riau’s declaration of independence in March 1999, owing to a fear of clashes with the Indonesian armed forces. 
But in December 1999, a provincial congress organized by the Riau Community Communication forum voted 
in favour of independence. In response to this drive for an independent Riau state, another faction calling for 
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led to a growing concern by the Indonesian government and elites over the decline in 

nationalist sentiment among the Indonesian people. Also, it became a challenge to all the 

post-Suharto administrations how to advance democratization, with all the progress in direct 

elections, judicial independence, robust civil society, while still maintaining political stability 

and national integration by keeping at bay or solving social divisions, communal conflicts, 

and inter-ethnic strife. As a consequence, they recognised the need to proactively mobilize 

the people’s nationalist sentiment. The Sipadan and Ligitan Islands and the Ambalat and East 

Ambalat disputes, as well as the Indonesian migrant workers and illegal immigrant issues, 

provided opportunities for them to strengthen nationalist sentiment by calling for unity and 

maintaining the integrity of territorial borders from the ‘foreign threat’.  

 

To summarize, there are several important similarities and differences surrounding the 

political phenomenon of nationalism in Malaysia and Indonesia. Both struggled for 

independence against colonial powers and both faced challenges in uniting multiple ethnic 

groups. Both governments always attempted to maintain and strengthen their people’s 

nationalistic sentiment through grand strategies of nation-building. On the other hand, 

Indonesia gained its independence through armed struggle, whereas Malaysia through 

diplomacy and peaceful negotiation. Despite the actual Javanese domination in politics, it 

was Malaysia whose nationalism was formally marked by ethnicity until the patriotic 

nationalism campaign started to generate a more inclusive sense of nationalist pride. These 

                                                                                                                                            
federalism has arisen. The chief advocate of the federalist camp is Syarwan Hamid, a former Home Affairs 
Minister under Suharto. It seems to be the case that the separatist movement is home grown, while the federalist 
movement is Jakarta-linked” (Wee, 2002, p. 510). Meanwhile, the separatist movement in Maluku has not been 
put down by the Indonesian government. In April 25, 2004, supporters of the Republic of South Moluccas 
(RMS) and the Maluku Sovereignty Front (FKM) “staged a march through the streets in Ambon to mark the 
RMS’s 54th anniversary that triggred violent clashes with people opposing separatism. At least 60 people were 
killed and more than one hundred others injured” (Antara, May 22, 2004). Furthermore, “(i)n the Mutiara 
Merah Putih  (special) operation conducted since April, 2005, before the anniversary of the separatist RMS, the 
police arrested 20 suspects who put out the RMS flag and 16 others who named themselves the figures of the 
FKM” (Antara, January 6, 2006). 
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similarities and differences had a significant impact on the way the two countries reacted to 

bilateral issues such as territorial disputes and the presence of Indonesian migrant workers. 

  

Maritime territorial disputes 

In the post-Cold War era, break up of nation-states, such as in the case of the former 

Yugoslavia, has become an important concern for many countries. Territorial disputes, 

separatist movements, ethnic conflicts and refugee movements were some of the main 

reasons for the rapid change in the borders of some nation-states, causing grave concern to 

others. In this regard sentiment of nationalism can be used as a means to help preserve a 

state’s existing sovereignty and territorial integrity. Meanwhile, any threat to territorial 

integrity generally sparks strong nationalistic reactions, affecting foreign policies and major 

relations (Furtado 1994). This section examines the impact on Malaysian and Indonesian 

relations of the territorial disputes, particularly the disputes over Sipadan and Ligitan Islands 

and the Ambalat and East Ambalat maritime area, and discusses the manipulation of 

nationalist sentiment in those conflicts. 

 

Disputes over Sipadan and Ligitan Islands 

Under its Continental Shelf Act of 1966, Malaysia included the Sipadan and Ligitan Islands 

within its proposed territorial boundary in 1969 (see Appendix 4 for a map of the two 

islands). Indonesia disputed this, claiming the two islands as part of its own territory, a claim 

Malaysia dismissed on the ground that it had received ownership of the two islands after the 

British granted independence in 1957. This issue remained unsettled for more than three 

decades. Ironically, it was after 2002, when the dispute was legally settled, that the conflict 

became heightened up, as discussed below.  
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Sipadan Island is situated close to the coast of Sabah, near Teluk Sibuku on latitude 4’ 06’ 

39’ north and longitude 118’ 37’ 56’ east. The island is only 7 miles south of the Malaysian 

Mabul Island.  The total area of the island is only 0.13 square kilometer. It is a densely 

vegetated island of volcanic origin. It has a small mountain of 600 to 700 meters in height, 

around which has formed a coral atoll. Sipadan was not inhabited by humans until the 1980s, 

when the Malaysian government developed it into a tourist resort which became popular with 

scuba-divers. Since then, Sipadan has been ranked among the five best scuba-diving locations 

in the world.  Meanwhile, in terms of total area, Ligitan Island is even smaller that Sipadan. It 

is situated on latitude 04’ 09’ 48’ north and longitude 118’ 53’ 04’ east, off the coast of 

Sabah, at the end of a series of coral reefs known as the Ligitan Archipelago. Although the 

island is permanently above sea level, it is formed mostly by sand with little vegetation (Nik 

Mahmud 2003, p. 86). 

 

The issue of Sipadan and Ligitan Islands was the centre of discussion in March 1980 during a 

meeting between President Suharto, and the then Prime Minister of Malaysia, Hussein. Both 

parties agreed to settle the dispute through a bilateral negotiation process. However, the 

negotiations broke down as neither party was willing to compromise. In the early 1990s 

Indonesia wanted the conflict to be settled under the Bali Treaty and the ASEAN High 

Council, a proposal Malaysia rejected (Ramses 2000, p. 53). It might well be  that Malaysia 

feared that the Council members would be biased in favour of Indonesia, considering that 

compared to Indonesia, Malaysia had been involved in more territorial and maritime disputes 

with other ASEAN members. It had disputes with Singapore, Thailand, and over the Spratlys 

in the South China Sea, with the Philippines, Brunei and Vietnam, whereas Indonesia had 

disputes with the Philippines and Singapore (details later). Furthermore, since Indonesia was 

the ‘natural leader’ of ASEAN, Malaysia was concerned that it might exert more influence 
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on other member states. Malaysia’s wariness demonstrated an overall lack of trust and 

maturity in the working of ASEAN High Council.82

 

 This might be the reason why, to this 

day, ASEAN High Council has never been used by the member states to settle their disputes. 

In October 1991 in an attempt to break the deadlock, the two parties agreed to set up a joint 

working group to review the issue. Having achieved no breakthrough in negotiations, the 

joint working group agreed in June 1996 to recommend to their respective governments that 

they bring the issue to the International Court of Justice (ICJ) at The Hague.  

A joint letter, dated 30 September 1998, from the Mahathir and Habibie governments, was 

thus filed at the Registry of the ICJ in November of that year. ICJ requested both parties to 

present their written documents, and later oral arguments and replies, during 3-12 June 2002 

in front of the 17 judges of the ICJ.83

                                                 
82  Interview with Dewi Fortuna Anwar, Jakarta, 28 July 2006.   

 On December 17, 2002, the ICJ decided that Malaysia 

83  Indonesia’s claim was based on the 1891 Convention between Britain and the Netherlands, which stipulated 
that the boundary-line would be 4’10’ north latitude on the east coast, continuing eastward along the parallel 
and across the island of Sebintik. North of the boundary-line would be the British possession, and the south 
Dutch possession. Indonesia’s claim also rested on the affectivities (or historical documents) from the Dutch and 
Indonesians. During the oral arguments, Indonesia claimed that even if the judges rejected the 1891 Convention, 
it still had the rights over the two islands as successor to the Sultan of Bulungan who possessed authority over 
the islands (Nik Mahmud 2003, p. 171). According to Indonesia, the Sultan had ceded his territory to the Dutch, 
based on the 12 November 1850 agreement. The ceded territory encompassed the area around Batu Tinagat in 
the east of Borneo, and the islands and islets south of it including Sipadan and Ligitan. Malaysia contended that 
it acquired the rights over east North Borneo and the two islands through a series of transfer of sovereignty from 
the original owner, the Sultan of Brunei, who gave the area to the Sultan of Sulu for helping him fight a 
rebellion in his territory. Even though there was no written agreement signed between the two rulers, it was 
generally accepted that as early as the 1800s, the area east of North Borneo was the territory of the Sultan of 
Sulu. Gustavus de Overbeck and Alfred Dent acquired the area east of North Borneo and its surrounding islands 
from Sultan Jamal Al-Alam, the Sultan of Sulu, through an agreement signed on January 22, 1878. At the same 
time, they also received North Borneo from an agreement with Sultan Abdul Mumin, the Sultan of Brunei. 
Gustavos de Overbeck sold his share to Alfred Dent, who later acquired a royal charter to established the British 
North Borneo Company and administer the area. In 1888, the British government declared all the areas under 
the British North Borneo Company as the ‘State of North Borneo’. Malaysia argued the British subsequently 
passed the area to Malaysia when the state of North Borneo and its surrounding islands declared that it wanted 
to join the Federation of Malaysia on 16 September 1963. Malaysia also argued that some British and 
Malaysian affectivities confirmed that it had the title over the area. In the oral arguments and replies, Malaysia 
stated that the British government representative had emphasized to the Dutch government that the maps 
published by the Dutch Colonial Land Office in 1846 showed that the Tidong area and surrounding islands were 
part of the area under the Sultan of Sulu. Therefore, the Sultan of Bulongan did not have the right, under law, to 
put the area of Tidong and surrounding islands including Sipadan and Ligitan, which were areas under the 
Sultan of Sulu, under the Dutch protection (Nik Mahmud 2003, p. 35). In another argument, Malaysia stated 
that, based on the 1891 Convention between Britain and the Netherlands, the areas to be divided were Borneo 
and Sebatik Islands, as the line of delimitation stopped at the latter island. It did not mention Sipadan or Ligitan 
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had the territorial rights over the Sipadan and Ligitan Islands. The final decision was made by 

the 17 ICJ judges (16 in favour of Malaysia, only 1 for Indonesia) (Nik Mahmud 2003, p. 

210). The decision was based on, using the court’s legal term, credible affectivities from 

Malaysia as a successor to the British colonial administration on the two islands, and ‘… a 

continued pattern of legislative, administrative, and judicial authority’ without any objection 

from the Dutch or Indonesia for the first 25 years since its declaration of independence 

(Weatherbee 2005, p. 131). Thus the 33-year conflict was resolved in favour of Malaysia. 

 

As expected the decision by the ICJ was not well received in Indonesia. The Megawati 

government was profoundly disappointed. Many Indonesians saw the loss of Sipadan and 

Ligitan as humiliating and a sign of weakness of their country. Some accused Malaysia of 

‘stealing’ territory. In an attempt to awaken nationalistic sentiment, Imam Daruqutni, a 

member of the DPR, declared that inviting ICJ’s intervention, which he criticized as the 

government’s lamentable policy to seek ‘mere administrative solution’, showed that 

‘nationalism and patriotism of the Indonesian people have faded’ (Antara, 1 March 2003). 

The members of the MPR voted (117 in favour and 105 against) to demand that President 

Megawati, as the chief executive, make a comprehensive clarification to the MPR on the loss 

of Sipadan and Ligitan islands. Because it was then one of the five best diving spots in the 

world, Sipadan Island had enormous economic value for tourism in Indonesia. The loss of 

both islands, at a time when the Indonesian economy was crisis-ridden, was a serious blow to 

the government’s credibility. Indonesia feared that Malaysia would make further claims on 

                                                                                                                                            
islands. Malaysia also argued that the Dutch colonial government (and the Indonesian government for the first 
25 years since independence) had never showed any interest in the two islands (Nik Mahmud 2003:  205). 
Meanwhile, the British North Borneo colonial authorities had controlled and regulated the collection of turtle 
eggs in 1914 and introduced a license system for boats to go fishing around the islands. At the same time the 
colonial authorities also established a bird sanctuary in 1933 and constructed a lighthouse on Sipadan in 1963. 
Another lighthouse was constructed on Ligitan Island in 1966. These still exist today and are maintained by 
Malaysia. As the number of tourists grew in Sipadan and Ligitan for scuba diving activities, the Malaysian 
government imposed regulation and in September 1997, the two islands became protected areas under the 
Malaysian Protected Areas Order.  
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the maritime area adjacent to the two islands deemed to be rich in mineral resources. There 

was a backlash from the nationalists who demanded that the government take prompt action 

to ensure that the sovereignty of Indonesian territory in the archipelago be well protected. 

Under strong pressure, President Megawati travelled in February 2004 to a tiny sand island in 

the Riau province, under dispute with Singapore, which is just ten minutes away by boat, to 

place a plaque proclaiming Indonesian ownership. This was a symbolic act to send a general 

message that Indonesia would be more diligent in protecting its territorial integrity.  It tried to 

warn the relevant countries that they should not take advantage of the ICJ decision to make or 

strengthen their territorial claims against Indonesia, which has disputes with the Philippines 

(on maritime area between Mindanao and Sulawesi), Australia (on maritime area near 

Christmas island), and China (over maritime area near Natuna islands), as well as Malaysia 

and Singapore.  

 

In the post-Suharto era, it was understandable that the loss of Sipadan and Ligitan Islands was 

seen as a potential threat to national unity as a whole. During the volatile socio-political 

transition, Indonesia was besieged with domestic problems having implications for territorial 

integrity. Independence campaigns in East Timor, West Papua, and the escalating armed 

conflict in Aceh were merely the most notable ones.84

                                                 
84 Indonesia had long held suspicions that Malaysia was quietly supporting GAM (Ganesan 1999, p. 31). 

 In March 1999, there emerged a pro-

independence movement in the resource-rich province Riau which made reference to the 

glorious days of the past Sultanate of Riau with ethnic Malay identity. The sectarian conflict 

between Muslims and Christians in the province of Maluku which started in mid-1999 caused 

7,000 deaths and led to the proclamation in late April 2001 of independence from Indonesia 

by a Maluku Sovereignty Front (Front Kedaulatan Maluku) (Kingsbury 2003, p. 107). There 

was a growing concern among Indonesian elites that if nothing was done to maintain and 
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indeed strengthen national territorial integrity after losing Sipadan and Ligitan, it would spur 

those other territories to make further demands for either independence or greater autonomy. 

The nationalists believed that, if a strong sense of nationalism among the Indonesians was not 

mobilized, the country could fracture like the former Soviet Union or Yugoslavia. Thus, in a 

way Malaysia’s victory over Sipadan and Ligitan touched a raw nerve of Indonesia in the 

worst possible political environment, quite in addition to causing tension in bilateral relations. 

The subsequent conflict over the maritime area of Ambalat and East Ambalat in the Sulawesi 

Sea provided the opportunity the Indonesian nationalists were seeking to mobilize the 

sentiment of nationalism (see Appendix 5 for a map of the area). 

 

Dispute over the Ambalat and East Ambalat maritime area 

Inevitably this dispute saw Indonesia take a more aggressive and confrontational stance 

against Malaysia. The main reason was that the loss of Sipadan and Ligitan and East Timor 

was a wake up call to Indonesia that it must protect the maritime area of Ambalat and East 

Ambalat at any cost for fear of loosing another territory. This issue in fact originated in 1979, 

when Indonesia disputed the official territorial sea and continental shelf map of Malaysia 

published that year. For many years it was latent until Jakarta became generally more 

sensitive about territorial integrity after the loss of Sipadan and Ligitan. The dispute was 

complicated by the presence of rich oil and gas deposits in the area. Indonesia granted 

exploration rights to Eni S.p.A. of Italy in 1999 and to UNOCAL of the US in 2004. In 

February 2005, Malaysia provoked Indonesia by awarding exploration rights to the Anglo-

Dutch company, Shell, and its own national oil company PETRONAS, in areas that 

overlapped with those where Indonesia had already commissioned the US and Italian 

companies. Malaysia might have taken this step assuming that the recently elected SBY 

government was politically weak and facing a major economic crisis after its inauguration in 
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October 2004 (Derichs 2006, p. 173).85 Instead, soon after Malaysia’s decision, Indonesia 

dispatched its warship KRI Tedong Mas to patrol the disputed area and it confronted the 

Malaysian warship KD Rencong in a tense standoff. The two even collided at one point. The 

incident created widespread anti-Malaysian demonstrations in Indonesian cities.86

 

 Many 

Indonesian officials were adamant that they should not lose any more of their territory to 

Malaysia.  

The Indonesian media played a key role in fanning nationalistic indignation over the Ambalat 

and East Ambalat dispute. Since the collision between the warships of the two countries in 

Ambalat waters, the Indonesian media had been using the Ambalat issue as their headlines. 

Soon the government officials and political and youth groups all joined the emotional chorus. 

Street demonstrations and flag burnings were carried out in Jakarta, Surabaya, Yogyakarta, 

Bandung, Semarang, Solo, Pekanbaru, Ambon and Medan (Gatra 2005, p.32; Schofield & 

Storey, 2005, p. 4). There were even loud cries for war against Malaysia and demands for the 

opening of command posts to enroll volunteers to ‘crush Malaysia’ should a war break out 

(Yusoff, 2005). In late March 2005, 3,800 people in Makassar, Sulawesi had registered as 

volunteers under the Front Ganyang Malaysia (Front to Crush Malaysia) including the 

former President B. J. Habibie‘s brother, Fanny Habibie who himself was a former 

Indonesian Ambassador to Britain (Gatra 2005, p. 32). More ‘Front to Crush Malaysia’ were 

set up in cities like Jakarta, Surabaya, Semarang and Bandung. The counter reaction from 

                                                 
85  While SBY and his running partner, Yusuf Kalla, won the first direct presidential election in October 2004, 
his government enjoyed little parliamentary leverage. In the April 2004 general election, the Democratic Party 
led by SBY won only 10.4 percent of the seats in the parliament. They only came in fourth position compared to 
other parties (Functional Groups Party-GOLKAR, 23 percent; Indonesian Democracy Party of Struggle- PDI-P, 
19.8 percent; and Development Unity Party-PPP, 10.4 percent). The new SBY government faced tremendous 
economic hardship caused by the sky-rocketing fuel subsidies and the drastically deteriorating rate of the rupiah 
to the US dollar (Liddle & Mujani 2006, pp. 132-137).  
86 Kompas, a well known Indonesian newspaper, reported that the then Malaysian Deputy Prime Minister Najib 
had apologized to the Indonesian Defence Attaché in Malaysia over the navy’s confrontation. Najib denied this 
and threatened to take legal action against Kompas. Adding to the tension, the Malaysian government criticized 
its Indonesian counterpart for not scrutinizing and controlling its media.  
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Malaysians and Malaysian media were rather modest despite minor incidents of flag burnings 

and the call to reduce the number of Indonesian migrant workers in Malaysia. The then 

Malaysian Foreign Minister, Hamid Albar stated that Malaysians considered the Ambalat 

conflict as a technical issue87

 

 that could be solved diplomatically (Gatra 2005, p. 28 &39). 

However, the bilateral wrangling led to dramatic increases in cyberspace hacking and 

defacing of websites. Hackers penetrated the websites of some high profile government 

agencies, departments and universities on both sides, causing growing concern about national 

security, since such attacks could throw into chaos the economic and administrative activities 

of banks, public utilities providers, stock broking companies, airports and seaports that used 

computers and network systems extensively (Zubir 2006, p. 8). 

The Indonesian government increased its deployment of warships in the waters around the 

Ambalat and East Ambalat in a show of force at the height of the dispute, which Malaysia 

reciprocated. The crisis came to a climax when SBY visited the area on an Indonesian navy 

ship. His government increased its defense budget. In May 2005 it approved an additional 

defense budget of 1.7 trillion rupiah (US$ 180 million), from the current allocation of 21.6 

trillion rupiah (Witular 2005). In December the same year, Indonesia conducted a naval 

exercise involving 40 warships sailing from Surabaya through the Straits of Makassar to 

Celebes Sea near the disputed Ambalat and East Ambalat. This was undoubtedly designed to 

show its military strength in case of an armed conflict with Malaysia. In 2006, the defense 

budget was further increased to 24 trillion rupiah. The Indonesian Minister of Research and 

Technology, Kusmyanto Kadiman, also announced collaboration with China to produce 

short, medium and long range missiles. This was based on an agreement reached after the 

visit of the Chinese President Hu Jintao to Indonesia in 2005.  
                                                 
87 Basically, Malaysia argued that the Ambalat and East Ambalat maritime areas were under its continental 
shelf while Indonesia argued that the areas were under its maritime territory based on the concept of an 
archipelagic state. 
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There were four reasons why SBY took such a strong position on the issue. Firstly, focusing 

on this dispute allowed the government to revitalise the spirit of nationalism among the 

Indonesians that was seen to be lacking since the fall of Suharto. Secondly, the dispute helped 

divert the people’s attention from the many domestic problems that were besetting the 

country, such as high unemployment, political rivalry, natural disasters including tsunamis, 

earthquakes and floods, and rising prices for both food and fuels which hit ordinary 

Indonesians hard. Thirdly, the SBY government sought to preempt any intervention from 

foreign countries or international institutions, which had resulted in the loss of East Timor as 

well as Sipadan and Ligitan. Finally, there was a need to demonstrate the new central 

government’s firm stand in maintaining Indonesia’s security and territorial integrity from any 

further threat of dissolution. This message was very much directed at the separatists in Aceh, 

Irian Jaya, Maluku and Riau.88

 

 

With the scenario of military conflict looming, the governments of Malaysia and Indonesia 

realized that they needed to manage the dispute before it spiraled out of control. In February 

2007, Abdullah visited Indonesia and revealed that the dispute was being discussed at the 

‘technical level’ (Star, 22 February 2007, p. N4). Although at the same time the Indonesian 

navy still alleged ‘trespassing’ from Malaysian warships and airplanes (Antara, 1 March 

2007), those talks and personal closeness between Abdullah and SBY gradually reduced 

hostility. However, the dispute has remained unresolved. Having categorically rejected 

Malaysia’s suggestion that the Ambalat and East Ambalat issue be brought to the ICJ, 

                                                 
88 At an interview conducted in Jakarta, 27 July 2006, Yuri Octavian Thamrin, Director of East Asia and 
Pacific, Indonesian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, said: 
 

Indonesians are very sensitive on Sipadan and Ligitan islands, Aceh and Papua as they are 
issues of territorial integrity which unites and ties the people. Many Indonesians perceived 
Ambalat and East Ambalat as theirs based on the concept of Archipelago. SBY has to be 
present in Ambalat and East Ambalat to defend the territorial integrity.  
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Indonesia has proposed to enjoy joint authority with Malaysia in administering the area and 

exploring its oil and gas resources, following a similar sharing formula used by Indonesia and 

Australia in reaching a settlement regarding the Timor Gap in December 1989.89

 

 While 

negotiations have remained deadlocked, it is encouraging that the two governments have 

clearly agreed to tackle the issue peacefully. After all, Malaysia and Indonesia are becoming 

more and more interdependent in their economic development, as seen in the numerous 

Indonesian workers in Malaysia (elaborately discussed in the following section). Waging war 

can only cause considerable detriment to each other’s economic interests.  

The dispute over the Indonesian migrant workers in Malaysia 

In the post-Cold War era, issues of unregulated transnational human movement (for example 

migrant workers and illegal immigrants, asylum seekers, religious groups, terrorist 

organizations and armed groups) pose a challenge to many states, affecting their foreign 

policies and major relations. For example, if a state discriminates against migrant workers 

and prosecutes illegal immigrants, it may spark outrage or cause intervention from the 

neighbouring states or international human rights and labor organizations. This section 

discusses the impact on bilateral relations of the issues associated with the Indonesian 

migrant workers in Malaysia. Numerous cases of their mistreatment by Malaysian employers 

and authorities and their humiliating expulsion led to strong condemnation and protest from 

the Indonesian government and society. The Indonesians felt that their fellow citizens’ plight 

was a symptom of Malaysians’ arrogance and disrespect for the rights and dignity of the 

poorer Indonesians as a whole. It sparked a nationalist backlash manifested in wide-spread 

demonstrations and flag burning outside the Malaysian Embassy and Consulates. However, 

the Malaysian government sought to justify its policy of expelling Indonesians and imposing 

                                                 
89  Interview with Andi Widjajanto, lecturer at the Forces Command and Staff College, Armed Forces of 
Indonesia (SESKO-TNI) and one of the authors of the TNI ‘s Defence White Paper, Jakarta, 26 July 2006.  
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tougher penalties on them such as hefty fines, incarceration and caning. Kuala Lumpur raised 

allegations of their illegal activities in Malaysia including violent crimes and robberies. It 

also argued that Indonesians were the overwhelming majority of nearly one million foreign 

workers who entered Malaysia illegally, and that this constituted a serious disrespect for 

Malaysia’s national sovereignty.  

 

Indonesian migrant workers and illegal immigrants in Malaysia  

In the 1970s Indonesian migrant workers were welcomed by the Malaysian government as 

serumpun. Malaysia looked to Indonesia for skilled labour for the implementation of the NEP 

which gave priority to the bumiputeras. For this reason, Indonesian migrant workers, mostly 

from the technical and professional classes, were encouraged to work in Malaysia. Indonesia 

also provided lecturers for the newly established National University of Malaysia (Universiti 

Kebangsaan Malaysia). In primary and secondary schools, Indonesians took positions as 

science and language teachers. In 1974, Indonesia also provided managerial and technical 

support to Malaysia in setting up the Malaysian National Oil Company (PETRONAS). At the 

same time, these Indonesians from the technical and professional classes were encouraged by 

the Razak government to settle in Malaysia and become Malaysian citizens. They would add 

numbers to, and thus strengthen, the ethnic Malay political power base vis-a-vis the Chinese 

and Indians, something considered important after the May 1969 race riots.  

 

In the 1980s, Malaysia experienced an economic boom, with government policy shifting from 

‘import substitution industrialization’ to ‘export-oriented industrialization’. In order to 

increase exports, foreign companies were encouraged to invest in purposely allocated free 

economic zones (especially in Bayan Lepas and Prai in Penang; Batu Berendam in Malacca, 

and Pasir Gudang and Senai in Johor). They were given substantial tax breaks and other 
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incentives. Mahathir’s ‘Look East Policy’ also encouraged many Japanese, South Korean and 

Taiwanese companies to invest in Malaysia. As a result of these measures, Malaysia 

experienced mass rural to urban migration, in particular among young people searching for 

work in factories. This movement created a labour shortage in many rural areas, particularly 

in the rubber and oil palm plantations. To rectify the problem, from the late 1980s Malaysian 

labour agencies recruited Indonesian workers on a massive scale. Unlike those professional 

or white collar workers from Indonesia in the 1970s, the new arrivals in Malaysia were 

mostly labourers.  

 

Malaysia maintained rapid and sustained economic growth throughout the 1990s, except in 

1998 (see Table 4). As a result, labour shortage, especially in the construction, 

manufacturing, plantation and services sectors, became even more acute. With the welcoming 

policy of the Malaysian government, fresh workers started to pull in from Indonesia and other 

countries like Bangladesh and the Philippines. Indonesia remained the biggest source of 

migrant workers in Malaysia (see Table 5).  In 1990, it was estimated that Malaysia had a 

total of one million migrant workers. This figure rose to 1.5 million in 1995, and close to 2 

million before the start of the Asian economic crisis in late 1997 (Pan-Long Tsai and Ching-

lung Tsay 2004, p. 123). Kurus (2004, p. 337) estimated that in 2000 Malaysia still had close 

to two million migrant workers, mainly Indonesians, Bangladeshis and Filipinos. These 

workers constituted approximately 20 per cent of the total Malaysian labour force. By 2007, 

the number of migrant workers had changed very little. According to Malaysia’s Department 

of Immigration, as of 30 June 2007 there were 1.91 million foreign workers. Nevertheless 

this figure does not include the almost one million illegal immigrants in Malaysia, nor does it 

include the 10,000 that were detained at the Immigration depot (Alias 2008). 
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         Table 4  Yearly Economic Growth, Malaysia 1990-2000 

Year Gross Domestic Product (GDP) 

1990 
1991 
1992 
1993 
1994 
1995 
1996 
1997 
1998 
1999 
2000 

9.8 % 
8.7 % 
7.8 % 
8.3 % 
9.2 % 
9.5 % 
8.6 % 
7.8 % 
-7.5 % 
5.8 % 
8.3 % 

         Source: Adapted from Kurus 2004, p. 333. 

 

  Table 5  Migrant Workers in Malaysia by Countries of Origin and Job Sectors  

  (1 July 2001)  

Nationalities of 
Migrant Workers 

 

Percentage Job Sectors for all 
migrant workers 

Percentage 

Indonesians 73.64 Manufacturing 30.08 
Bangladeshis 17.54 Plantation 25.59 
Filipinos 1.90 Domestic Helper  20.40 
Thais 0.80 Construction 8.57 
Pakistanis 0.40 Services 7.32 
Others 5.82   
Total 100.00 Total 100.0 

  Source: Adapted from Kurus 2004, p. 335.  

 

By the early 1990s, more than 500,000 illegal immigrants had arrived in Malaysia, primarily 

because the formal quotas of migrant workers were not sufficient to meet the strong demand. 

Indonesian illegal immigrants from Aceh, Bawean, Flores, Java, Madura and Kalimantan 

were also driven by a series of problems at home, especially climatic and ecological disasters, 

massive unemployment, inflation and social dislocation (Forrester & May 1999, p. 115). The 

economic crisis of 1997 that hit Indonesia hard further exacerbated the exodus of illegal 

immigrants arriving in Malaysia. Illegal entry was assisted by porous borders, with lax 
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control by law enforcement authorities on both sides over their long maritime and land 

borders. In fact, thousands of the repatriated Indonesian illegal immigrants managed to find 

their way back into Malaysia within weeks. By 2001, it was estimated that there were 1.5 

million Indonesians working in Malaysia, of which 600,000 were working illegally (New 

Straits Times, 20 August 2001).  

 

Tension over the ‘illegals’ and abuses 

The large number of illegal immigrants had been a source of political embarrassment for the 

Malaysian government, by showing that it had only a limited ability to protect borders and 

safeguard territorial integrity. In 2002, Malaysia amended its Immigration Act to mete out 

extremely harsh penalties on illegal immigrants including those migrant workers who entered 

the country legally but had overstayed their temporary working visas. Penalties included fines 

of up to 10,000 ringgit (at the time US$ 2,630), a mandatory jail term of between six months 

and five years, and up to six strokes of the cane for those under the age of 50 (Ganesan 

2003b, p. 154).  According to Tan Chai Ho, the Malaysian Deputy Home Affairs Minister, by 

the end of 2004 a total of 18,607 illegal immigrants had been caned, including 11,473 

Indonesians, 2,786 Burmese, 1,956 Filipinos, 708 Bangladeshis, 509 Indians and 1,175 other 

nationalities (Bernama, 8 December 2004). 

 

Specifically, Malaysia’s increasingly harsh attitude could be attributed to four reasons. 

Firstly, illegal immigrants had reportedly been involved in human and drug trafficking, the 

smuggling of fire arms and other contraband, prostitution, forgery of documents, robbery and 

murders. Both Mahathir and Abdullah had on several occasions made known their concerns 

regarding the illegal activities and serious crimes committed by Indonesian illegal immigrants 

in Malaysia (Kurus 2004, p. 343). One estimate suggested that between 1992 and 1994, 
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Indonesian illegal immigrants in Kuala Lumpur City alone had committed 92 murders and 

1,815 robberies (including armed robberies), and that approximately half of the 49,000 

inmates in Malaysian prisons during this period were foreigners, but predominantly 

Indonesians (Abdullah 1999, p. 62).90

 

 In one incident in 1998, the Indonesian illegal 

immigrants at the detention camps at Machap Umbo in Malacca, and Lenggeng and 

Semenyih in Negeri Sembilan, burnt five blocks of dormitories whilst clashing with 

Malaysian authorities when they learnt that they were going to be repatriated to Aceh 

(Abdullah 1998). The riot resulted in the death of nine Indonesians and a Malaysian 

policeman. The death of these Indonesian inmates was criticized by the Indonesian Justice 

Minister, Muladi, as a violation of human rights by Malaysia (Abdullah & Rajendram 1998). 

Mahathir responded by declaring an intention to deport half a million Indonesian illegal 

immigrants by the end of 2002 (Liow 2005a, p. 149). 

Secondly, the Malaysian government was concerned that Indonesian illegal immigrants 

would facilitate the entrance of terrorist elements from Indonesia. This fear was exacerbated 

by the Bali and Jakarta bombings (see Chapter Six for further discussion on cross-border 

terrorism). The antecedents for Malaysia’s concerns rested on the fact that Indonesians such 

as Abdullah Sungkar and Abu Bakar Basyir, leaders of the extremist group Jemaah Islamiah 

(JI), were known to have stayed in the state of Johor and preached radical Islam to local 

Malays from 1985-1998. Sungkar and Basyir masterminded the formation of the Malaysian 

JI branch. Among their students were the Malaysians Dr Azhari Husin and Nordin Mat Top, 

both of whom were accused by the Indonesian government of involvement in the Bali and 

Jakarta bombings.  

                                                 
90 During a meeting of the Joint Commission for Bilateral Cooperation between Malaysia and Indonesia in 
February 2002, Malaysia outlined its concern over the problem of Indonesian migrant workers and illegal 
immigrants who were involved in criminal activity and demonstrations. See Joint Commission for Bilateral 
Cooperation between Malaysia and Indonesia (2002). 
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Thirdly, the Malaysian government was concerned that some Indonesian migrant workers 

were known to be preaching Christianity in a subtle and quiet manner to young Malay 

Muslims. This allegation is supported by Gatsiounis (2004) who estimated that every month 

approximately 100 Muslims in Malaysia converted to Christianity, and that up to 30,000 

Muslims, mainly Malays, had been converted to Christianity since the early 1990s. Preaching 

Christianity to Muslims, whether by the Indonesian migrant workers or not, is considered to 

be a breach of Malaysian law (Nair 1996, p. 21).  

 

Finally, in the aftermath of the 1997 economic crisis, several important sectors, notably 

construction and manufacturing, began to retrench workers. The growing numbers of local 

workers being retrenched made the Malaysian government less sympathetic to the plight of 

foreign workers and illegal immigrants. It started to impose greater scrutiny and restriction 

over migrant workers arriving in Malaysia. In early 2005, it amended its Employment Act so 

that it became compulsory for employers to make sure that at least 51 percent of their 

workers be Malaysians.   

 

On the part of the Indonesian government, the problem of illegal immigrants was a 

diplomatic embarrassment, for it starkly highlighted its inability to provide adequate 

employment at home for its own citizens. Indonesia was also fast gaining a reputation as an 

‘exporter of illegal immigrants’. The situation presented a tremendous administrative burden 

to the Indonesian government in terms of providing consultants and lawyers for migrant 

workers, illegal and legal, who were either abused by their Malaysian employers or involved 

in crimes.91

                                                 
91 According to Hassan Wirayuda, the Indonesian Minister of Foreign Affairs, Indonesia allocated 1 billion 
rupiah to pay Malaysian lawyers to defend its citizens facing trial under the amended immigration laws (Straits 
Times, 24 August 2002).  Also, how to make Malaysian employers pay the wages owed to their Indonesian 
workers who were illegal immigrants became an intractable legal issue. Hamidon Ali, the Malaysian 

 On the other hand, the Indonesian government really relied on its citizens 
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working overseas as foreign exchange earners. They sent remittances to their families in 

villages and assisted the ailing national economy. Working overseas provided major 

opportunities for the surplus labour force released by the 1997 economic meltdown.92

 

  Thus 

the Indonesian government was not particularly cooperative in the repatriation process of the 

illegals from Malaysia. Deportation and reduction in the new intake were among the main 

factors that led to an increase in the Indonesian unemployment rate, from 9.2 percent in 2004, 

to 11.8 percent in 2005, and 12.5 percent in 2006 (Pan-Long Tsai & Ching-Lung Tsay 2004, 

p. 105). 

Emotion ran high in Indonesia since Malaysia started to impose stiff punishments on illegal 

immigrants in 2002. Amien Rais, the speaker of MPR and leader of National Mandate Party 

(PAN), said that they were ‘inhuman’ and treated Indonesian illegal immigrants as ‘animals’ 

(Straits Times, 24 August 2002). In particular, the Indonesian government considered the 

practice of caning as a violation of human rights.93

 

 In August that year, when the amended 

Immigration Act took effect in Malaysia, a group of Indonesian nationalists calling 

themselves Laskar Merah Putih (Red and White Paramilitary troops) demonstrated and 

burned the Malaysian flag in front of its embassy in protest of the caning and deportation of 

Indonesians. The fact that the Indonesian police did not take action until the demonstrators 

almost broke the gate of the embassy indicated the rage from both the government and people 

(Republika, 27 August 2002). 

                                                                                                                                            
ambassador to Indonesia (2003-2005), argued that if workers were illegals, then their rights were not protected 
by law. He said, ’you can’t even claim wages because there is no contract’ (New Straits Times, 11 July 2005, 
p.14). 
92 This point was made by Habibie during his visit to Malaysia as Vice President in March 1998 (Karim & 
Mohamad 1999, p. 75). 
93  Caning runs against the UN Convention Against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment 
or Punishment which became effective on December 10, 1984. To date, 142 countries have become parties to 
the Convention including Indonesia but not Malaysia, Singapore, Thailand and Brunei. Caning of illegal 
immigrants occurs in Malaysia and Singapore. 
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Reactions from the Malaysian side were mixed. Protests were held in Kuala Lumpur to show 

disdain for what many in the country saw as Indonesia’s overreaction, if not interference in 

domestic affairs. Still, Malaysia provided a four-month (September-December 2004) amnesty 

for illegal immigrants, allowing them to voluntarily leave the country without penalty. As a 

result, 385,000 Indonesian illegal migrant workers left Malaysia during the period (New 

Straits Times, 16 April 2005). The amnesty was extended for further two months later to 

show sympathy to the tsunami-stricken Indonesia. Malaysia even decided to admit more than 

40,000 Aceh tsunami refugees to work in the country under the spirit of serumpun.  

 

However, no individual charitable action from Malaysia could conceal the broad picture of 

abuses and humiliation suffered by the Indonesian workers in the country, regardless of their 

legal status, although the illegals were particularly vulnerable. Indonesian workers were often 

subject to exploitation by their Malaysian employers, receiving low pay and enduring poor 

working conditions and inhumane living quarters, with little access to health care or medical 

services. Moreover, the Malaysian government and media often referred to illegal immigrants 

in general as pendatang haram (haram means ‘untouchables’), and referred to Indonesian 

migrant workers specifically as Indon, which connotes what are stereotypically thought of as 

‘under-class coolies’. This was applied to Indonesian workers as most were unskilled and 

worked in the ‘dirty, difficult and dangerous’ sectors, including domestic helpers, plantation 

and construction workers (Wangke 2005, p. 47).   

 

Recurring incidents involving abuses and humiliation of Indonesian workers in the hands of 

Malaysian government officials and employers trigged many flag burning demonstrations in 

Jakarta and strong representations from the President. One case was the abuse of Nirmala 

Bonat, an Indonesian maid who was brutalized and severely injured by her employer. This 
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incident, widely reported in August 2004, was but one of the numerous abuse cases revealed 

by the Indonesian maids in Malaysia (Seneviratne 2005). As a result of zealous moves to 

crackdown on illegals in Malaysia, even some Indonesian officials and their families 

experienced ill-treatment. For example, in August 2007, while shopping in Kuala Lumpur for 

Hari Raya Aidil Fitri,94 Muslianah Nurdin, the wife of Imran Hanafi, the Indonesian 

Embassy’s Cultural and Education Attaché, was detained for many hours by members of 

RELA who suspected her of being an illegal immigrant with a forged diplomatic pass (Ooi 

Kee Beng 2008, p. 68; TEMPO 2007, p. 29).95

 

 Again, in October 2007, an Indonesian Karate 

coach, Donald Luther Kolobita, who was attending the 8th Asian Karate Championship in the 

state of Negeri Sembilan, was arrested after resisting the Malaysian police officers who 

wanted to check his identity papers during their search for illegal immigrants. Kolobita 

claimed to have been physically assaulted while in police custody (Ooi Kee Beng 2008, p. 

68).   

Since what was at stake in the mass ill-treatment of Indonesians was the dignity and pride of 

the country and people as a whole, Indonesia’s strong reactions (including official protests 

from government and violent demonstrations from ordinary people) became understandable. 

On the other hand, the Indonesian government certainly did not lose sight of the value of the 

migrant workers issue for other agendas. As in those maritime territorial disputes, which 

unfolded during the same time period, campaigning on the ill fate of its own nationals in 

Malaysia, especially the poor maids, helped Jakarta to divert popular attention from many 

                                                 
94 Hari Raya Aidil Fitri in Malaysia or Idul Fitri in Indonesia is a Muslim festival celebration after the fasting 
month. 
95 RELA, a volunteer security force, was formed in the 1960s with the purpose of helping the Malaysian armed 
forces in the fight against the communist insurgency. Currently, it is a 500,000 strong force headed by a Director 
General who reports to the Home Ministry. According to RELA Director General, Zaidon Asmuni, the 
organization arrested 25,000 illegal immigrants in 2006, and in the first nine months of 2007, it rounded up 
28,300. RELA’s crackdown received support from those Malaysians who blamed illegal immigrants for rising 
crime rates (Hamid 2007). 
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domestic problems and stir up the spirit of nationalism and unity.  Furthermore, to be seen to 

be firm in protecting citizens’ rights overseas and preserving national dignity was particularly 

useful to rally broad political support for the first SBY government. 

 

Encouragingly, unlike the ‘high politics’ of maritime territorial disputes, the tension over the 

migrant workers, part and parcel of the ‘low politics’ of economic relations, was easier to 

tackle for the two governments. Spirit of serumpun was certainly insufficient to settle the 

dispute, but mutual indispensability in economic self-interest eventually brought the two 

governments to seek a ‘win-win’ solution. After all, after mass deportation of illegal 

immigrants, the Malaysian government faced a shortfall of an estimated 500,000 workers in 

the manufacturing, construction, plantation and service sectors by late 2005 (Derichs 2006, p. 

169; Ooi Kee Beng 2005, p. 12). Thus, in a complete about face, it started to invite the 

Indonesian illegals who were repatriated during the amnesty to return legally to Malaysia. 

One-stop processing centers were set up in 11 locations in Indonesia (Derichs 2006, p. 169). 

Meanwhile, in a conciliatory move, the Indonesian government began to more openly show 

appreciation to Malaysia for contributing to the Indonesian economy by providing hundreds 

of thousands of jobs and billions of ringgit in remittances.96

 

 Abdullah was conferred the 

Bintang Republik Indonesia Adi Pradana, (the republic’s highest honour for foreign leaders) 

in 2007. At the ceremony, SBY stated:  

I would like to thank Abdullah and the Malaysian government for not only 
making jobs available to thousands of Indonesians but also for providing 
educational facilities for 34,000 children of Indonesian plantation workers in 
Malaysia. … Malaysia also showed its generosity when it extended assistance 
during difficult times, like the tsunami, earthquakes and floods (Said 2007, p. 
2).    

 

                                                 
96  In 2007, the National Bank of Malaysia (Bank Negara Malaysia) reported that foreign workers in Malaysia 
sent home 15.5 billion ringgit as remittance (Alias 2008). 
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Increased appreciation of economic interdependence, as well as Indonesia’s protests, 

facilitated cooperation to address specific problems. Thus an agreement was signed in March 

2006 under which the Malaysian government was committed to legally protect the basic 

salary and working hours of the 300,000 Indonesian domestic helpers. It also set up a 24-hour 

information hotline for those in need (Derichs 2007, p. 153). At the same time, the Malaysian 

government began to take stern action against its own citizens who employed illegal migrant 

workers at their business’ premises. In early 2006, for the first time, the Malaysian court 

sentenced a Malaysian employer to a six month jail term and caning, for employing in his 

premises a number of illegal immigrants (Derichs 2007, p. 153). The Indonesian government 

also began to clear its own house by prosecuting members of its diplomatic missions in 

Malaysia who were involved in corrupt practices, namely the collection of illegal charges to 

facilitate Indonesian workers entering Malaysia97

 

 These positive developments demonstrated 

a greater understanding, on both sides, of the growing interdependence and contribution of 

the migrant workers to their economies, in terms of the much needed labour to Malaysia and 

job opportunities and remittances to Indonesia.  

Conclusion 

Nationalism has been manifested in different ways in Indonesia and Malaysia since the 

former gained national independence through armed struggle, while the latter by peaceful 

negotiation. Since the 1990s, Malaysians have become more proud of their country’s 

                                                 
97  In April 2006, Erik Hikmat Setiawan, the former Indonesian Consul General in Penang, was exposed for 
collecting illegal charges by raising the cost of new immigration documentation during 2004-2005. He was 
accused of receiving in this fashion 7,000 ringgit per month in 2004 and 14,000 ringgit per month in 2005. Hadi 
A. Wayarabi, the former Indonesian Ambassador to Malaysia (2000-2003), was sentenced to 30 months jail for 
corruption in the collection of immigration document fees which amounted to 15 billion rupiah (5.3 million 
ringgit). Suparba W. Amiarsa, former head of the immigration section at the Indonesian Embassy in Kuala 
Lumpur, received the same sentence in the same trial. Haryo Rusdiharjo, the former Indonesian Ambassador to 
Malaysia (2004-2006) was indicted for corruption also in the collection of immigration document fees. He was 
accused of receiving 2.2 billion rupiah (30-40 thousand ringgit) per month (New Straits Times, 4 January  
2008). 
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achievements through rapid economic growth and its ability to quickly recover from the 1997 

crisis without much foreign assistance. On those case-studied issues, however, nationalistic 

sentiment has been stronger in Indonesia than in Malaysia. Indonesia lost to Malaysia the 

Sipadan and Ligitan Islands, thus becoming fired up over Ambalat and East Ambalat, and 

Indonesia felt victimized on the migrant workers issue. Furthermore, Indonesia is more 

sensitive on those issues because of its comparatively poor economy, domestic political 

fragility, cultural and ethnic diversity and the need to constantly uphold unity in the volatile 

process of democratization.  These conditions also mean that the government tends to pro-

actively capitalize on issues such as territorial disputes and migrant workers for various 

political agendas, including achieving political unity. Thus while drumming up the sentiment 

of patriotism over those territorial disputes with Malaysia, the government might have in 

mind the independence of East Timor and secessionist movements in Aceh, Irian Jaya, 

Maluku, Riau and even Bali.98

 

  

Indonesia and Malaysia should both be commended for settling Sipadan and Ligitan dispute 

through ICI in the first place, if only because Asian states usually dodge international judicial 

institutions to settle something as sacred as their ancestors’ territory. If parties to the major 

territorial disputes in the Asia Pacific, such as those over the Spratlys and Paracels, can 

follow this model, prospects for regional peace would be so much more reassuring. While 

negotiations over Ambalat and East Ambalat will not lead to another try with a major agency 

of global governance, this dispute is likely to be solved through joint authority and 

exploration for resources.  On the issue of migrant workers, despite some progress being 

made on the treatment and protection of the workers, especially domestic helpers, this issue is 

likely to continue to be a potential security concern for Malaysia, and a thorn in relations with 

                                                 
98 See page 139-140 on the existence of secessionist and separatist movements in these areas.  
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Indonesia for the foreseeable future, if only because incidents are bound to take place simply 

due to the sheer large numbers of humans involved. In addition, how to curb the flow of 

radical Islam and terrorist elements to Malaysia has become a major concern in Kuala 

Lumpur’s approach towards migrant workers, which will be discussed in the next chapter.  
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Chapter 6 

The influence of Islam in Malaysian and Indonesian foreign policies 

 

Introduction 

Huntington (1993) argued that religion was to become a central source of global conflicts in 

the post-Cold War era. Specifically, he perceived much of the international tension to arise 

from confrontation between Islam and the ‘West’, a term that pointed to predominantly the 

US and Europe. All this was wrapped in his scheme of the so-called ‘clash of civilizations’. 

Huntington envisaged that the US and its European allies would experience hostility from the 

governments of some Muslim countries, and in some instances there would be violent 

conflicts between the Muslim societies or groups and non-Muslim ones (Huntington 1998, p. 

212).  Although it is simplistic to argue that the Huntingtonian thesis has been vindicated by 

the September 11 event, constructivists have taken religious factors into serious account in 

their analysis of the behavioural patterns of states’ foreign policies, since they perceive ‘the 

construction of common identities – whether cultural, religious or ethnic – as under-studied 

elements of international relations which have an important and diffuse impact upon a range 

of issues’ (Davidson 2004, p. 12). Constructivist theorists such as Alexander Wendt and 

Stephen Walt believe that religions (Islam and Christianity in particular) are ‘ideational 

constructs’ which have often been left out from the discussion by leading theories as 

significant factors to explain developments in international relations. In short, religion has an 

important role to play in shaping state policies in one way or another, and September 11 

attacks have certainly led to an expansion of the debate on this topic. Under such political and 

academic circumstances, it becomes even more unthinkable to leave out the factor of religion 

when discussing foreign policies of Malaysia, where more than 60 percent of the population 

are Muslims, and Indonesia, which, with more than 86 percent of the population being 
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Muslims, is the largest Muslim society in the world. This chapter examines the influence of 

Islam as a factor shaping the two states’ foreign policies and bilateral relations.  

 

Governments in Kuala Lumpur and Jakarta certainly do not consult Koran, syariah or hadith 

when making foreign policy decisions. The factor of Islam, to the extent that it conditions the 

conduct of foreign policy, is conceptualised as encompassing many aspects such as the size 

of Muslim population, political influence of Muslim leaders and political parties, reaction of 

Muslim communities towards Muslim affairs around the world, activities of Muslim non-

government organizations and other radical groups, establishment of Muslim institutions 

(such as banks and insurance companies), and the two states’ involvement in international 

Muslim organizations such as the OIC and D8. In the post-colonial era, nations with a 

significant or majority Muslim population may adopt either a secular or theocratic state 

identity. In an ideal definition, for a theocratic political entity or Islamic state, Islam would 

have a more direct influence in the formulation of its foreign policy, acting ‘as a motivator, 

legitimator or simply a justifier’ (Dawisha 1983, p. 5). Under a secular state identity, Islam 

would have a more limited influence on the state’s foreign policy. However, such simple 

categorization does not capture the real dynamics of foreign policy operations, particularly in 

those Muslim majority countries like Malaysia and Indonesia, where a conjunction of various 

Islam-related national and international issues, institutions and events has increasingly come 

to shape the formally secular states’ foreign policies.  

 

At the beginning of this discussion, I should present two broad observations. First, the 

growing importance of Islam in Malaysian and Indonesian domestic politics, and reactions 

from the Muslim communities within these nations to international affairs which concern the 

Muslim world, have influenced their foreign policies, especially in the post-Cold War era. 
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Second, Malaysia’s active and Indonesia’s more modest roles in championing the global 

causes of Muslim states and societies have made both countries attractive locations for 

several radical and extremist Muslim groups to plan and conduct terrorist activities, 

complicating the bilateral relations. These observations are used in this chapter to frame the 

analysis which looks at the tension between the various competing interest groups and 

political parties in constructing the state identity, and the dilemma in the formulation and 

implementation of foreign policy. Thus, the first section analyses Islam in the context of 

Malaysian domestic politics, and the manner in which Islam has been incorporated into 

foreign policy, particularly during the Mahathir administration. Following the same approach, 

the second section examines the changing roles of Islam in Indonesian domestic politics, and 

its influence on foreign policy, especially during the Suharto administration. Partly based on 

the information presented in the second and third sections, the third section discusses 

Malaysian and Indonesian relations in light of the presence of extremist Islamic groups and 

the threat of terrorism. 

 

Islam in Malaysian politics and foreign policy  

The sentiments and political aspirations of the Malay-Muslim community, coupled with 

dynamic international events, have long conditioned the thinking and practice of Malaysian 

foreign policy. Discussion in this section follows a chronological order. It first briefly 

presents Islam in the local political context prior to national independence. The subsequent 

subsections discuss the religion’s impact in the domestic politics and foreign policy during 

the Cold War period, the post-Cold War era until the resignation of Mahathir in 2003, and the 

post-Mahathir phase.   
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The Islamic factor before independence 

The political influence of Islam in Malaya emerged during the 1920s and 1930s, particularly 

seen in the rivalry between the reformist and the traditionalist Malay-Muslims over the 

modernization and reform of the Malay community. The reformist movement was 

spearheaded by the Youth Group (Kaum Muda) which sought to modernize the Malay-

Muslim community by adopting a reformed interpretation of the Quran and Sunnah (meaning 

established customs and normative precedents in Islam based on the example of the Prophet 

Muhammad). They promoted new religious studies and Western education, criticized the 

incompetence of the royal courts and their religious administration, and campaigned to raise 

anti-colonial sentiment (Funston 2006, p. 53). Many of the leaders of the Youth Group were 

influenced by the writings of Muslim political activists in the Middle East (including Hassan 

Al-Bana, Jamaludin al-Afghani and Muhammad Abduh), as well as the independence of 

Egypt and Iraq from the British in 1922 and 1932 respectively. In contrast, the Elder Group 

(Kaum Tua), which represented the views of the traditional ulama (or religious teachers) and 

the officials in the Sultans’ palaces, wanted to preserve the power of the old Malay elites and 

the royal court. The Elder Group believed that modernization and liberalization would 

threaten both the established social foundations of Malay community and the sanctity of 

Islam.  

 

In the context of party politics, UMNO, founded in 1946, was challenged by conservative 

religious groups which did not trust the organization’s secular officials under Tunku’s 

leadership. This ultimately led to the defection in 1951 of a group of more religious UMNO 

members who formed a new party known as Pan-Malayan Islamic Party (PMIP), which later 

evolved to the Islamic Party of Malaysia (Parti Islam se Malaysia) or PAS. This split 

culminated in the political situation in which UMNO played the role as a more secular and 
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moderate Islamic party, whilst PAS’ outlook was  more ‘conservative’ and traditionalist. In 

the lead up to national independence PAS overtly professed the goal of creating an Islamic 

rules-based society and making Malaya an Islamic state. The end result of the negotiations 

and compromises among the political elites representing major ethnic groups produced less 

than that. Malays and Islam were specially protected in the 1957 Malayan Constitution, 

which also respected ethno-religious pluralism and was later used as the basis for the 

Malaysian Constitution. Echoing the former’s spirit, the latter document stipulates, under 

Article 3(1), that ‘Islam is the religion of the Federation; but other religions may be practiced 

in peace and harmony in any part of the Federation’ (Verma 2002, p. 96). Article 3(1) is 

important because it gives the Malaysian government the legal right to provide public funds 

for the establishment and maintenance of Islamic institutions and support their activities. One 

example of these activities is the Musabaqah Tilawah Al-Quran (Koran recital competition) 

which takes place at the state, national and international levels. On the other hand, by 

guaranteeing the non-Islamic religions to be practiced freely alongside the ‘official religion’, 

the Constitution clearly ensured a secular state (Funston 2006, p. 54). The constitutional 

stipulation of the syariah law can also be viewed in the same light. According to the 

constitution, only Malays are subject to syariah law, but Malays can also be subject to civil 

law. This opens up space for political manipulation (as seen in the sodomy case of Anwar 

Ibrahim). The federal government does not have the power to impose the syariah law since it 

lies in the hands of the individual state governments, which implement their own various 

forms of that law. In any case, syariah law in Malaysia is different from those practiced in 

Saudi Arabia or Pakistan. The Malaysian version does not include criminal law (hudud) of 

Islam which involves ‘harsh’ punishment such as amputation of limbs for theft and whipping 

of one hundred stripes for illicit intercourse by a person with unmarried person.99

                                                 
99 The Malaysian syariah law however does include offences such as alcohol consumption. Most offenders are 

 Syariah law 
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in Malaysia mainly deals with issues in relation to marriage and family. So far only Kelantan 

state government has approved hudud as part of its syariah law, however the federal 

government has tried to stop its implementation by citing the relevant federal-state relations 

laws. 

 

The Islamic factor in the Cold War period 

The constitutional salience of Islam, without the creation of an Islamic state, exacerbated the 

struggle between PAS and the ruling UMNO to win the Malay votes over which party best 

represented the ‘true’ Islam and more effectively fought for the interest of the Muslim ummah 

(community). PAS typically accused UMNO of not presiding over an ‘authentic’ Islamic 

government. As a result of the growing challenge from PAS, the UMNO-led government 

established in 1969 a National Council of Islamic Affairs under the Prime Minister’s 

Department (Funston 1980, p. 215). During election campaigns, PAS routinely urged the 

Malay-Muslim voters to use their votes as a jihad against UMNO (Verma 2002, p. 107). For 

its part, UMNO often accused PAS of having a radical or even ‘extremist’ outlook. UMNO 

also singled out the weakness of PAS in cooperating with non-Malay political parties, in 

order to demonstrate that only UMNO could represent Malays in a multicultural society like 

Malaysia. The non-Malays and their political parties, such as the Democratic Action Party 

(DAP), were indeed reluctant to co-operate with PAS because of its declared goal to make 

Malaysia an Islamic state. The racial riots in 1969 seemed to bring about some change in the 

Malay politics. The Razak government called for greater Malay unity and expressed strong 

commitment to place Islam at the centre of national development. This was boosted with the 

                                                                                                                                            
fined but in a rare incident, a female part-time model, Kartika Sari Dewi Shukarno was sentenced by a strict 
syariah judge in the state of Pahang to be caned six times and fined $5,000 ringgit for consuming alcohol. The 
decision of the syariah judge was considered ‘harsh’ and later overruled by Sultan Ahmad Shah of Pahang (as 
the head of the state of Pahang and the head of Islamic religion) who ordered the female model to do three 
weeks of community service at the Tengku Ampuan Fatimah Childrean’s Home in Kuantan (Habibu & Husin 
2010).   
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incorporation of PAS into the National Front (BN). Alliance was broken in 1977 after a bitter 

power struggle between PAS and UMNO in the state of Kelantan.  

 

New forces came to further complicate the region-politics nexus. The global Islamic 

resurgence, especially the events of the Iranian Revolution in the late 1970s, had a significant 

impact on Malays. The dakwah movement (or missionary activities) began to grow in the 

1970s, especially among the Malay youth and Muslim organizations (such as the Malaysian 

Islamic Youth Movement-ABIM, Darul Arqam and Jemaat Tabligh) which shared the 

ambition to establish a community based on Islamic teachings (Nair 1997, pp. 29-30). ABIM 

became one of the Malaysian government’s staunchest critics, especially under its founding 

leader Anwar Ibrahim, on issues of corruption, Malay poverty, abuse of power and the poor 

state of the Islamic education system. Meanwhile, throughout the first decade of the Mahathir 

administration, UMNO and PAS continued to compete to demonstrate to their constituents 

their ‘Islamic credentials’. In September 1982, at UMNO’s 33rd General Assembly, Mahathir 

proclaimed that ‘the struggle is to change the attitude of the Malays in line with the 

requirements of Islam in this modern age’ (Martinez 2004, p. 28). Still, his government 

strengthened its Muslim support base by establishing the Islamic Teachers Training College, 

International Islamic University Malaysia, the Islamic Bank of Malaysia, the Islamic 

Development Foundation, the Malaysian Islamic Insurance Company (TAKAFUL), and 

promoted Islamic education in the secular school system (Nair 1997, p. 34). In addition, the 

government also introduced daily broadcasts of azan (call for prayer) on national television 

and radio (Verma 2002, p. 108). Mahathir succeeded in co-opting Anwar to join UMNO in 

1982 and installed him as Deputy Minister of the Religious Affairs Section of the Prime 

Minister’s office. On the other hand, PAS also endeavoured to raise its Islamic profile and 

succeeded in recruiting other leaders of ABIM, such as Fadzil Noor and Hadi Awang. At the 
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PAS General Assembly in 1982, a resolution was passed to democratize the party by opening 

its door to Muslims of all races and non-Muslims. Thus, PAS moved from being an 

exclusively ethnic Malay organization to a more pan-Islamic organization.  

 

The importance of Islam in domestic politics, especially through the competition of the two 

leading Muslim political parties UMNO and PAS, inevitably influenced the outlook of the 

Malaysian foreign policy. However, the actual policy also factored in the Malays’ reaction 

towards the international issues confronting the Muslim world. During the Cold War, the 

Israel-Palestine conflict was always an important issue for the Malay community and a 

stumbling block to opening bilateral relations with Israel. For instance in 1959 Moshe Yuval, 

the then Israeli envoy to Australia, had a conversation with Prime Minister Tunku concerning 

the opening of diplomatic relations, during the latter’s visit to Australia. Tunku responded 

that, ‘[t]he leadership of Malaya knows the character of Israel very well, but the Muslim 

masses in our country oppose you. Therefore, we cannot establish diplomatic relations with 

you’ (Yegar 2006, p. 2). Tunku’s government in fact appreciated Israel for being the second 

country to support Malaya membership in the UN and was willing to recognise Israel, but 

could not proceed to open diplomatic relations for fear of political backlash from the Malay-

Muslim community. Their votes were crucial to UMNO during the 1959 general election, 

first after independence. At the same time, the Arab countries, especially Egypt and Saudi 

Arabia, were also pressuring Malaya not to establish diplomatic relations with Israel.   

 

The plight of Palestinians in the Israeli occupied territories in general, and the burning of the 

Al Aqsa Mosque in Jerusalem in 1969 in particular, were major concerns for Malay-Muslims 
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as they entertained a strong sense of solidarity with people from the same religion.100

                                                 
100  Prophet Muhammad is believed to have made the journey to heaven from the mosque and returned to earth 
from there. It is the third holiest place for Muslims behind Mecca and Medina. 

 This 

drove the Malaysian government’s moves to demonstrate Muslim solidarity in relation to 

these issues. Malay political parties like UMNO and PAS, in addition to Muslim non-

government organizations such as ABIM, continuously protested the aggression committed 

by the Israeli government towards the Palestinians in the occupied territories of West Bank 

and Gaza. In the 1978 general election, PAS introduced a manifesto calling for: unity among 

the Muslim community worldwide, greater regional security in the Middle East, and a UN 

resolution to the Palestinian issue. It also condemned the Camp David Accords (Nair 1997, p. 

73). The manifesto clearly showed PAS’s expanding interest in foreign policy issues. 

Meanwhile, the UMNO-led government became known as a strong supporter in Southeast 

Asia for the struggle of the Palestinian people. For instance, as early as 1969, it already 

allowed the Fatah movement, led by Yasser Arafat, to open an office in Kuala Lumpur 

(Dhillon 2003, p. 339). Moreover, the Malay-Muslims were particularly angered by the 

massacre of hundreds of Palestinian women and children by the Lebanese Christian 

Phalangist militias in refugee camps in Sabra and Shatila after Lebanon was invaded by Israel 

in June of 1982. Many Muslim non-governmental organizations and members of political 

parties demonstrated in front of the US Embassy in Kuala Lumpur (because the US was seen 

as an unwavering ally of Israel) and burned the Israeli flag. The incident was broadcast 

repeatedly in the government controlled television channels to mobilize the local Muslim 

solidarity. Demonstrations were also staged by the Muslim youth wing of both UMNO and 

PAS in front of the Singapore Embassy in Kuala Lumpur in November 1986, when the then 

Prime Minister Lee Kwan Yew was hosting the visit of Israeli President Chaim Herzog. 

Despite not attending any of the protest rallies, Anwar, in his capacity as UMNO youth 
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leader, accused ‘some foreign countries’ of attempting to undermine the Mahathir 

administration due to its strong support of the PLO (Nair 1997, p. 226).  

 

Under those circumstances, Malaysia was keen to play an active role in OIC and foster good 

relations with the Arab countries. The idea of an international Islamic inter-governmental 

organization was initially suggested by Tunku when he attended a British Commonwealth 

meeting in London in 1961, when he proposed that Muslim countries should establish an 

‘Islamic Commonwealth’. While his idea was not well received by many Muslim countries, it 

was indicative of a clear vision of engagement and co-operation between the Muslim 

countries (Abu Bakar 1990, p. 80). The general mood changed in 1969, when the Muslim 

world began to be concerned about their future after the loss of the Arab nations during the 

Arab-Isreali war and the burning of Al Aqsa mosque. Tunku seized the moment and called 

for a meeting of governments from 23 Muslim countries in Kuala Lumpur. This kicked off a 

series of gatherings which led to the establishment of OIC in 1970 and Tunku’s selection as 

the organization’s first Secretary General. Under his leadership, OIC founded the Islamic 

Development Bank (intended to provide financial support for the especially impoverished 

Muslim nations) and the International Islamic News Agency (to act as the voice of the 

Muslim world).  

 

Islamic solidarity and business collaboration reinforced each other. For instance, Malaysia’s 

close relationship with many Arab countries saw Saudi Arabia, in particular, providing 

financial assistance to Malaysia. Loans from Saudi Arabia aided the Razak administration in 

carrying out infrastructure development in the Malay-Muslim heartlands of Kedah, Kelantan 

and Terengganu states under the New Economic Policy. Also during Razak’s prime 

ministership, the Kuwaiti government, through a ‘Kuwait Fund for Arab Economic 
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Development’, agreed to invest in Malaysian projects under the Second Malaysian Plan 

(1971-1975). The Kuwait National Petroleum Corporation (KNPC) also signed an agreement 

to co-operate with Malaysia’s national oil company PETRONAS (Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

Malaysia 1975, pp. 7-8). Favourable relations with the Arab countries also saw a sharp 

increase in trade with Malaysia, from 172 million ringgit in 1969 to 654 million ringgit in 

1974 (Nair 1997, p. 62). Since then, the Malaysian government has been keen to further 

develop economic relations with the Arab World.   

 

The Mahathir government in the post-Cold War era 

While Mahathir fought against the conservative Muslims for a modern understanding of 

Islam on the domestic front, he also ran a pro-Islamic foreign policy and campaigned for the 

world’s Muslim causes during this period. Throughout the 1990s, there were many instances 

in which the Mahathir government clashed with the ulama over their narrow interpretations 

of Islamic law and the ideal form of a Muslim-governed state. His deputy Anwar seemed to 

share his modern liberal understanding of Islam. Anwar argued that maintaining economic 

growth, reducing poverty and improving the welfare of women and children were far more 

important than spending time debating ‘the nature and institutions of the ideal Islamic state’ 

or ‘amputating the limbs of thieves’ (Ibrahim 1996, p. 114). The ulama’s conservative 

interpretation of Islam in several states led to the banning of Muslim women from beauty 

contests, and Muslim men from body building competitions. Mahathir criticized the ulama 

and the state Islamic authorities for dwelling on form rather than substance. For example he 

urged that rather than banning beauty and body building contests they should concentrate on 

how to increase the understanding of Islam in the multicultural community and to improve 

Islamic education. These views offended several state Islamic clerics (mufti) including the 

mufti of the state of Selangor, who accused Mahathir of being an apostate (Chin 1998, pp. 
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184-185). Mahathir responded by proposing that the administration of Islamic laws should be 

centralized, rather than maintained as the independent jurisdiction of individual states. He 

warned that a ‘narrow interpretation of Islam’ would jeopardize the country’s economic 

development and the Vision 2020 (Chin 1998, p. 185). 

 

In the November 1999 general election, UMNO’s Islamic credentials were sorely tested when 

at least half of the Malay votes went to PAS and a newly formed multi-ethnic party the 

Justice Party (KeAdilan), which was led by Wan Azizah (Anwar’s wife) and formed after the 

Deputy Prime Minister himself was unceremoniously sacked by Mahathir under the 

allegations of corruption and sodomy.101 The beating and humiliation Anwar suffered while 

in police custody and detention under ISA triggered widespread protest because many 

considered such behaviour as violating the moral principle of Malay culture. Anwar’s 

inhumane treatment became a major factor causing the Malay voters to show their 

dissatisfaction towards Mahathir and UMNO (Funston 2004, p. 171). In addition, Anwar’s 

trial took place in a civil rather than syariah court, which was for cases of sodomy highly 

unusual.102

                                                 
101    See Juo-Yu Lin (2002) for further analysis of the 1999 general election. 

 Verma (2002, pp. 109-110) has posited that when Anwar was sacked by 

Mahathir, ‘UMNO lost its claim to being Islamic, and the state lost its legitimacy in 

addressing the spiritual needs of its Malay constituency’. Furthermore, many Malay voters 

were also attracted to the sentiment of reformasi against the ruling government. The notion of 

reformasi, which was developed in Indonesia and united the protestors in their campaign to 

bring down the Suharto regime, was appropriated as a rallying call by Anwar and his 

supporters, and promoted by the Justice Party. UMNO was soundly defeated by PAS in the 

Malay-Muslim heartland states of Kelantan and Terengganu, a result which led to a 

significant loss of seats in the federal Parliament (from 93 to 71). In this context, rivalry 

102   In 1999 Anwar was found guilty of corruption and imprisoned for six years. In August 2000, after a second 
trial, he was also found guilty of sodomy and received a nine year imprisonment for that. 
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between UMNO and PAS intensified. In order to regain the confidence from the Malay 

community, Mahathir sought to more publicly show his embracing of Islamic values. Indeed, 

in 2001, when PAS leaders challenged him to openly declare that Malaysia was an Islamic 

state, Mahathir obliged. This political gesturing received less than enthusiastic responses 

from the Chinese and Indian partners in the multi-racial BN coalition, and strong protest from 

the opposition parties especially the DAP which called the declaration unconstitutional.103

 

 

Conjunction of domestic political scenes and complex international relations galvanized the 

Mahathir government to become proactive in relation to the issues that affected the Muslim 

world in the post-Cold War era. Conflicts between Muslim states and their impact on 

Malaysia’s political landscape created new diplomatic challenges for Kuala Lumpur. One 

example was Malaysia’s approach to the first Gulf War. In 1990-1991, as a non-permanent 

member of the UN Security Council, Malaysia voted in favour of Resolution 678 which 

endorsed the use of force against Iraq in order to free Kuwait. However, as the war 

progressed, Malaysia distanced itself from the resolution because of the US-led coalition 

forces’ excessive use of force against Iraq (Yaakub 2004, p. 33). At first, Mahathir had 

sought to justify to the international community and the domestic public Malaysia’s support 

for Resolution 678 by condemning the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait, proclaiming the invasion 

contravened the teaching of Islam itself (Nair 1997, p. 244). However, the excessive use of 

force by the coalition forces, under the banner of the UN, put Malaysia in a dilemma. An 

estimated 200,000 Iraqi forces and 150,000 civilians were reported to have been killed, whilst 

massive destruction was inflicted on Iraqi infrastructure, sparking wide-spread international 

condemnation (McMahan & McKim 1993). Two of the Malay-Muslim opposition parties, 

PAS and the Spirit of 46 (Semangat 46) or as well as other Islamic organizations such as 

                                                 
103 For the controversy over whether Malaysia, a secular state with Islam as its ‘official religion’, is an Islamic 
state, see Khoo Boo Teik (2003, p. 184).  
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ABIM, staged demonstrations to protest against the coalition forces. PAS insisted that the 

Gulf issues should be resolved by the Arab and Muslim countries alone. Mounting pressure 

from the Muslim groups forced the Mahathir government to issue a statement to the effect 

that Resolution 678 did not give the US-led forces the right to destroy Iraq, but merely to free 

Kuwait (Fan Yew Teng 1991, p. 13). From this point onwards, Malaysia began to be more 

critical of the Gulf War and the motives of the US.   

 

On another front, Malaysia was very concerned about the suffering of the Bosnian Muslims 

and ethnic cleansing perpetrated by the Serbian nationalists. Since 1992, Malaysia and 

several OIC member states had tried to pressure the UN Security Council, NAM and the 

British Commonwealth to take action to protect the Bosnian Muslims, but with very little 

success. Strong reactions from the Malay community pushed the Mahathir government to 

accept more than 300 Bosnian refugees into the country in December 1992, mainly women 

and children. The number kept growing as the conflict worsened. Mahathir justified this and 

his strong condemnations of the Serb brutalities by declaring that Malaysia’s stance was not 

solely driven by the sentiment of co-religionism, but also by what was clearly a severe 

violation of human rights. However, many Malay community organizations urged UMNO 

and the government to take more concrete actions to help the Bosnian Muslims. Newspapers 

set up the ‘Bosnian Fund’, whilst Muslim non-governmental organizations established the 

Bosnia Action Front, an organization which lobbied the government and international 

community to look for solution to the deteriorating situation in the Balkans. At the height of 

the conflict in Bosnia-Herzegovina, reportedly between 500 to 3,000 Malaysian Muslim 

volunteers were fighting with the local Muslims against the Serbian forces in Bihac, Mostar 

and Sarajevo, as part of the Seventh Islamic Brigade militia forces (Nair 1997, pp. 255-256).  

For his part, Mahathir declared that his government would sell weapons to the Bosnian 
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Muslim forces, and dared the West to impose sanctions on Malaysia for that. Although he did 

not follow through with this rhetoric, his effort to strengthen Muslim solidarity translated into 

Malaysia’s very active roles in the UN peace-keeping mission. By March 1995, Malaysia had 

sent 1,512 troops to Bosnia under the UN banner (Dhillon 2005, p. 365).  

 

After the 1997 financial crisis struck the region, the Islamic factor in Malaysia’s foreign 

policy took another turn. Some of Mahathir’s anti-Western outbursts have already become 

legendary, such as his allegation that the crisis was caused by conspiratorial Western 

speculators such as the American Jewish financier George Soros who were determined to 

bring down the thriving economies of the developing countries, particularly the Muslim 

countries. At a more serious policy level, Malaysia proposed to protect and strengthen 

economic cooperation between the Muslim countries through using the gold dinar. The crisis 

taught Malaysia that international currency speculators had the power to attack and devalue a 

country’s currency at any time. Thus, Malaysia suggested the use of gold dinar instead of 

paper currency in trade among the Muslim countries (Sheikh Mohd Salleh 2002). There were 

two reasons for this approach. First, it was a ‘stable currency’ as it had intrinsic value that 

reduced fluctuation and speculation. Second, it would assist in fostering pan-Islamic 

brotherhood and unity. In 2003 Mahathir hinted that Malaysia would start using the gold 

dinar in bilateral trade with Iran. Although the succeeding Abdullah government shelved the 

idea, the PAS-led state government in Kelantan took over Mahathir’s initiative and 

introduced the state gold dinar as a substitute for paper currency.      

 

Developments associated with the September 11 event and the US-led ‘War on Terror’ meant 

that events in international relations imposed an Islam-related agenda on Malaysia’s foreign 

policy with an unprecedented force. This time, however, the task was no longer just to seek 
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and strengthen Muslim solidarity, because a tangible threat to Malaysia itself from extreme 

Islamists both at home and broad became a serious concern. Issues of how to respond to 

international events, manage domestic political rivalry and domestic repercussions from 

global developments, and prevent terrorist threat combined to challenge the Mahathir 

government, imposing a far more complicated and stressful context on the government’s 

attempt to display Islamic credentials while promoting a modernist vision of Islamic society 

for love or money.   

 

The Mahathir government adopted a critical and analytical approach on the global debate on 

terrorism. It was instrumental in countering the international backlash against Muslims, in 

particular the increasing identification of Islam with terrorism in the Western countries. 

Kuala Lumpur took the initiative to host a special session of the Islamic Conference of 

Foreign Ministers (ICFM) in April 2002 which discussed the various issues relating to global 

terrorism, including how to differentiate terrorists from freedom fighters (Mohamad 2003, p. 

64). Mahathir felt that the most effective way to prevent terrorism was to address its root 

causes, and in his opinion ‘the principal cause is the Palestinian issue’ (Mohamad 2003, p. 

13). He strongly argued that Muslims were angry and disillusioned with the West, especially 

the US, because of their support for Israel and their reluctance and inability to assist the 

Palestinians. The Malaysian government had always reiterated that it would recognize Israel 

provided there was a comprehensive peace agreement reached between the Palestinian 

authorities and Israel which would eventually lead to the establishment of an independent 

state of Palestine.104

 

 Kuala Lumpur maintained its support for the PLO and active 

participation in the OIC deliberations on the Palestinian issues.  

                                                 
104 Up to this point, Malaysia has not yet opened diplomatic relations with Israel, and Malaysians are not allowed 
to travel to Israel and vice versa.  
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Although the Malaysian government was one of the first to lend in-principle support to the 

US ‘War on Terror’, its enthusiasm began to wane when Afghanistan was attacked by the 

US-led coalition forces. Kuala Lumpur protested the invasion, though falling short of 

condemning it. PAS leaders, on the other hand, took a more radical stance by calling on 

Malay-Muslim youth to wage jihad in Afghanistan (Case & Liew Chin-Tong 2006, p. 390). 

In fact it was understood that some Malay-Muslims including a number of PAS members 

were training and fighting alongside the Mujahedeen during the Soviet occupation and later 

the Al-Qaeda-supported Taliban government.105

 

 Having returned to Malaysia after the 

collapse of the Taliban government, these people set up the Malaysian Mujahedeen Group 

(KMM), a militant group which worked with JI at a regional level and declared its goal to 

overthrow the Malaysian government.  

Activities of home-based extremist groups in collaboration with other militant Islamic 

organisations in Southeast Asia brought home the terrorist threat, adding a new dire 

dimension to Kuala Lumpur’s ‘pro-Islamic foreign policy’. The government took steps to 

crack down on KMM by arresting ten of its most prominent leaders under ISA, including Nik 

Adli Nik Aziz, the son of the PAS leader, Nik Aziz Nik Mat, accusing them of seeking to 

‘topple the government through an armed struggle and replace it with a pure Islamic state 

based on Quran and Sunnah comprising Indonesia, Mindanao and Malaysia’ (Stewart 2003, 

p. 228).  While arresting people suspected of being members of the alleged terrorist 

organizations, the Mahathir government was able to capitalize on the issue by calling on 

Malaysians to reject the ‘religious extremism’ espoused by the opposition party PAS as well 

as KMM and various other militant groups. 

                                                 
105  ‘It is our mistake to allow our people to fight along with the Mujahedeen in 1979 to get the Russians out of 
Afghanistan. There, they mixed with other people and learnt how to fight guerrilla warfare. When these people 
returned they became restless. Nordin Mat Top, the mastermind in the Bali bombing, is a product of this 
process’. Statement by Dato’ Ahmad Moktar Selat. Personal interview, Kuala Lumpur, 8 September 2006.  
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Transnational terrorism also twisted the Malaysian government’s relations with the 

Indonesian authorities, forcing cooperation and causing mutual blames, considering the 

inevitability of networking of Islamist organizations between the two serumpun societies. 

Several Malaysians, such as Dr Azhari Husin106

 

 and Nordin Mat Top, were recruited by JI 

and eventually became involved in the bombings in Indonesia. The bombings in Bali, the 

J.W. Marriot hotel and the Australian Embassy in Jakarta were believed to be masterminded 

by Dr Azhari and Nordin and carried out by Indonesians members of JI (Liddle & Mujani 

2005, p. 126). Malaysia sought cooperation from ASEAN member states, especially 

Indonesia, to combat regional terrorism. In January 2002, Abu Jibril (alias Mohammed Iqbal 

Abdurrahman), an Indonesian citizen who acted as the spiritual leader of KMM, and alleged 

head of training for Al-Qaeda in Southeast Asia, was detained by the Malaysian authorities 

and extradited to Indonesia (Chalk 2005, p. 28).  

It seemed that Malaysia had over the years become a favorite ground for transnational 

militant Islamist groups and activists to liaise and plot their joint activities. Though acting 

across the region and orchestrated predominantly by Indonesians, both JI and Mujahidin 

Coalition (Rabitatul Mujahidin), aspiring to establishing Darul Islam (Abode of Islam), were 

founded in Malaysia. Based on an official statement released by JI in October 2006, the 

organization was founded on 1 January 1993 in Malaysia by two Indonesian citizens, 

Abdullah Sungkar and Abu Bakar Basyir, both in self-exile in the country (Fealy 2006, p. 

362). They were known to have resided in Malaysia during 1985-1998 as religious teachers, 

before returning to Indonesia after the collapse of the Suharto regime. Basyir also instigated 
                                                 
106 Dr Azhari Husin held a PhD in statistics from the University of Reading in Britain. He joined JI when he 
was a lecturer at the Universiti Teknologi Malaysia. He was popularly known as “Dr Bomb” due to his 
involvement in making bombs for the Bali, J. W. Marriot and the Australian Embassy incidents. Dr Azhari was 
killed in a shoot-out with Indonesian police on November 2005 in the hill town of Batu, East Java while Nordin 
Mat Top managed to escape but was eventually shot dead by police in an ambush in central Java in 2009.  
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the establishment of the Mujahidin Coalition in Kuala Lumpur in 1999. This organization 

sought to unite all militant Islamic groups in the region, with a goal to create an Islamic 

Archipelago (Daulah Islamiah Nusantara). A gathering in Kuala Lumpur that year which led 

to the establishment of the loose organization was participated by a whole range of militant 

Islamic groups, including: Laskar Jundullah, Darul Islam, GAM107

 

, and Republic Islam 

Aceh from Indonesia; the Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF) from the southern 

Philippines; the Rohingya Solidarity Organization (RSO) and Rohingya National 

Organization (RNO) from Myanmar; the Patani United Liberation Organization (PULO) 

from southern Thailand; and Malaysia’s own KMM (Emmers & Sebastian 2005, p. 158). 

Moreover, it was reported that part of the discussions on the September 11 plot by the 

international terrorists was held in Malaysia. The then Malaysian Chief of Police, Norian 

Mai, alleged that thirteen members of KMM were arrested under the ISA because they were 

suspected of having links to Zacharias Moussaoui, a French citizen involved in the planning 

of the September 11 attacks. Moussaoui, the so-called ‘twentieth hijacker’, was known to 

have visited Malaysia several times. Khalid al-Midhar and Nawaf al-Hazmi, two of the 

hijackers who perished in the September 11 attacks, were confirmed by the CIA and 

Malaysian immigration authorities to have visited Malaysia in November 2000 to meet 

Moussaoui (Stewart 2003, p. 229; Chalk 2005, p. 24).  

The above cases indicated that Malaysia was perceived and used by both spiritual and 

‘implementing’ militants as one favorite place to facilitate their causes. It might well be that 

long-standing support from the government and Malay community at large for Muslims in 

                                                 
107  Some scholars (for example Micheal Leigh) do not consider GAM as a militant group since GAM was 
opposed by two militant Islamic groups in Aceh, namely Laskar Jihad and Front Pembela Islam which were 
supported by the Indonesian Army (TNI). Nevertheless, GAM did participate with other militant Islamic groups 
such as KMM, Laskar Jundullah and MILF in the region to establish the Mujahidin Coalition in 1999. At the 
same time, the then Coordinating Minister for Political and Security Affairs, SBY, during the Megawati 
administration, had accused GAM of carrying out ‘terrorist activities’ in Aceh.  
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places of conflict across the globe made radical Islamists feel that the Malaysian government 

and society could either find it difficult to suppress their activities or could be manipulated to 

become sympathetic to their causes. The stark lesson for the government was that it faced a 

multi-faceted task. It should stop the apparent free movement and unchecked activities in 

Malaysia of both home-grown and international radicals, continue and in fact beef up its 

campaign for a modern and ‘moderate’ understanding of Islam, while maintaining its fight for 

the various causes of the world’s Muslim community including engaging the West on the 

intellectual debate about Islam and terrorism. The succeeding Abdullah government 

apparently thought along those lines.  

 

The post-Mahathir era 

The Abdullah government was a strong supporter for regional counter-terrorism 

arrangements. For instance in July 2004 it took the initiative in establishing the Southeast 

Asian Regional Centre for Counter-Terrorism (SEARCCT) in Putrajaya (more about this 

scheme later).  However, a more prominent and meaningful phenomenon so far as the Islamic 

factor in Malaysia’s foreign policy was concerned during the Abdullah government was 

Abdullah’s personal efforts, while Malaysia held the chairmanship of OIC (October 2003- 

March 2008), to influence the global debate on Islam. Abdullah tried to correct the West’s 

negative image of Islam as a religion that espoused terrorism. He did this by engaging in 

dialogue with Western leaders and regional organizations such as the EU; and by supporting 

inter-faith conferences and participating in global counter-terrorism discussions. Abdullah 

emphasized in his speech at the 2006 UN General Assembly that as part of the Western 

world’s misunderstanding of the nature of Islam, jihad, terrorism and Islam had been wrongly 

associated. Meanwhile, he also persuaded many Muslim leaders and religious’ scholars to 
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condemn radical militant groups’ interpretation of Islam, especially the notion that an act of 

terrorism through suicide bombing was an act of jihad. 108

 

 

Abdullah’s background, which was more religious than his predecessors’, added to his 

credibility as a leading spokesperson for the Muslim world. He grew up in a pious family and 

graduated in Islamic Studies from the University of Malaya (see Chapter Three). Abdullah’s 

appointment as Prime Minister was partly intended to disempower radical Muslim 

organizations and PAS which, capitalizing on the Anwar saga, had been accusing the 

government of being anti-Islamic, obstructing the implementation of syariah as well as being 

corrupt. Soon after taking office in October 2003, Abdullah picked up Mahathir’s rhetoric 

that Malaysia was an Islamic state but would follow a progressive Islam. Abdullah’s version 

of progressive Islam was the concept of Islam Hadhari, which tried to more systematically 

and intellectually demonstrate that quest for material progress, economic development and 

nationalism did not contradict the teachings of Islam. The aim of the project was to promote 

unity and harmony within the Malay community and in their interactions with non-Malays 

(Liow 2005b, p. 919). Islam Hadhari was successfully used by Abdullah and UMNO in the 

campaigns during the 2004 general election and helped the BN win with a landslide.  

  

Abdullah not only promoted the idea of Islam Hadhari within Malaysia, but also at the 

international forums. The idea was elaborately utilized in his engagement in the global debate 

on Islam. There were two reasons as to why Abdullah was keen to promoting Islam Hadhari 

internationally. Firstly, he wanted to improve the image and reputation of Islamic countries in 

general which suffered in light of global terrorism, by articulating a moderate theory and 

practice of Islam. Secondly, Abdullah was enthusiastic about promoting Malaysia to Islamic 
                                                 
108  Jihad literally means ‘struggle’, ‘effort’ and ‘exertion’. There are basically two types of jihad: the greater 
jihad or personal, spiritual struggle; and lesser jihad, or the warfare form of struggle often known in recent 
history as the holy war (Saikal 2003, p. 26).   
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countries ‘as a model of modernity and religious pluralism’ (Derichs 2006, p. 173).  Using 

Malaysia’s status as OIC’s chair, the Abdullah government campaigned for the organization’s 

reform, and the promotion of Islam Hadhari was an important element in this campaign. 

Malaysia was instrumental in persuading the OIC to incorporate the concept into the work of 

its restructured secretariat so that the new secretariat included departments for developing 

Islamic thought and inter faith dialogue as well as mechanisms for conflict prevention and 

resolution, trade and investment, among member states, and general peace and security 

issues. Amendments to the charter also included a common vision for a moderate Islam, the 

issuing of united fatwa (Islamic legal opinion), and a membership subscription calculated at 

0.01 percent of Gross Domestic Product so that the secretariat would have adequate financial 

resources. While Malaysia contributed to those various reforms of OIC during its 

chairmanship in order to make OIC function more effectively in building solidarity among 

the Muslim countries, the organization’s formal recognition of the Islam Hadhari concept 

was one of its most significant contributions. 

 

Resurgence of Islam and the Indonesian foreign policy 

This section analyses developments in four phases, which is somewhat similar to the 

periodization in the Malaysia case due to broadly common trajectories in their respective 

political and international politics. Thus the first phase is the lead up to national 

independence, a period when Islamic leaders had some influence in domestic politics but 

their goals were hijacked by the Indonesian nationalist leaders. The second phase is the Cold 

War period, when Indonesia adopted Pancasila as the state ideology and ‘independent and 

active’ principle as the basis for foreign policy. During the Sukarno era Islam was not 

considered to be a major factor in foreign policy. Similarly, during the first two decades of 
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President Suharto, the activities of Islamic political parties109

 

 were restricted, and there was 

little sign of Islamic influence in the New Order regime’s foreign policy. The third phase 

extends from the end of the Cold War to the fall of the Suharto regime, when the influence of 

Islam grew stronger as Suharto sought political support from Muslims. Suharto also began to 

promote an Islamic identity and a pro-Islamic foreign policy through his involvement in the 

OIC, Palestine and Bosnia. The final phase is the post-Suharto era, when Islamic political 

parties grew in strength and, under the so-called Poros Tengah (or Central Axis), managed to 

elect Gus Dur as Indonesia’s fourth President. Islam’s influence in Indonesian foreign policy 

in the post-Suharto era has fluctuated due to the more democratically elected leaders having 

to walk a fine line trying to balance domestic pressure for a more active diplomacy in the 

affairs of the Muslim World on one hand, and maintaining good relations with the West – 

from which came financial aid – on the other. The end result was a modest role played by 

Indonesia – modest compared to Malaysia’s – in championing the causes of the Muslim 

world.  

The Islamic factor and national independence 

During the Dutch colonial rule, the clash between Kaum Muda (Youth Group) and Kaum Tua 

(Elder Group) started in West Sumatra among the ethnic Minangkabau as early as 19th 

century. The Youth Group was made up of many young scholars who studied Islam in the 

Middle East, had performed hajj to Mecca and was influenced by the Wahabbi school of 

Islam in Saudi Arabia. They sought to purify Islam of its un-Islamic practices such as 

gambling, drinking alcohol, opium using, cockfighting and the Minangkabau matrilineal 

customs (Machmudi 2008, p. 59). The Elders Group wanted to preserve the old pre-Islamic 

practices and traditions. Therefore, the Elders Group sought the Dutch assistance to fight the 

                                                 
109 Islamic political parties are political parties that promote Islam as a political movement and fill candidates in 
a democratic election accordingly. 
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Youth Group that was under the leadership of Imam Bonjol. As such, the Padri Wars (1821-

1837) resulted from the clash between the Youth Group and the Elders Group with the help 

from the Dutch forces. At the end, the Youth Group was defeated and Imam Bonjol was 

captured and exiled to Cianjur in West Java (Machmudi 2008, p. 59).110

 

 He was later 

transferred to Manado in Sulawesi where he died in 1864.  

There were two influential Muslim organizations established during the Dutch colonial rule 

namely; Muhammadiayah (1912) and Nahdlatul Ulama (NU) (1926). The Muhammadiyah 

group had a modernist approach in the sense that they sought to reform the Muslim identity in 

Indonesia which it perceived as being ‘backward and traditional’. In contrast, the NU was 

more ‘traditional’ in outlook and worked to maintain the power of the religious leaders 

(kiyais). This group also considered modernization to be a direct challenge to the existing 

Indonesian way of life. The division between these two groups hampered the establishment of 

a united Islamic force to challenge the colonial power.  

 

During the Japanese occupation of Netherlands East Indies, the Japanese authorities 

established the Indonesian Muslim Consultative Council (Masyumi) in 1943 because they 

considered Islam to be an important medium through which they could propagate their own 

war time ideology. This saw the Muhammadiyah and NU work together in one organization. 

In the lead up to independence in 1945, conflict erupted among the 62 committee members of 

the BPUPKI (a Japanese-organized committee for granting independence to Indonesia), 

especially between the Islamic (represented mainly by the Muhammadiyah – led by Ki Bagus 

Hadikusomo and NU – led by Wahid Hasyim) and secular nationalist groups. Under the 

circumstances, despite their differences the Islamic groups were pushing for the independent 

                                                 
110 The defeat of the Youth Group in Indonesia proved that its struggle had no major influence throughout the 
region especially in the Malay peninsula. 
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Indonesia to be an Islamic state, though they had various definitions for its system, whilst the 

nationalists were demanding separation of state and religion (Sukma 2003, p. 19). To solve 

the deadlock, an agreement was forged between the two groups to set up a ‘Committee of 

Nine’111 which later agreed to accept Pancasila with a provision, after the first principle of 

‘Belief in God’, for the inclusion of syariah law for Muslims, and a decree stating that only a 

Muslim was eligible to be elected as President (Hosen 2007, pp. 61-62; Sukma 2003, p. 19; 

Elson 2009, p. 118). However, it fell short of declaring Indonesia as an Islamic state. This 

settlement was known as the Jakarta Charter. The fact that both leaders Ki Bagus 

Hadikusomo and Wahid Hasyim were consulted and agreed to the settlement proved that 

Muhammadiyah and NU supported the Jakarta Charter.112

 

   

Immediately after Sukarno proclaimed independence, Vice President Hatta announced that 

due to reservations from Protestant and Catholic leaders, and for the sake of national unity, 

the initially proposed provision and decree would be removed from the Constitution (Hosen 

2007, p. 62; Sukma 2003, p. 19). This was a major blow to Muhammadiyah and NU, which 

interpreted this act as a sign of betrayal by Sukarno and Hatta. In 1945, the apolitical 

Masyumi, which comprised of Muhammadiyah, NU and some small Islamic organizations, 

was transformed into a political party. However, the Muslim leaders in Masyumi, because of 

the on-going armed conflict with the Dutch, postponed their protest activities against the 

Republican government. Nevertheless, a few Muslim groups, especially the Darul Islam 

movement in Aceh, West Java, South Sulawesi, revolted against the Republican government 

                                                 
111  The members of the ‘Committee of Nine’ were Sukarno, Hatta, Maramis, Abikoesno Tjokrosedjoso, Abdul 
Kahar Muzakkir, Agus Salim, Ahmad Soebardjo, Abdul Wahid Hasjim (Wahid Hasyim) and Muhammad 
Yamin. 
112  See Elson’s article entitled “Another look at the Jakarta Charter Controversy of 1945” for further 
information on the role of the leaders of both Muhammadiyah and NU in drafting the so- called Jakarta Charter 
of 1945. 
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as they wanted to create an Islamic state (Azra 2004, p. 137). These rebellions were crushed 

by the Republican army.  

 

Islam in Indonesian politics and foreign policy during the Cold War 

Political struggle between the secular nationalists and conservative Islamic forces continued 

after independence was fully achieved in 1949 after the ousting of the Dutch. At the 

beginning the government’s position was strengthened by the fact that the unity between the 

Muhammadiyah and NU in the framework of the Masyumi party was short lived because of 

an internal power struggle. In 1952, the NU split from the Masyumi party as its leaders felt 

that the NU was being marginalized (Fealy, Hooker & White 2006, p. 45). In the first general 

election in 1955, such disunity led to a loss of support from the Indonesian Muslims. The 

Masyumi and NU gained only 20.9 percent and 18.4 percent of the votes respectively. 

Rivalry between Islamic political parties drove many Indonesian Muslims to give their 

support to either the leftist or nationalist parties.  

 

Sukarno introduced a new political system called euphemistically Guided Democracy in 

1959, with the support of the nationalists and the ‘dual function’ army.  This personalized 

authoritarian regime was meant to be based on the Indonesian village concept of ‘discussions 

and consensus’. The Guided Democracy government consisted of representatives from the 

nationalists, the army, Islamist and communist groups. Sukarno also introduced the doctrine 

of NASAKOM113

                                                 
113  This stands for Nasionalisme, Agama dan Komunisme (or Nationalism, Religion and Communism). Under 
NASAKOM, nationalism was represented by the Indonesian National Party (PNI) and the army, religion by the 
Masyumi Party, and communism by the Indonesian Communist Party (PKI). 

 in order to conciliate the competing political aspirations of those forces. 

Nevertheless, Sukarno leaned more towards leftist and communist groups, and in fact arrested 

many leaders of the Masyumi Party for opposing him. He finally banned the two major 
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Islamic political parties, Masyumi and the Indonesian Islamic League Party (Partai Serikat 

Islam) accused of supporting rebels of the PRRI/Permesta in Sumatra and South Sulawesi 

and Darul Islam movement in West Java.  

 

Sukarno’s distrust of the Islamic groups and political parties was reflected in his foreign 

policy. At the beginning of national independence, the principle of ‘independent and active’ 

foreign policy was adopted. This principle worked to effectively exclude Islam as a factor in 

foreign policy. For instance, Sukarno’s declaration of Confrontation against Malaysia 

demonstrated that little consideration was given to either a shared religion or the serumpun 

Malay race. Neither did the President give priority to Indonesia’s relationship with the 

Muslim and Arab world. Sukarno placed a greater emphasis on building close relationships 

with the Western countries (especially the US) and later an alliance with the Communist bloc.    

 

The army gained the upper hand in Indonesian politics after the failed coup in September 

1965. Islamic political parties collaborated with the army to eliminate the communist groups. 

Under Suharto, the army, with support from the NU youth wing Ansor, conducted mass 

killings of the PKI leaders and its members in retribution for their alleged plotting of the coup 

and murder of five senior army generals (Bourchier & Hadiz 2003, p. 82). In return for their 

assistance the Islamic groups hoped that Suharto would allow them to play a greater role in 

politics. Indeed when he took office, President Suharto released many of the leaders of the 

Masyumi and the Indonesian Islamic League parties who were imprisoned by Sukarno. 

However, the Suharto government distrusted the Islamist groups and their leaders, 

particularly as a consequence of their involvement in revolts under Darul Islam, and their 

support for the PRRI rebellion in 1950s. It was for these reasons that the new Suharto 

government in 1967 refused to allow the Islamists to establish new political parties, or to lift 
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the ban imposed by Sukarno on Masyumi party (Bourchier & Hadiz 2003, p. 82). This was 

ultimately because he wanted the military to be the dominant political force.  

 

Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, Suharto’s New Order regime was concerned with the 

impact of the resurgence of Islam among the Indonesians especially after the 1979 Islamic 

Revolution in Iran. The government had also been critical of the involvement of the Islamic 

community in politics and succeeded in forcing the four Islamic political parties (including 

NU)114

                                                 
114  The other three were the Muslim Party of Indonesia (PMI), the Islamic Association Party of Indonesia 
(PSII), and the Islamic Educational Movement (Perti).  

 to merge to form a single party – the United Development Party (PPP) and to adopt 

Pancasila, not Islam, as its fundamental ideology. Thus emasculated, these groups could no 

longer base their struggle on Islam. Infighting later caused a split in the PPP. NU withdrew 

from the PPP and divorced itself completely from the political process, concentrating instead 

on educational, social and religious activities.  On the foreign policy front, there was little 

sign of Islamic influence during the first two decades of the Suharto regime. In 1969, moved 

by massive demonstrations by Indonesian Muslims and Islamic political parties, Jakarta 

eventually condemned Israel for the burning of the Al Aqsa mosque. Nevertheless, this 

condemnation was wrapped as part of a collective voice from ASEAN. Even when the OIC 

was formed in Rabat, Morocco, in 1970 to demonstrate Islamic solidarity, Indonesia was 

absent. Indonesia only sent a delegation to the third OIC meeting. When the OIC drafted its 

Charter in 1972, Indonesia declined to seek formal membership and refused to sign it on the 

basis that the Republic was not an Islamic state (Sukma 2003, p.49; Banyu Perwita 2007, p. 

14). Having adopted Pancasila as state ideology, Indonesia’s participation in the OIC as a 

permanent observer was to be based on the ‘independent and active’ principle, 

the 1945 Constitution and the UN Charter, not Islamic solidarity (Banyu Perwita 2007, p.15-

16). 
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Islam and the New Order politics and foreign policy: post-Cold War era 

In the post-Cold War era, Islam began to emerge as a growing force on the Indonesian 

political scene. This occurred when Suharto began to feel that his grip on the government and 

military was loosening, threatened by retired and senior military officers. As a result, he 

began to seek support among the Muslim masses (Sofjan 2006, p. 128). In 1990, Suharto 

performed hajj (or Muslim pilgrimage to Mecca) with members of his family, some cabinet 

ministers and friends.115

 

 The event was televised nationally and arguably designed for 

political expediency, as a strategy to win the votes of Indonesian Muslims before the general 

election in the same year. In many of Golkar’s publications, Suharto’s new Islamic 

credentials began to be highlighted: for example, the usage of the title hadji, signifying that 

Suharto had performed hajj, and Suharto’s adoption of an Islamic name, Muhammad 

(Suryadinata 1997, p. 276). Various Islamic organisations had successfully lobbied the 

Suharto government to ban the national sports lottery; to clearly label all halal food; to lift the 

prohibition on women wearing hijab; to regulate Islamic marriages and to support Islamic 

banking and insurance (Banyu Perwita 2007, p. 22). At the same time, Suharto encouraged 

his Vice President, Habibie, to establish ICMI in December 1990, which later became a 

mechanism for Suharto to recruit civilians into his cabinet and the DPR and provided an 

opportunity for Muslim intellectuals to become directly involved in politics. This clearly 

undermined the role of the State Secretariat that was under the influence of the Golkar party 

and the military (Porter 2002, p. 89).  

Under the circumstances, Islam began to gain more influence in Indonesian foreign policy in 

the post-Cold War era when Suharto took steps to increase the country’s international profile 

by pursuing a more active foreign policy. The government began to project an Islamic 
                                                 
115  Those who joined him included his brother-in-law Maj. Gen. Wismoyo Arismundar, his son-in-law Colonel 
Prabowo Subianto, Indonesian Armed Forces Chief Try Sutrisno, and close business friend Bob Hasan (Porter 
2002, p. 88).  
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‘identity’ in its international activities. In May 1991, in the wake of demands from Muslim 

groups, it began to take concrete actions in support of the Palestinians by donating 100 

million rupiah, and 100 tonnes of rice to the PLO (Sukma 2003, p. 72). As Chairman of the 

NAM since September 1991, Suharto extended a warm welcome to the PLO leader, Yasser 

Arafat, who visited Indonesia to attend the Tenth NAM Summit the following year. Yasser 

Arafat, with his wife Suha, also made a one day visit to Indonesia in September 1993, when 

Suharto stated that ‘Indonesia is ready to offer real support to the struggle of the Palestinian 

people for the implementation of the pact’ (peace initiative signed between PLO and Israel 

earlier) (Azra 2006, p. 103).  

 

In the Bosnian conflict, Indonesia recognised the independence of Bosnia-Herzegovina on 20 

May 1992. When the conflict escalated, Indonesian Muslim organizations, especially from 

the Committee for Solidarity of the Islamic World (KISDI) and the Indonesian Council of 

Ulama or Islamic Scholars (MUI), and political parties (most notably PPP) demanded that the 

government act more pro-actively in assisting the Bosnian Muslims. As a result, in July 1993 

Ali Alatas (Foreign Minister during 1988-1999) declared that Indonesia was considering 

sending troops to Bosnia-Herzegovina under the UN peace keeping policy (Banyu Perwita 

2007, p. 144). The following year, Indonesia dispatched a team of 200 medical officers to 

Bosnia under the UN banner. Suharto himself visited Bosnia-Herzegovina in March 1995 

whilst the conflict was in full-swing. His visit was intended to rally more political support 

among the Indonesian Islamic community.   

 

Jakarta’s relations with the OIC also started to change dramatically. It sought and gained a 

full membership of the organization in 1990. In the following year, Suharto for the first time 

attended the OIC Summit in Senegal. Partly due to its growing interest in the Middle East, 
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Indonesia was elected as Chairman of the OIC in the 1993 Summit despite the fact that the 

government continued to reiterate its non-religious basis (Sukma 2003, p.72). This new status 

facilitated Indonesia’s moves towards closer relations with countries in the Muslim World. 

Between 1993 and 1998, Suharto made four official visits to the Middle East.116

 

 In 1997, 

Indonesia joined the D8 in order to develop closer economic and global collaboration with 

Muslim countries.  

Suharto’s efforts to showcase his Islamic identity did little to save him from falling in 1998 in 

the aftermath of the financial and economic crisis which precipitated student demonstrations 

and mass riots. While students from the secular elite University of Trisakti and University of 

Indonesia took part in the protest, most of the demonstrators came from the influential 

Muslim University Student Action Front (KAMMI), which represented 63 tertiary 

institutions, as well as state-run and private Islamic universities (Porter 2002, p. 198). In 

general, Islamic forces which initially supported Suharto played a significant role in his 

resignation. Dissatisfaction stemmed from the regime’s corruption, collusion and nepotism. 

When Suharto called for support from Islamic leaders after the riots they rejected him and 

instead began to demand his resignation. For example, Amien Rais, the leader of 

Muhammadiyah, the second most powerful Islamic organization and the former vice 

chairman of ICMI, called for more political freedom, action to end endemic corruption and 

ultimately the resignation of Suharto.  

 

Islam in Indonesian domestic politics and foreign policy: the post-Suharto era 

Democratization in the post Suharto era saw the making of electoral laws allowing the 

establishment of new political parties. As a consequence a staggering 141 new parties were 

                                                 
116   Suharto visited Tunisia and Iran in November 1993, and Jordan in 1996. In 1997 he travelled to Turkey to 
attend the D8 meeting of Developing Muslim countries. In 1998 he visited Egypt.  
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formed; 42 of which were considered Islamic political parties. Although only 20 of these so 

called Islamic political parties, some informal, met the requirements to participate in the 1999 

general election, Islam became a rapidly growing political force during this period, and a 

power base for President Habibie who did not enjoy any popularity in either the Golkar party 

or within the military (Sukma 2003, p. 85). He continued to appoint to cabinet Muslim 

leaders who were members of ICMI (Latif 2008, p. 451),117

 

 and gained support from two 

influential Muslim organizations: the KISDI and the Indonesian Council for Islamic 

Missionary Activity (DDII). These developments clearly showed that the Habibie 

administration ushered in an era in which Islam had become an expanding legitimate force in 

the politics of democratic transition.  

In the 1999 general election, the Islamic political parties, including the PPP, PBB and the 

Justice Party (PK) and the informal ones such as PKB and PAN, collectively managed to 

muster 33 percent of the seats in the DPR (Abuza 2007, pp. 22-23). The ‘formal’ Islamic 

political parties in Indonesia are the ones that openly declared that Islam is their political 

identity such as the PPP, PBB and PK while the ‘informal’ Islamic political parties are the 

ones that “… declare their identity as ‘open’ political parties and adopt ‘pluralism’ in their 

platform, but they remain dependent upon key segments in the Islamic community for 

support” such as the PKB and PAN (Sukma 2003, p. 95).118

                                                 
117   Among the ICMI members elevated to cabinet posts were Adi Sasono, A. M. Saefuddin, Fahmi Idris, 
Marzuki Usman, Soleh Solahuddin and Tuty Alawiyah. 

 More importantly, three Muslim 

leaders who ran in the 1999 election were elected to the highest posts. The alliance of Islamic 

political parties, known as the Central Axis, succeeded in lifting Gus Dur, the leader of PKB 

(a party he established to be the voice of NU, still the most powerful Islamic organization) to 

the presidency. The leader of PAN and Muhammadiyah, Amien Rais, won the election as 

118 Abuza the author of Political Islam and Violence in Indonesia (2007) is not the only author that differentiates 
between the ‘formal’ and ‘informal’ Islamic political parties. Sukma, the author of Islam in Indonesian Foreign 
Policy (2003), makes the same point.  
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chairman of the MPR. Furthermore, Akbar Tanjung, the former Chairman of the Muslim 

University Student Association (HMI), also the Chairman of Golkar party, was elected the 

speaker of the DPR (Azra 2006, pp. 199-200). The results in the general and presidential 

elections indicated that if Islamic political parties were united they could become a 

significant political force in the post-Suharto era. However, this unity was hard to maintain. 

Gus Dur remained in power for only 21 months before being impeached by the MPR and 

replaced by Megawati in August 2001. Apart from economic mismanagement and his 

apparent disregard for popular sentiment when announcing his intention to open trade 

relations with Israel, he also antagonized some Islamic political parties under the Central 

Axis coalition by sacking Hamzah Haz, a senior minister and chairman of the PPP, barely 

three months into his presidency, for fear that the latter would become his political 

competitor. The Central Axis coalition was responsible for bringing down Gus Dur and 

giving their support to Megawati. Her secular-nationalist government did not attempt to 

reduce the influence of the Islamic political parties, and as a compromise Hamzah Haz was 

chosen as Vice President. Nevertheless, co-operation between the secular-nationalists and 

Islamists was short-lived, as the latter (especially PPP and PBB) came to demand the 

inclusion of the 1945 Jakarta Charter (concerning the introduction of syariah and the decree 

that only a Muslim can become President) into the Indonesian Constitution. This was 

unsurprisingly rejected by Megawati and other secular members in the MPR (Sukma 2003, p. 

126).  
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In the 2004 general election, the Islamic political parties increased their share in the DPR 

seats from 27.9 percent to 40.5 percent (Abuza 2007, p. 25). 

 

Table 6  Indonesia’s parliamentary election results (1999 compared with 2004) 

1999 %  votes Seats 2004 % votes Seats 
PDI-P 
Golkar 
**PKB 
*PPP 
- 
**PAN 
*PBB 
*PK 
- 
Other Parties 

33.7 
22.4 
12.6 
10.7 
 
7.1 
1.9 
1 
 
11 

154 
120 
51 
39 
 
35 
2 
2 
 
59 

PDI-P 
Golkar 
**PKB 
*PPP 
PD 
**PAN 
*PBB 
*PKS 
*PBR 
Other Parties 

18.5 
21.6 
10.6 
8.2 
7.5 
6.4 
2.6 
7.3 
2.4 
17.3 

109 
128 
52 
58 
57 
47 
11 
45 
13 
38 

  Source: Abuza 2007, p. 25. 
 * formal Islamic political parties    ** informal Islamic political parties 
 

For the first popularly elected president SBY, support from the various Islamic political 

parties, especially PAN, PBB and PKS, was important since his Democrat Party (PD) 

garnered only 57 of the 558 seats in the DPR (see Table 6). SBY appointed ten cabinet 

ministers from those parties. Thus, his government could not afford to affront Islamic 

sensibilities, or be seen to be ‘left behind’ on issues regarding Islam.119 He went out of his 

way to make the general public see that he understood and respected the aspirations of 

ordinary Muslims. His government gave Aceh the right to introduce syariah, while the 

province was also granted partial autonomy as a prerequisite for a peaceful resolution to the 

conflict (Hosen 2007, p. 218). The special concessions provided to Aceh province are likely 

to bring more political demands from other provinces where Islamic political parties are in 

power; especially in regards to the implementation of syariah.120

                                                 
119   Personal interview with Yuri Octavian Thamrin, Director of East Asia and Pacific, the Indonesian Foreign 
Ministry, Jakarta, 27  July 2006. 

  

120   Strong pressure for the implementation of the syariah laws is demonstrated from a survey conducted in 
2001 by the Centre for the Study of Islam and Society at the Syarif Hidayatullah Islamic Institute in Jakarta. The 
survey covered 16 provinces and found out that 61.4 percent of respondents wanted the government to enforce 
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However, the post-Suharto era has not witnessed a linear rise of Islam’s influence in the 

Indonesian foreign policy. Instead, the influence has fluctuated as a result of a tension faced 

by successive governments. On one hand, leaders needed to make concessions to the 

demands of Indonesian Muslims, especially in regards to taking a more active role in the 

Muslim world. This includes adopting a critical stand against the US and its allies for the 

invasion of Afghanistan and Iraq, as well as their ‘War on Terror’ in general. On the other 

hand, post-Suharto leaders were aware of the importance of maintaining good relations with 

the US and the European nations as they were the largest financial lenders to Indonesia 

through IMF and the World Bank after the 1997 crisis. Within this overarching delicate 

condition, different governments staged their own performances according to their 

interpretation of the circumstances. In 1998, the US and NATO air strikes against Iraq, 

Afghanistan and Sudan drew massive demonstrations and flag burning in front of the US 

Embassy by Muslim protesters. However, due to its desperate need for the financial life 

support from IMF and the World Bank, the Habibie administration failed to out-rightly 

condemn the air strikes, choosing instead to simply express ‘regret’. In contrast, the Islamic 

factor was more clearly and directly present in Gus Dur’s foreign policy, although there 

seemed to be an evident element of pragmatism and economic-self interest in the policy. He 

appointed Alwi Shihab, a former professor of comparative religions at Harvard University, as 

Foreign Minister. In addition to his strong network in the West, Alwi Shihab was known to 

have close contacts with Islamic and Middle Eastern countries, especially Egypt and Saudi 

Arabia. Gus Dur wanted to use Alwi Shihab’s connections with the wealthy Middle East 

countries to attract financial aid and loans. The Foreign Minister indeed secured assurance of 

large investments from governments and business people in Kuwait and Qatar (Sukma 2003, 

                                                                                                                                            
syariah for Muslims. In the survey, 42.4 percent of the respondents favoured stoning to death for adulterers, and 
28.9 percent amputation for thieves. In 2004, the Centre conducted another survey specifically about the syariah 
and found that stoning to death for adulterers had risen to 55 percent, and 40 percent amputation for thieves 
(Crouch 2005, pp. 36-37).   
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p. 110). However, Gus Dur’s idiosyncratic calculation to chase a complementary relationship 

between seeking economic assistance and consolidating Islamic solidarity took what many of 

his colleagues criticized as a bizarre turn. The idea of opening trade relations with Israel was 

the most controversial of foreign policy decisions made by the Gus Dur administration. The 

arguments given by Gus Dur were: firstly, it would attract the Jewish business people in 

Israel and US to invest in Indonesia; secondly, Indonesia could use the relationship to play a 

role in solving the Palestinian problem (in fact Yasser Arafat was assured that Indonesia 

would not neglect the Palestinian people, even if it opened relations with Israel); thirdly, in 

the religious context, during Prophet Muhammad’s period, trade with the Jews was allowed. 

Finally, the Jewish lobby might assist Indonesia to prevent the UNHCR from prosecuting the 

Indonesian military in East Timor at the International Tribunal for War Crime (Sukma 2003, 

p.110, pp. 112-113). Nevertheless, Gus Dur’s trade proposal received harsh criticism from 

the Muslim community. In the end, the strong Muslim protest, led by the Islamic political 

parties, Muslim organizations (especially the student organization KAMMI) and religious 

leaders (notably from the NU), forced Gus Dur to postpone his planned trade relations with 

Israel. Regardless of whether he could convince himself of the feasibility of this ‘one stone 

multiple birds’ idea, his contradictory policy of supporting the Islamic cause whilst extending 

diplomatic support to Israel had both angered and confused Muslim voters. Eventually the 

same Islamic political parties that helped bring Gus Dur to power also became the force that 

brought him down; primarily because they were disenchanted with both his administration’s 

foreign policy as well as general incompetence.  

 

The Megawati administration positioned ASEAN once again as the cornerstone of 

Indonesia’s foreign policy, but also focused on greater co-operation with Japan, the United 

States and Europe, driven mainly by economic concerns. Relations with Middle Eastern and 
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Islamic countries were largely ignored. However, the influence of Islam was not totally 

absent, since Megawati replaced Gus Dur partly based on the support from Islamic political 

parties. Thus, she had to balance the interests of the Islamists and the secularists. Megawati 

visited the US one week after the September 11 attacks, to offer condolences and to show her 

support for George Bush’s ‘War on Terror’. This support, from the leader of the world’s most 

populous Muslim country, was much appreciated by the US for its symbolism. In quid pro 

quo, the US reciprocated in the form of financial aid amounting to US$657.7 million, in 

addition to the resumption of military ties and aid that ceased after the 1991 Dili massacre 

(Sukma 2003, p. 132). However, radical Muslim groups argued that Megawati had 

surrendered to pressure from the US. Vice President, Hamzah Haz, from the Islamic political 

party PPP, condemned the US for what he saw as its attempt to discredit the entire Muslim 

world by blaming the September 11 incident on Al Qaeda and naming some Muslim 

countries such as Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya and Syria for harboring terrorist activities. When 

the US and its allies were planning to attack Afghanistan, Indonesian Muslims, especially 

from the Islamic political parties and organizations, staged a series of anti-American and anti-

war demonstrations. Radical Muslim groups such as the Islamic Defenders Front and Laskar 

Jihad, threatened to attack American interests in Indonesia if Afghanistan was invaded. They 

also claimed they would recruit Indonesian Muslim volunteers to be sent to Afghanistan for 

jihad. Even MUI, the highest body of Indonesian Muslim clerics, called for jihad if the US 

and its allies attacked Afghanistan or became hostile towards the Muslim world (Azra 2006, 

pp. 59-61). When the US-led Coalition of the Willing finally did attack Afghanistan and Iraq, 

the Megawati administration was forced to take a public stand against the invasion to appease 

her Islamist constituents.121

                                                 
121  Joyce Juo-yu Lin (2005, pp. 62) rightly points out that growing anti-American and anti-war sentiments 
helped to fuel the rise of a more radical form of political Islam in countries like Indonesia and Malaysia, with 
Islamic opposition parties and organizations exerting tremendous pressures on their governments to more 
strongly condemn Washington, London and Canberra.  

  Despite this, it refused to cut diplomatic ties with the US as 
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demanded by some Muslim groups, especially MUI, because it did not want to jeopardize the 

regime’s fundamental political and economic interests.  

 

The Megawati administration’s modest and often lackluster support for the Islamic ‘cause’ in 

foreign policy frustrated some of Indonesia’s extremist Muslim groups, such as JI, perhaps 

even triggering the terrorist attacks in Bali and Jakarta. From JI’s point of view, violent acts 

against the citizens and interests of the US and its Western allies in Indonesia were a 

justifiable way to show their opposition not only to the foreign policy taken by the US and its 

allies, but also to the Megawati administration. Thus if Malaysia’s long-standing efforts to 

champion the global Islamic cause partly explained the country’s attractiveness to potential 

and real militants, Jakarta’s perceived lukewarm stance in the Muslim world similarly 

mobilized radicals. Bombings in tourist locations in Kuta, Bali, on October 12, 2002, killed 

202 people and injured more than 300, including many foreign tourists (88 Australians and 6 

Americans were killed). The high profile terrorist incidents in Indonesia had caused grave 

international concern. The Megawati government’s delay in acting against the perpetrators in 

the case of Bali again reflected Jakarta’s dilemma, because there was a concern not to be seen 

to blame or provoke Muslim groups, as Megawati herself viewed Muslim support as an 

essential part of her political legitimacy (Banyu Perwita 2007, p. 163). This dilemma was 

exacerbated by a wide spread suspicion in the community that the bombings might have been 

the work of foreigners or conspirators led by the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) in an 

attempt to smear the image of Islam in Indonesia (Smith Kipp 2004, p. 62).  

 

However, when an attempt to assassinate her was made by the militant JI, the Megawati 

government began to take the issue of terrorism more seriously. It was revealed that JI and its 

leader, Abu Bakar Basyir, had educated some of the bombing suspects. Basyir was put on 



203 
 

trial in April 2003 for treason and instigating terror and later sent to jail for four years for 

sedition (Smith Kipp 2004, p. 63). However, terror incidents kept happening. In August that 

year, a car bomb exploded near the J.W. Marriott Hotel in Jakarta, killing five people and 

injuring one hundred and fifty.122

                                                 
122 A few days after the J.W. Marriott Hotel bombing, the JI operational director in Southeast Asia, Riduan 
Isamuddin (alias Hambali), an Indonesian citizen born in West Java, was captured in Ayutthaya, Thailand. 
During interrogation, he confessed to plotting to bomb several foreign embassies, as well as other important 
locations, during the forthcoming APEC meeting in Bangkok.  

 Another car bomb exploded outside the Australian 

Embassy in Jakarta in September 2004, resulting in the death of 9 people and injuring 200 

mostly Indonesians. Consequently, the Indonesian government finally took strong actions to 

prevent terrorism. The mounting pressure from the foreign countries whose citizens had been 

killed or injured led Megawati to issue immediately two new laws, both of which by-passed 

normal parliamentary process, that gave greater power to the police to arrest and detain those 

suspected of carrying out terrorist activities, and allowed for prosecution of those who were 

responsible for the bombings in Kuta, Bali (McIntyre 2005, p. 247). There was, however, a 

growing concern among Indonesians that these laws might be misused. For example, instead 

of combating terrorism, these laws might be used to suppress separatist movements in Aceh 

and Irian Jaya. In fact, six months after the Indonesian parliament finally approved the two 

new laws, Foreign Minister Hassan Wirayuda classified the Free Papua Movement (OPM) as 

a terrorist organization. The then Coordinating Minister for Political and Security Affairs, 

SBY, also accused GAM of carrying out ‘terrorist activities’ in Aceh. Defense Minister 

Matori Abdul Djalil even suggested that Indonesia adopt legislation similar to the draconian 

ISA used in Malaysia and Singapore (McIntyre 2005, p. 247). In the age of global terrorism, 

the real or potential abuse of those anti-terror laws did not cause obstacles to Jakarta’s 

cooperation with the Western governments. After all, most Western governments 

implemented similar types of preventive measures allowing their police authorities to charge 

and imprison suspected terrorists. 
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The Islamic factor became more pronounced in the SBY administration’s foreign policy, 

reflecting his reliance on the support from Islamic political forces as mentioned earlier. The 

visit SBY made to Cairo in November 2004, in order to extend his condolences on the death 

of Yasser Arafat, was interpreted as an early example. SBY expressed Indonesia’s continual 

support for the struggle of the PLO and linked the Palestinian issue with the broader Islamic 

issues. He used his visit to Cairo to show his solidarity with the world’s Muslim community. 

When he met with President Bush in the same year, SBY raised the Palestinian issue, 

requesting that President Bush restart the Middle East peace process with the ultimate goal of 

realizing an independent Palestinian state. SBY was critical of the conflict in the Middle East, 

strongly opposing Israel’s air strikes at the time on Hezbollah in southern Lebanon and on the 

Hamas-controlled areas in the West Bank. His stance against Israel created tension between 

Indonesia and the US, at a time when the Bush government had recommenced military co-

operation with Indonesia. While the Western financial assistance was important, the SBY 

administration also sought greater economic cooperation with the Muslim countries. For 

example, in May 2006, Indonesia hosted the D8 summit in Bali. The meeting agreed to 

enhance economic cooperation between states and private companies. Moreover, at the Third 

World Islamic Economic Forum in 2007, SBY declared that Islamic countries should use 

their energy resources and commodities to achieve a fair exchange of knowledge and 

technology from the US and Europe. He also encouraged a greater flow of trade and 

investment between Muslim countries by relaxing trade barriers (Loong Meng Yee 2007).  

 

The role of Islam in Malaysia-Indonesia relations 

The different ways in which government leaders in Malaysia and Indonesia viewed the 

political role of religion had a profound impact on the place of Islam in bilateral relations. 

During Sukarno and the first two decades of the Suharto administration, Islam was thought to 
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constitute a threat to their regimes. Consequently, Indonesia limited its participation in the 

affairs of the Muslim world. In contrast, Islam was made prominent in the Malaysian 

Constitution and became influential in domestic politics. Furthermore, Tunku was 

instrumental in the establishment of OIC, whilst Razak was an active participant in its 

activities. Because of these differences, Islam rarely featured in bilateral relations, and there 

was little cooperation, let alone effort to reach a united stand, on the world events effecting 

Muslims. In fact, the act of Confrontation was perceived by the Malaysian government to be 

‘unIslamic’ because it violated what was believed to be a Quranic injunction that there are no 

imperialistic tendencies in Islam (Wan Abdul Latif 2004, p. 219). When the Al Aqsa Mosque 

was set ablaze in 1969, condemnation of Israel was done not as one voice between Malaysian 

and Indonesian governments. There were just a few bilateral contacts boasting some Islamic 

contents. For example, Indonesia had always participated in the international Koran recital 

competition organized by Malaya/Malaysia since 1961 (except during 1963-1965). Indonesia 

sent officers to study the Malaysian government’s successful Hajj Fund (Tabung Haji) which 

was devised to facilitate and provide services to the people who wanted to perform hajj in 

Mecca. Malaysia allowed Indonesian ulama (religious teachers) to preach in Malaysia, which 

eventually led to extremists such as Abu Bakar Basyir and Abdullah Sungkar setting up JI in 

Malaysia.  

 

The September 11 event did not instantly bring about a united front between Kuala Lumpur 

and Jakarta on regional security. Prior to the event, the issue of terrorism was not a high 

priority on the foreign policy agendas of either Malaysia or Indonesia, simply because 

terrorism was seen as a problem of the Middle East. In fact Indonesia did not see Bush’s 

concept of ‘War on Terror’ as relevant to itself before the Bali bombings. For its part the 

Malaysian authorities didn’t take action when representatives of regional militant groups met 
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in Kuala Lumpur in 1999 to discuss the formation of the Mujahedeen Coalition. September 

11 was the wake-up call alerting Malaysia (but apparently not Indonesia) that international 

terrorist groups, such as Al-Qaeda, had networks in the country and the region. Cooperation 

between the two governments in combating terrorism was limited because Jakarta denied that 

terrorist groups were operating on Indonesian soil, let alone having involvement with the Al-

Qaeda global network. Malaysia had repeatedly requested that the Indonesian government 

take action to arrest suspected terrorists believed to be operating in Indonesia, but to no avail. 

When the JI network was first uncovered in Malaysia in early 2002, the Indonesian 

authorities failed to identify it as a terrorist organization and be convinced that Abu Bakar 

Basyir was involved with JI. To the disappointment of the Malaysian government, Basyir was 

called in by the Indonesian police but was later released (Abuza 2003, p. 194). It also saw 

Basyir’s eventual sentencing as too lenient (Emmers & Sebastian 2005, p. 159). In fact for 

several years Jakarta persistently denied JI’s existence in Indonesia itself. Even to this point 

in time, the Indonesian government still has not outlawed JI. 

 

Since Abdullah and SBY became leaders, the two governments sought close cooperation and 

consultation with regard to the affairs of the Muslim world, working together at forums like 

the D8 to craft resolutions on various issues including the Palestinian cause and transnational 

terrorism. A more preeminent issue in the bilateral agenda was the cross-border terrorist 

threat both faced at home. SBY and Abdullah understood that terrorism had the potential to 

threaten the stability of their societies by creating havoc in the ethnic and religious balance, 

and sending a negative message to potential foreign investors, tourists and the West in 

general. Importance of cooperation in the fight against terrorism was also reinforced by the 

fact that terrorist organisations often shared intelligence, resources and conducted joint 

operations across national borders.  Indonesia believed that JI had received funding from 
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Malaysia; it was understood that two of the most wanted persons engaging in terrorism in 

Indonesia, Dr Azhari and Nordin Mat Top, were Malaysian citizens.123

 

 

Cooperation has focused on sharing of information and training of professionals in 

counterterrorism. For instance in the Straits of Malacca, Malaysia and Indonesia agreed to 

participate in a new data-sharing system which provides detailed information about shipping 

and should enhance security in the area. The aim of this system is to limit the likelihood of 

terrorism and piracy which could disrupt shipping lanes in the Straits (Vijayan 2008). 

Malaysia also set out an initiative to assist Indonesia and other ASEAN government agencies. 

The SEARCCT, based in Putrajaya, serves as a clearinghouse for information on regional 

terrorism, including a research unit to monitor and disseminate intelligence. It convenes 

regular seminars to share information and help train professionals on border security and 

counterterrorism (Chow 2005, p. 316). Cooperation between Malaysia and Indonesia has 

effectively reduced the number of terrorist activities and led to the capture or killing of 

wanted terrorists in both countries. 

 

Conclusion 

The religion of Islam has played different roles in the foreign policies of Malaysia and 

Indonesia, largely due to variations of the influence of political Islam in their respective 

national politics. In the case of Indonesia, the Javanese abangan, dominant ruling elites all 

along, are mostly secular nationalists and liberal Muslims. Furthermore, they made a historic 

choice of Pancasila as the guiding ideology for nation-building. Islam did not feature 

prominently in foreign policy during Sukarno’s presidency and the first two decades of the 

Suharto administration. However, the influence of Islam in domestic politics grew 
                                                 
123 This did sometimes cause frictions in cooperation. For example, the Indonesian government accused its 
Malaysian counterpart of doing little to assist the investigation with information on either of these men. 
Interview with Dewi Fortuna Anwar, Jakarta, 28 July 2006.  
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significantly from the later years of the New Order regime. This development, in conjunction 

with global events concerning Muslim societies in the world, particularly the US-led 

campaign against terrorism, ensured that Islam started to frame the issues and approaches in 

Indonesia’s foreign policy. At the same time, however, Jakarta must carefully balance its 

Islamic credentials with its need for Western financial and economic assistance, hence the 

fluctuation of the profile of Islam in the post-Suharto foreign policy.  

 

In Malaysia, Islam has had a more pervasive influence in domestic politics since 

independence. This is not just because the Malay-Muslims have monopolised political power 

in an ethnicity-defined political system but also due to Islam’s status as the constitutionally 

enshrined ‘official religion’ of the state. This guarantees the legal right to pursue Islamic 

agendas in the country’s political life ever since independence. While the government and 

UMNO have continued to promote modernist views of Islam in order to produce ‘progressive 

Muslims’, culminating in Abdullah’s concept of Islam Hadhari, pandering to the more 

conservative Islamic forces has also been politically necessary under many circumstances – 

hence Mahathir’s declaration that Malaysia was an ‘Islamic state’. On the front of foreign 

policy, Malaysia has always pursued active engagement with the Muslim world, regularly 

demonstrating a spirit of Islamic solidarity on issues affecting Muslim societies, and more so 

in the post-September 11 international relations.  

 

Between Indonesia and Malaysia, variations of Islam’s domestic political roles and different 

trajectories of the religion’s influence in foreign policy have meant that while the shared faith 

is a natural part of the broader serumpun chemistry, Islam per se or issues associated with it 

have not been a noticeable part of the bilateral cooperation until recent years. There was a 

period when both Suharto and Mahathir were actively involved in Islamic issues in 
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international relations, however the two leaders were vigorously competing for leadership in 

the developing and Islamic worlds. When local militant groups were energised in reaction to 

the heightened activities of global terrorist groups, bilateral collaboration in counter-terrorism 

met with obstacles. It took a series of bombing incidents to spur the government of SBY, who 

enjoyed close personal relationship with Abdullah, to become proactive in bilateral 

cooperation in preventing terrorist attacks. In a nutshell, the fight against terrorism is an 

Islamic content in bilateral cooperation and it is just as prominent as their joint stand on the 

broad matters affecting the Islamic world.    
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Summary and Conclusion 

 

In this section, I will first briefly reaffirm the fundamental ideas of the constructivist theory, 

then reflect on the main arguments regarding those various constructivist factors’ roles in the 

Indonesian and Malaysian foreign policies, before ascertaining ways to improve and 

consolidate the relations between the two countries.  

 

Constructivist perspective  

Constructivist approach is characterised by an emphasis on the importance of normative 

structures (such as socio-political traditions, religious beliefs, and cultural values) and agents 

(particularly national leaders) in conditioning and shaping a state’s foreign policy and national 

interest. Those intangible and informal aspects of societies and cultures that influence policies 

and interests are not fixed in time since they are social phenomena which can change 

substantially depending on domestic and international circumstances. On the role of agents, 

they make policies both based on their idiosyncratic background and personal visions as well 

as in response to the development of those normative factors, in a mutually constitutive 

relationship. On the other hand, it must be pointed out that constructivist perspective does not 

ignore the analytical value of material structures and their constitutive relationship with 

agents. It seeks to apply a fresh perspective to balance and enrich the analysis of international 

political actions.  

 

Constructivism provides a valuable interpretative framework for the study of the foreign 

policies and bilateral relations of Indonesia and Malaysia, and the discussions presented above 

have gone a long way to demonstrate the utility of the theoretical perspective by analyzing 

and comparing the roles of non-material factors in their foreign policies and relations. 
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Meanwhile, the discussions have given due weight, although in an overall constructivist 

framework, to the factors of economic development, national security, and formal political 

institutions, the factors which are more salient in the mainstream studies. Essentially my 

project re-contextualizes some of the mainstream concerns from a constructivist prism.  

 

Main findings from the previous chapters 

Individual leaders, with their own beliefs, ideas and personal relations (including those with 

foreign counterparts), are critical to the constructivist study of international relations. Leaders 

are influenced by their cultures, values and identities which they have learned through the 

process of socialization. Leadership and vision thus formed have a major effect on the 

character of foreign policies they create. No doubt, the Malaysian and Indonesian foreign 

policies have been significantly influenced by their leaders and this situation is exacerbated by 

the hierarchical political culture that existed in both countries, where some leaders could hold 

power for long period of time. Although long-serving leaders are less likely to emerge in the 

post-Mahathir Malaysia and post-Suharto Indonesia,124

                                                 
124 Since Mahathir tendered his resignation in October 2003, Malaysia has had two prime ministers, Abdullah 
and Mohd Najib. In contrast, after Suharto stood down in May 1998, Indonesia has had four presidents, Habibie, 
Gus Dur, Megawati and SBY.  

 with more liberal political culture 

making its headway in both countries, leadership remains a key analytical unit for their 

politics and foreign policies. When making foreign policy decisions, leaders are shown to be 

complicated human beings as they have to constantly balance the different elements in their 

background, in addition to having to swiftly respond to any unfolding event. For example, 

while trying to unite the international Muslim community after the burning of the Al Aqsa 

mosque, Tunku proposed the model of the British Commonwealth grouping. He was an 

aristocratic Malay Muslim who received education in England. To keep a balance between the 

manner of an English gentleman and a strong support for the PLO demanded a dynamic 

personality. Complexities in the leaders’ personal background and ways of thinking can 
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explain the foreign policies of Malaysia and Indonesia in ways which a focus on external 

causal factors can not. As distinct individuals with own idiosyncrasies, leaders may not 

always follow the conventional norms, and this also affects policies and relations. 

Confronting the same regional financial crisis in 1997-98, while Suharto humbly asked for 

international assistance, Mahathir scathingly accused the Western world of conspiring to 

bring down shining success stories in the Muslim world like Malaysia. Also, even though 

both elder statesmen lectured the Western world about the virtue of their cultural tradition of 

consultation and consensus when both felt vulnerable to global campaigns on human rights 

and democracy (indeed leaders of the two countries have for many years maintained an 

annual meeting to discuss bilateral and regional issues), none of the two was keen to consult 

the other on some of the most important issues. Personality clashes caused tension in bilateral 

relations. In Mahathir and Suharto, the two countries both had strong and egoistic leaders at 

the same time, a historical coincidence which became part of the contours of bilateral 

relations. It is interesting to imagine what could have happened to bilateral relations if the 

‘recalcitrant’ Mahathir, rather than the gentlemanly Tunku, was in power during Sukarno’s 

Confrontation. Some elements in both the style and substance in foreign policies of both 

countries can be usefully explained by looking at personalities, background and egos of the 

relevant leaders. This applies to the seemingly bizarre actions of Gus Dur as a loose-talking 

and disorganized person, to the motherly diplomacy of Megawati as a self-conscious ex-first 

daughter, and to the scholarly dimension of the rather academic Abdullah’s foreign policy, as 

well as to the policies and behaviour of the two leading statesmen and their countries’ 

‘founding fathers’.  

 

My project also looks at the foreign policy impacts of serumpun concept, nationalism, and 

Islam. Their impacts have always been dynamic, for they vary from state to state, and even for 
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the same state the different time periods or different political circumstances have seen very 

different impacts from the same constructivist factors on foreign policies.  Among other 

things, this often depended on how those factors interacted with leaders of the day.  

 

The Malays and Javanese political elites have placed a high value on the serumpun concept in 

their countries’ bilateral relations because it provided a creditable foundation to a so-called 

‘special relationship’. Indeed, if America, Britain and Australia can feel specially close to 

each other on the basis of shared social, cultural and political values, even if they are 

separated by vast oceans, then it can only be more understandable that the two geographically 

joined ‘Malay powers’ should feel emotionally attached to each other. Just as Japan cannot be 

part of an ‘Anglo sphere’ in the Coalition of the Willing, Malaysia-Indonesia intimacy is not 

shared by their respective relations with other ASEAN member states, though this by no 

means guarantees harmony, for family bickering does occasionally get more bitter than the 

argument between two ordinary neighbours who share little other than a common wall. 

Serumpun often saw both nations assisting each other in times of natural disasters, economic 

difficulties and security threats, especially from communist insurgency. Thus, despite several 

bilateral conflicts, Malaysia continued to assist the victims of the Tsunami in Banda Aceh and 

earthquakes in Yogyakarta and Padang, by providing monetary, material and manpower 

support in relief operations. In fact thousands of Tsunami-struck Acehnese were encouraged 

to work temporarily in Malaysia so that they could rebuild their lives. However, although 

shared Malay ancestry, cultural heritage and religious beliefs have contributed to cooperation, 

the idea of serumpun relations inherently implies a sense of ‘older and younger brothers’. If 

Razak could cope with it, Mahathir loathed it. Indonesia’s status as the ‘older brother’ and 

‘natural’ regional leader was challenged by Mahathir’s Malaysia in the post-Cold War era, 

which has seen the devaluing of the serumpun sentiment due to generational gaps and new 
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reality in the domestic political and economic environment. How to creatively capitalize on 

this ‘racial chemistry’ to serve broad foreign policy goals remains a test to the increasingly 

cosmopolitan leaders on both sides. Ultimately, serumpun has long been challenged by the 

separate paths of nationalism since independence.  

  

Nationalism affects any state’s foreign policy. The Bush administration’s ‘either with us or 

against us’ diplomacy and the robust patriotic sentiment it aroused in America have made one 

wonder how far the ‘mature’ Western civil societies have really advanced towards 

cosmopolitan values and global citizenship.  If political sovereignty, territorial integrity and 

national pride matter to those countries which were ‘settler colonies’, they can only be more 

cherished by the peoples who, on their own ancestral lands, were exploited and bullied by 

powerful alien nations and achieved independence only after hard struggle. Naturally both 

Malaysia and Indonesia were strong supporters of the various Third World causes in anti-

colonialism and anti-discrimination. However, the two post-colonial states have not been 

immune to bilateral issues and disputes which can be construed as clashes of nationalism, as 

seen in the tension over Sipadan and Ligitan Islands, the maritime area of Ambalat and East 

Ambalat, and Indonesian migrant workers in Malaysia. While the surge of a ‘patriotic 

nationalism’ in Malaysia in recent years was often the result of economic achievement and the 

resultant yearning for a better future, in the case of Indonesia the rise of nationalist sentiment 

reflected a victim mentality and was used by the authorities to safeguard political unity in the 

complex process of democratization.  

 

The role of Islam has become increasingly significant in the foreign policies of both states as 

seen in their growing interactions with Muslim states in the OIC and D8, and their support for 

Muslims in Afghanistan, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Iraq and Palestine. Malaysian leaders have 
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always associated their support for the Muslim World with the idea of pan-Muslim solidarity, 

however the Indonesian leaders often stressed their support was based on anti-colonialism and 

human rights. The reason is that Islam is designated in the Malaysian constitution as the 

‘official religion’, but Indonesia has been adhering to Pancasila even though it has the largest 

Muslim population in the world. In the new millennium, the ‘Islamic factor’ in the foreign 

policies of both Kuala Lumpur and Jakarta is no longer as simple as expressing support for 

the global Muslim causes and dispatching peacekeepers to the distant trouble spots. The 

emergence and expansion of radical Islamist and terrorist groups in both countries and in the 

region, operating in collaboration with the global terrorist networks, have pushed the two 

governments to work together for their own national security.  

 

Built upon those separate discussions of agents and normative structures, some generalized 

points can be made about Indonesia and Malaysia. As argued by constructivists, foreign 

policy is what leaders ‘make of it’. Individual leaders formulate decisions in foreign policies. 

Certainly they do so under the dynamic influences of broad social and political forces and 

ideas, including the evolving roles of traditions, values and beliefs like serumpun discourse, 

nationalism and Islam, just as they must also interact with the more institutional structures 

such as political systems. However, more often than not, in the two countries, strong and long 

serving leaders did dominate the making of foreign policy in ways which can not be easily put 

down as mutual influence between agent and structure, at least not at all times.  

 

To improve and advance Malaysia-Indonesia relations 

Despite the challenges at the international and bilateral levels, especially in the post-Cold War 

era, a breakdown of relations is unlikely. This is because of growing economic 

interdependence and the two countries’ enmeshment in the ASEAN-centred collaborative 
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mechanisms, in addition to geographical proximity, related ethnic groups and similarities in 

culture, language and religion. Confrontation-type of clash, culminating in armed incursions, 

is a situation that both sides have been trying their best not to repeat. Therefore, despite the 

fact that national leaders and their policies are at times at odds with each other, both Malaysia 

and Indonesia have continued to maintain open channels of communication and co-operation. 

However, having conducted this research project, I would suggest several ways that both 

countries might adopt to further improve and advance their relations.  

 

The first is to increase the frequency of bilateral meetings between the heads of government 

from the current single annual meeting, considering the importance of institutionalized 

leadership exchanges. This would give both leaders more opportunities to discuss issues and 

problems that affect bilateral relations, particularly, those in relation to Indonesian migrant 

workers and territorial disputes, as well as to find ways to further strengthen cooperation in 

economy, trade and counter-terrorism. Frequent meetings between leaders would also help 

them find common ground on global issues that affect their national interests such as climate 

change.  In fact, more than ever, close leadership dialogue is needed because of the political 

transformation in Indonesia. During the Suharto era, leaders in both countries operated in 

mutually familiar environment. However, now that the Indonesian presidency has become a 

popularly elected post, while Malaysian Prime Ministership is still occupied by someone 

rising in power in an authoritarian milieu dominated by one political party, new rules of 

interaction should be explored. The change of leadership in Malaysia from Abdullah to Najib, 

and the SBY’s reelection as Indonesian president, both happening in 2009, constituted an 

opportune moment for a fresh start of leadership dialogue since none of the two countries are 

now led by old generation political veterans.  
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The second way is to continue maintaining, but also broaden and deepen, exchanges between 

politicians of main political parties and opinion leaders. UMNO and Golkar have established 

a collaborative relationship – for example, Golkar delegates attend the UMNO General 

Assembly as ‘observers’. However, given the proliferation of political parties in Indonesia, 

and the more robust trajectory of Malaysian political parties too, new ways should be 

explored to open up more dialogue channels for more aspiring actors. At a meeting in 2007 

between UMNO (led by the then Deputy Prime Minister, Najib) and the Golkar (led by 

Indonesia’s House of Representatives Speaker, Agung Laksono), both agreed to facilitate the 

exchange of media representatives of the two countries. This is an important initiative that the 

two governments should promote broadly, because it can help reduce the chance of 

sensational reports in the media that tend to negatively affect bilateral relations. In fact, 

sensationalizing and dramatizing the experiences of migrant workers and territorial issues 

unnecessarily added to the tension. The more recent emotional outburst and protest in 

Indonesia, in relation to the use in Malaysia of Indonesia’s folk song Rasa Sayange, 

Barongan dance and Balinese’s Pendet dance to promote Malaysia’s own tourism, were also 

to do with the media’s sensationalist reports of cultural and historical issues. 

 

Third, it is important to improve the composition of the representatives in the ‘Group of 

Eminent Persons’ (GEP), established by Abdullah and SBY in July 2008, with the mandate to 

find ways to foster good relations between governments and peoples. Having seven 

representatives from each side, GEP acts as the highest advisory body in Malaysia and 

Indonesia and submits reports to the leaders incorporating proposals and recommendations to 

be discussed at the leadership consultations (Nik Anis, Eng Hock & Joh Teh 2008). However, 

while institutionalized track-II is a positive step, GEP members are not representative. In 

particular, women and youth groups are not represented. Between the members from both 
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sides, there is only one woman, and no youth representative.125

 

 Voices of the die-hard old 

guards and traditional elites are important, but fresh opinions from the young generations and 

traditionally marginalized communities should also be heeded.  

Fourth, both governments should reflect on and explore further the potentials embedded in the 

serumpun tradition, thus enhancing the feeling of ‘special relationship’. At a joint press 

conference with SBY in July 2008, Abdullah stated that Malaysia’s relationship with 

Indonesia was ‘beyond just being neighbours’ because it should be more like ‘brothers and 

sisters’ (Nik Anis, Eng Hock & Joh Teh 2008). Indeed, it was probably the serumpun 

chemistry that ensured that on the Ambalat and East Ambalat dispute, the two leaders 

continued to hold talks despite deploying warships to confront each other in the open seas. 

However, more emphasis should be directed toward establishing stronger relations among 

young political activists (the future leaders) so that the special serumpun relationship could 

continue. Both Malaysian and Indonesian governments need to focus on building greater 

economic cooperation and trade as a pragmatic way to give more substance to the cultural and 

religious aspects which has been the foundation of the serumpun touch. In this context, the 

‘prosper thy neighbours’ policy introduced by Mahathir, which has seen growing Malaysian 

investment to Indonesia especially in the manufacturing and oil palm cultivation, should be 

commended. No doubt, these labour intensive economic activities have created huge number 

of jobs to local Indonesians and have to some extent reduced the influx of illegal immigrants 

to Malaysia. Trade and investment between the two nations are likely to increase in the future 

                                                 
125  Malaysia’s EGP was led by the former Deputy Prime Minister, Tun Musa Hitam, former Armed Forces chief 
General (Retired) Tan Sri Zahidi Zainuddin, former chief secretary to the government Tan Sri Halim Ali, 
historian Tan Sri Professor Dr. Koo Kay Kim, former Sarawak state secretary Tan Sri Dr. Hamid Bugo, Sabah 
deputy chief minister Datuk Sri Joseph Pairin Kitingan and IKIM director-general Datuk Dr. Syed Ali Tawfik 
Al-Attas. Indonesia’s EGP was led by former vice-president Try Sutrisno, former foreign minster Ali Alatas, 
former religious affair minister Dr Quraisy Shihab, historian Des Alwi Abubakar, sociologist Dr Musni Umar, 
academicians Dr. Pudentia Maria Purenti and Wahyuni.  
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with the full implementation of ASEAN Free Trade Area in 2010. Still, in the aftermath of the 

recent global financial crisis, fresh efforts should be made to fully capitalize on the obvious 

complementary nature of the two economies.  
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Appendix 1 Map of Southeast Asia 
 
 

 
 
Source: ReliefWeb <http://www.reliefweb.int/> 
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Appendix 2 Leaders and their times in office  
 
 
MALAYSIA 
Prime Minister 

 
Time in Office 

 
Tunku Abdul Rahman 
 
Abdul Razak Hussein 
 
 
Hussein Onn 
 
Mahathir Mohamad 
 
Abdullah Ahmad Badawi 
 
Mohd. Najib Abdul Razak 
 
 

 
31 August 1957 – 22 September 1970 
 
22 September 1970 – 14 January 1976 
(died in office) 
 
15 January 1976 – 16 July 1981 
 
16 July 1981 – 21 October 2003 
 
21 October 2003 – 3 April 2009 
 
3 April 2009 –  
 

INDONESIA 
President 

 
Time in Office 

 
Sukarno 
 
Suharto 
 
Bacharuddin Jusuf Habibie 
 
Abdurrahman Wahid 
 
Megawati Sukarnoputri 
 
Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono 
 

 
18 August 1945 – 12 March 1967 
 
12 March 1967 – 21 May 1998 
 
21 May 1998 – 20 October 1999 
 
20 October 1999 – 23 July 2001 
 
23 July 2001 – 20 October 2004 
 
20 October 2004 –  
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Appendix 3 The Malay World 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source (Barnard 2004, p. vii) 
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      Appendix 4   Pulau Ligitan and Pulau Sipadan in the Celebes Sea 
 

 
 
     Source: Colson, DA 2003, p. 400.  
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Appendix 5 The Ambalat and East Ambalat area 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
    Source: Valencia & Khalid 2009, p. 3  
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