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The Interplay of Islam Hadhari and the National Identity in Malaysia 

 

  

Malaysia is rich with its diversity in culture and in faith and both elements are added values to 

the nation. In the light of its historical evolution and development as an independent nation, the 

citizens of this country are at the cross road of their solidarity to their faith, culture and nation. The 

voices of the Malaysian souls on the conflict of national identity are upraising. As a country with a 

majority Islamic population, the role of Islam in molding the soul of Malaysians is vital. This paper 

studies the interplay of Islam Hadhari (Civilization Islam) and the Malaysians national identity and 

presents its finding into two parts. The first section summarizes chronologically the significant 

historical backdrops related to the religion, culture, politic and economic which form the key 

transformational elements to the current identity of Malaysians. The second section critically 

evaluates the Islam Hadhari concept which was introduced by Tun Ahmad Badawi and its interplay 

with the process of national identity renewal, where by the people are the objects and also among 

the agents in defining own existential reality while holding to the former identity that truly reflects 

the latter.  The end of this paper gives two main transformational agents in trickling down the 

religiorelative effect in order to improve the performance of Islam Hadhari: first the education 

system and the second, the interfaith collaboration programs.  

 

1. The National Identity Formation 

In November 2008, Malaysians of ethnic Indian, who were mainly Hindus, marched 

peacefully in Kuala Lumpur protesting against United Malays National Organization (UMNO), the first 

and the most vigorous party in Malaysia then Malaya, for its discriminative political policy against 

the Indians. This protest is only one of the evidences that Malaysia is at the cross road of its identity 

crisis as the country restructures itself as a multiracial and multi-faith nation with Malay and 

Muslims majority. The question is “who are the Malaysians”? Almost 30% of Malaysia’s population is 
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non-Muslims and the polemic is whether they are truly “the people of Malaysia” or “the second class 

citizens.” 

Indeed, fostering fraternity among 27.6 million Malaysians of different races, Malays (14.7 

million), Chinese (6.5), Indian (2.0), Iban, Bidayuh, Orang Ulu, Kadazandusun, Bajau, Murut and other 

smaller racial community (3.4) is a challenge.
1
 The Malays are mainly Muslims; the Chinese professes 

religions like Buddhism, Taoism, Christianity and Confucianism, while the majority of the Indians are 

Hindus. Other races who are categorized as Bumiputera or “sons of soil”
2
 other than the Malay, 

profess any of mainly the mentioned above religion. Racial and inter-faith tension exists, but 

tolerance among the Malaysians continues to bind the nation together. While the country’s official 

religion is Islam, the non-Muslims are free to express other religious beliefs within the framework of 

the laws and the constitution. The vibrancy of this expression is painted by the presence of worship 

sanctuaries such as the mosques, the churches and the Buddhist and Hindu temples and the 

varieties of religious public holidays like the Aidil Fitri, Deepavali, Thaipusam, Christmas.  

 

A. The Spread of Islam in the Malay World (10
th

 to 15
th

 Century) 

Prior to the formation of Malaysia, this geography was a part of the larger Malay 

Archipelago. In the West were the Hindu, Islamic and Christian civilizations and in the East were 

China and Japan. From the 7
th

 to 14
th

 century, the Malay world was ruled by the Srivijaya kingdom 

and was based in Sumatera. Hinduism and Buddhist culture from India was predominant in the 

Malay culture during this period. Many also practiced animism. As the shipping routes from China to 

the West passed through the Straits of Malacca, the Malay world naturally became a meeting place 

of trade routes and culture.  

                                                             
1
 Population by sex, ethnic group and age, Malaysia, 2010 

http://www.epu.gov.my/html/themes/epu/images/common/pdf/eco_stat/pdf/1.2.5.pdf (Accessed 20th March 2011) 

 
2
 The concept of a ‘bumiputra’ or ‘sons of soil’ ethnic group in Malaysia was coined by Tunku Abdul Rahman to recognize the "special 

position" of the Malays provided in the Federal Constitution of Malaysia, in particular Article 153. But, the constitution does not use the 

term "bumiputra"; it defines only "Malay" and "aborigine" (Article 160(2)). Ref: “Laws of Malaysia – Federal Constitution (Incorporating all 

amendment up to P.U.(A) 164/ 2009,” Judicial Appointment Commission, 

http://www.jac.gov.my/jac/images/stories/akta/federalconstitution.pdf. (Accessed April 11, 2011) 
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In the 10
th

 century, about three hundred years before the expanse Muslim far-flung reached 

Europe, Asia and Africa during the Ottoman Empire, the Muslim traders had arrived in Malacca. 

Islam spread gradually within the Malay Archeology through marriages, gradual settlement, and 

peaceful Sufi movement. Many of the Arab Muslims were also married to the family members of the 

local leaders who also were interested in the long term trade partnership. The increased power 

through this relationship led to the emergence of small territories ruled by local leaders, called 

Sultans, and the Arab merchants as their appointed advisors in matters related to Islam. This web 

grew and eventually Islam became established around 14
th

 to 15
th

 century.  

In this epoch, marriage alliances were common that Malay annals recorded the famous 

legendary story on a marriage between Sultan Mansur Syah of Malacca (1456-1477) and his fifth 

wife, Princess Hang Li Po the daughter of Emperor Yongle of China. The pre-colonial period which 

spanned over about 500 years engulfed the assimilation of traders from neighboring regions into the 

local community that happened naturally and without any systematic, forming peaceful ‘plural 

community.’ 

 

B. Colonial Intervention – From Portuguese to British (16
th

 to 20
th

 Century) 

With the search for new natural resources and advancement in naval technology, the 

Portuguese reached Malacca Port in April 1511. The Portuguese, like the Dutch and the British, came 

into the Malay world with their own forms of knowing and thinking which were not compatible and 

relative to the local cultural and social. This made interaction and trading difficult and hence they 

were invited the temptation to rule others for “their sake and our sake.” Thus, in August 1511, the 

Portuguese captured Malacca. During this period, Christianity was introduced to Malacca by Jesuit 

missionary Francis Xavier who based himself there for a short period on his pursuit to Japan.  

Later the Dutch, with the help of Sultan of Johor, defeated the Portuguese and ruled 

Malacca from 1641 to 1798. As their interest for Batavia (Jakarta) continued to grow, Malacca was 

ceded to the British through the Anglo-Dutch treaty in 1824. This divided the Malay World into 
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British Malaya and the Netherlands East Indies, which later became Indonesia. British occupied 

Malaya for about eighteen decades and their political objective was mainly to take economical 

advantage of the mineral resources and to export crops. Malaya became its economic pillar as the 

rubber and tin from Malaya kept the British afloat.  

This economic activity paved the way for an influx of mass immigration of workers into 

Malaya especially from China and India. Most of the Chinese workers worked at the tin mining, the 

Indians worked at the rubber plantation while the Malays continued to work as farmers and 

fishermen. This was the provenance of the segregation of population according to its ethnicity in this 

nation. The ethnic division, whether intentionally or unintentionally planned, prevented the people 

from coming together to rebel against the colonial power. Most of the protagonists of Malaya 

independent and many post-colonial scholars shared that the division was connived by the British, 

intentionally structured to prevent homogeneity and nationalism to arise. 

The colonizing power over Malaya also included the control over the “intellectual sphere.” 

Edward Said’s Orientalism described this as “the West’s imposition of a form of knowledge,” which 

Michael Foucault articulate as the inseparable dynamic of “knowledge” and “power.”
3
 The colonial 

“epistemological space” project strategically induced a landscape conducive for the Chinese and the 

Tamil communities to prefer their own vernacular schools. As a result, the non-Malays did not have 

to learn Malays and hold-on to the identity of home culture. The byproduct was the language 

barriers for the Chinese and the Indians to attend the Malay vernacular schools, and likewise. The 

Malays too had only one choice, i.e. to attend the Malay vernacular schools that were set-up by the 

British, especially because the education was free.  Most of the Malays were farmers who could not 

afford to send their children to private schools. The Chinese pursued secondary education in the 

private Chinese secondary schools and the Malays and the Tamils were deprived of secondary 

education as their vernacular schools were limited to primary levels only. Such pattern of 

                                                             
3
 Shamsul A.B, “The Malay World,” in Malaysia, Islam, Society and Politics, edited by Hooker, Othman (Singapore: Institute of Southeast 

Asian Studies, 2003), 105-6 
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accessibility to education and the different set of curricula, methods and standards for children of 

various ethnic groups further divided the Malayans
4
.   

Some wealthy locals went to the British owned schools, i.e. English medium and Western 

academic, and many of the graduates from these schools became the British support administration 

staffs. This schooling system naturally segregated the academic background between the wealthy 

and the poor. The result was obvious, i.e. among the Malay Muslim protagonists who fought for the 

independent, two groups were formed. The Western educated locals tend to cooperate with the 

British while the other opposed. This dialectic was similar to what Leila Ahmad described in her 

book, “Women and Gender in Islam,” on the early Egyptian politicians who were pro-British, e.g. 

Qasim Amin, and carried their supremacy of the Western-style Islamic male versus nationalist 

minded Islamic males. In Malaysia, the former tend to be UMNO members and the latter was the 

rests of the political parties.    

The colonization scheme did not stop at schools. Many of the ex-politicians from the pre-

independent period purported that the British also intentionally exploited Radio Malaya channel and 

the national newspaper to infiltrate racial bigotry in order to prevent unity. Xenophobia was 

continuously indoctrinated into the mind of the Malayans through the news aired by Radio Malaya, 

trumpeting that “the biggest problem in Malaya was the mutual suspicion between races.” The 

British tactically labeled the Chinese, ‘Ah Chong’ and the Indians as ‘Ramasamy’ in the national 

newspaper cartoon series which rhetoric was nothing but instilling suspicion between the three 

races
5
. This was the pattern of the ‘pluralistic community’ that Malaysia inherited from the British 

after the independent.  

 

 

                                                             
4
 There were also other schools, for the colonial families and the missionaries. Their fee was high and most Malayans could not afford to 

go to these schools. Their graduates took the jobs in the governance and this created elites groups who ran the country and the locals who 

were marginalized. See Malakoluntha, Rengasamy, “Elementary and Secondary Education in Malaysia,” in Globalization, Modernization 

and Education in Muslim Countries, Edited by Rukhsana Zia (New York: Nova Science Publishers, Inc, 2006), 121-23  
5
 See “Sepuloh Tahun Sebelum Merdeka” Part 1 to 4 (you tube),   

http://www.asiafinest.com/forum/lofiversion/index.php//%22http:/t138409.html (Assessed 30th March 2011) 
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C. The Independent of Malaysia - 1957 

Until recently, most of the ‘Malay Studies’ on Malaysia was based on corpus of scientific 

knowledge which baseline was the ‘colonial knowledge,’ whether they were official reports, the 

creation of ethnographies, etc. These “facts on Malaysia” which propagate Malaysia’s national text 

books, government reports, a colonized form of epistemological space, were almost uncontested 

until recently. Growing scholarly work has been published to counter “British Orientalism” 

document. Sumit K.Mandal in ‘Trans-ethnic Solidarities, Racialization and Social Equity’ wrote in 

great detail the ‘historical erasures’ of the blue print of trans-ethnic political effort, (e.g. the 

historically significant AMCJA-PUTERA alliance) from 1948 to 1960.
6
    

In 2010, the publication on ‘The Independent of Malaysia’ by Malaysia Kini and Komas, two 

privately owned mass media led by groups of younger generation who are inspired by the ethos of 

‘Malaysia Race’ or ‘Bangsa Malaysia,’ explored challenging facts that have been suppressed. Their 

work widely exposed that there was a strong spirit of nationalism among the Malaysian forefathers 

who fought together during colonial period. They were the voices and the dynamism that 

threatened the British. Malayans regardless of their races and religions teamed up to oppose the 

colonials. The unity among Malayans to fight for independent led many of the freedom fighters, 

some who joined communist movement, lived in one plural military community for four decades in 

the thick Malaysian jungles. The nationalist spirit of an undivided Malayans was also signified when 

the founder of UMNO, Datuk Onn Jaafar, resigned from the party to express his objection to 

UMNO’s rejection to his proposal to open the party membership to all Malayans regardless of their 

races. 

The unity between the ethnic communities was further demonstrated when the people 

organized the ‘Hartal Protest’ on the 20
th

 October 1947. Silence was all over the main cities with all 

shops and offices closed and civilians stayed in-door until about 30,000 Malayans of all ethnicity 

rallied peacefully all over the country from 6:00 a.m. to midnight. This spirit of nationalism emerged 

                                                             
6
 Mandal, “Transethnic solidarities, racialization and social equality,” Edited by Gomez, The State of Malaysia – Ethnicity, equity and 

reform (New York: RoutledgeCurzon, 2004), 53 
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naturally from the people to voice their desired constitution called, ‘The People’s Constitutional 

Proposal for Malaya,’ written to rebut the ‘Constitutional Proposal for Malaya’ drafted by the British. 

The differences between the constitutions proposed by the people versus the British’s were:
7
  

• Citizenship with a “Malay” nationality versus citizenship with no nationality  

• Citizenship is open to all Malayans versus strict citizenship for non-Malays  

• Voting rights for all above 18 versus no voting rights and no elections  

• Equal political rights for all versus no mention of political rights 

• Council of races to filter racial discrimination versus no council to filter racial discrimination 

• Malaya becomes a new nation versus Malaya remains British protectorate 

• Singapore included versus Singapore separated.  

 

The British realizing the threatening power of unity exerted by the people, declared a state of 

emergency on the 18
th

 June 1948. The pretext, “elimination of communist insurrection” was used as 

an undercover to extinguish their opposition, “the people,” especially the freedom fighters and 

political parties. Many organizations except for UMNO were banned and the leaders of AMCJA-

PUTERA alliance and the freedom fighters were arrested. Some spent four to seven years in prison 

while others banished. The 29,857 people that were arrested in the operation to eradicate the so-

called “Communists,” were Malayans of mixed races with more than 10,000 Malays.
8
 

Just before the independent of Malaya, the plural society that emerged through the slow and 

natural process of assimilation since Port Malacca golden age was almost transformed into a socially 

engineered pluralistic community. In the systematized formation of pluralistic community, race 

matters and being “Malay”, “Chinese” and “Indian” were critical element of Malayan identity. The 

introduction of the “social categories” or “racial categories” was unnoticed and perceived harmless 

at the beginning. Examples were the practice of census taking with the birth terms such as “Census 

Malay,” “Census Chinese,” and “Census Indian,” and the introduction of legislation for such as 

                                                             
7
 See “Sepuloh Tahun Sebelum Merdeka” Part 1 to 4 (you tube),   

http://www.asiafinest.com/forum/lofiversion/index.php//%22http:/t138409.html (Assessed 30th March 2011) 

 
8
 See “Sepuloh Tahun Sebelum Merdeka” Part 1 to 4 (you tube),   

http://www.asiafinest.com/forum/lofiversion/index.php//%22http:/t138409.html (Assessed 30th March 2011) 
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Department for Chinese Affairs, Malay Reservation Enactment 1913, and the special government 

approval for toddy (a kind of alcohol) shop for the Indians. These racial categories became more and 

more consolidated and eventually, in 1951, the Alliances Party (Malaysia) which consisted of various 

parties of different races was formed, with UMNO remaining as a political party solely for the Malay 

Muslims. 

A year before Malaya achieved its independent, Tunku Abdul Rahman who was the President of 

UMNO, the Malay rulers and Lord William Reid drafted Malaya constitution, enshrining concepts 

such as federalism and constitutional monarchy which included the protection of special rights for 

the Malays such as quotas in admission to higher education and the civil services, and making Islam 

the official religion of the federation, and Malay as the official language. The Chinese and Tamil right 

to the vernacular education will also be protected. The Reid Commission also agreed that affirmative 

action for the Malay privileges would eventually phase out and that "in an independent Malaya all 

nationals should be accorded equal rights, privileges and opportunities and there must not be 

discrimination on grounds of race and creed."
9
 After some bargaining, Alliances Party (Malaysia) who 

represented the non-Malays accepted to give special rights to the Malays and to accept Malay as the 

national language. UMNO agreed to allow Chinese and Indians citizenship and participation in 

politics. On 31
st

 August 1957, after the negotiation of an independent agreement between Tunku 

Abdul Rahman with the British in London, the Federation of Malaya; consisting of Malaya, Singapore, 

Sabah and Sarawak, became independent from the British.   

 

D. The Early Ethnics Tension Outbreak in Malaysia 

In 1963, Malaya and Singapore were united and became “Malaysia” and Sabah and Sarawak 

continued to be British territories with independent governance. Malaysia regained its territory 

partially but unfortunately not its epistemological space and the inherited racial constitution of 

                                                             
9
 See http://www.asiafinest.com/forum/lofiversion/index.php//%22http:/t138409.html (Assessed 30th March 2011) 
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tripartite; Malay, Chinese and India. The evidence of its indigenous thought of a homogenous 

community was completely dismantled and reconstituted and replaced. One unsubtle byproduct 

was the Alliance Party, i.e. the allies to UMNO, official formation of Malaysian Chinese Association 

(MCA) and Malaysian Indian Association (MIC). In 1974, the alliance among UMNO, MCA and MIC 

was renamed as the National Front or Barisan Nasional (BN) and this ally has been the leading 

political party until today under the hegemony of UMNO. 

At the hedge, there was also an emerging consciousness on racial-based notions which birthed 

the polemic on nation, the issues of identity and the economic and political implications. The most 

distinctive voice came from Lee Kwan Yew, the leader of Singapore, who pressed forward politically 

the formation of a coalition of political parties which called for a "Malaysian Malaysia." This concept 

of racial homogeneity for Malaysia was fought earlier by the founder of UMNO, Datuk Onn Jaafar. In 

his many speeches from 1964 to 1965, Lee Kwan Yew challenged the definition of the identity of 

Malaysian by saying: 

"According to history, Malays began to migrate to Malaysia in noticeable numbers only about 

700 years ago. Of the 39 percent Malays in Malaysia today, about one-third are comparatively 

new immigrants like the secretary-general of UMNO, Dato' Syed Ja'afar Albar, who came to 

Malaya from Indonesia just before the war at the age of more than thirty. Therefore it is wrong 

and illogical for a particular racial group to think that they are more justified to be called 

Malaysians and that the others can become Malaysian only through their favor." 
10

  

 

This polemic sparked racial tension leading to deaths and injuries in Singapore in 1964. After 

parliamentary vote of majority vote of 126/0, Singapore was expelled from Malaysia in 1965 and Lee 

Kwan Yew desolately left with mainly Chinese supporters.  

The second considerable ethnic tension happened on the 13
th

 May 1969, evoked by the growing 

Malay discontent with the inequitable distribution of wealth among the ethnic communities. This 

event led to significant government changes based on the social scientists input in 1970, birthing 20 

year social engineering plan to achieve social unity called New Economic Plan (NEP). NEP was 

                                                             
10

 Ye, Lin-Sheng, The Chinese Dilemma (Singapore: East West Publishing, 2003), 43. 
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justified by the fact that the Malays were hindered from owning any development of the capital by 

the British during colonial period. For example, when Malay peasants tried to venture into modern 

commercial and industrial sectors of the economy, like rubber production, their efforts were blocked 

by imposing restrictive cultivation conditions of the land. The British only supported them to remain 

in food production, mainly of fish and rice. On the other hand, the Chinese traders were favored by 

the British and the Chinese controlled much of the economy upon independence. In 1970, almost 13 

years after independent, no Malays had emerged with a significant presence in the corporate sector 

(Refer to Table 1)
11

 while foreign capital, followed by Chinese owned capital continued to domineer 

Malaysia’s economy.  

The affirmative action launched by NEP was engineered for the Bumiputera to elevate the 

economic status by facilitating the Malays to ownership of 30% equity in corporate sector and by 

reducing poverty level to 15% by 1990. The main goal was to eradicate poverty irrespective of race, 

and restructuring society to achieve interethnic economic parity with primary focus on more 

equitable distribution of corporate equity between the predominantly Malay Bumiputera and the 

predominantly Chinese non-Bumiputera. The measures used for this achievement are; improving the 

access of the poor to training; changing education and employment patterns among Bumiputera 

through the introduction of ethnic quotas favoring their entry into tertiary institutions; requiring 

companies to restructure their corporate holdings to ensure at least 30% Bumiputera ownership; 

and by allotting publicly-listed shares at par value or with only nominal premiums to Bumiputera.   

In 1981, i.e. 11 years after NEP was launched, Tun Mahathir Muhammad became the Prime 

Minister. As there was still hardly any progress for the Malays in the control of large firms, Tun 

Mahathir rectified this by distributing concessions to those most capable of generating wealth, 

Malays and non-Malays.  The political hegemony landscape then produced politically-linked 

companies. However, the lack of autonomy of regulatory institution to evaluate on transparency and 

credibility resulted to a new form of problem, such as corruption, incompetency and cronies. 

                                                             
11

 Gomez, “Governance, affirmative action and enterprise development – Ownership and control of Corporate Malaysia,” in The State of 

Malaysia – Ethicity, Equity and Reform, edited by Gomez  (New York: RoutledgeCurzon, 2004), 158 
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Regardless of the figure of Malays participation in large conglomerates, genuine reforms were still 

not yet imminent. NEP initial intention is hijacked by Malay ruling elites and their cronies, including 

their close non-Malay business partners, who secured race-based policy projects for themselves 

leaving poor Malays in poverty. This economic gap introduces a new crisis: an intra-ethic groups 

among the Malays.   

There is of course some positive achievement of NEP. From 1969 to 99, the Malay equity 

ownership has changed almost 13 times from 1.5 to 19.1 par values and 1.7 times for the Chinese, 

i.e. from 22.8 to 37.9 and 1.7 times increased for the Indians, i.e. an increase from 0.9 to 1.5.
12

 These 

figures, however, shows that NEP is still incongruent to elevate poverty among the ethnic Indian 

Malaysians.   

 

2. Islamic Hadhari by Tun Abdullah Ahmad Badawi 

On the 31
st
 October 2003, Tun Dr. Mahathir stepped down and paved the leadership to the 

Deputy Prime Minister, then Datuk Abdullah Ahmad Badawi. Three critical unprecedented events 

happened prior to Tun Mahathir leaving his office; the first was the 1999 political reformation in 

Malaysia, the second was September 11 in 2001 and the third was the declaration that Malaysia was 

no longer a moderate Islamic state but an Islamic fundamentalist state such that its policy is to abide 

the fundamental teachings of Islam in 2002.
13

  

The Southeast Asian financial crisis in 1997 to 1998 had exposed the lack of transparency, 

poor accountability and management in finance and governance for many countries in Asia. 

Abdullah’s predecessor for Deputy Prime minister position, Anwar Ibrahim, spoke strongly against 

some of the ruling politicians’ ‘Korupsi, Kolusi,Nepotism’ or KKN (corruption, collusion and 

nepotism), a slogan he adopted from the reformation in Indonesia. Shortly after that, he was 
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 Gomez, “Governance, affirmative action and enterprise development – Ownership and control of Corporate Malaysia,” in The State of 

Malaysia – Ethicity, Equity and Reform, edited by Gomez  (New York: RoutledgeCurzon, 2004), 158 

 
13

 ‘Malaysia an Islamic Fundamentalist State – Dr.Mahathir’s,’ Bernama, 17
th 

June 2002 See: Neoh, “Islamic State and the Common Law in 

Malaysia: A Case Study of Lina Joy,” Global Jurist Advances, Vol. 8 Iss. 2 (Advances), Art.4, (2008), 3  
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charged for sexual impropriety, corruption and allegations and was removed from the cabinet and 

his position as the deputy president of UMNO. This major political upheaval known as reformasi or 

reformation went beyond Anwar and led to the emergence of intra-ethnic divide. In 1999, BN lost 

many parliamentary seats to the newly formed reform coalition, the Alternative Front or Barisan 

Alternatif (BA).  

Reformasi shook the foundations of Malaysia’s long authoritarian system which was 

spearheaded by Malay aristocrats. The practice of some of the political elites in supporting their 

cronies, either family members or close friends, was also practiced widely in most of South East 

Asian countries. In Indonesia, the public resentment towards the abuse of political power led to 

genocide against the Chinese in 1998. The event in the neighboring country exerts some threats to 

the Malaysians of Chinese descendent.  

September 11 also increased the anxiety of the non-Muslims. Between 2002 to 2003 two 

militant movements, al-Maunah and Kumpulan Mujahidin (Militan) Malaysia attempted jihad. The 

active involvement of Dr. Azahari Hussein, a lecturer in a university in Malaysia who was a doctorate 

graduate from University of Reading England, a top bomb expert of Jemaah Islamiah (JI) in Indonesia 

and a key figure in planning the Bali bombing showed that Muslim Malaysians are not insulated from 

radicalism
14

. By mid-2002, seventy suspected Islamic militants were arrested. Many of the suspected 

extremists however were detained without trials and the public was not informed on how they 

posted a threat to the national security.    

A sound framework is needed to assure the Muslims that proper trial will be given to those 

who are being detained. Malaysians at large too need to be affirmed that jihad, extremism, and 

militaristic Islamic groups such as al-Qaeda and JI are curbed in Malaysia. Tun Abdullah had to 

formulate a new strategy to affirm safety for all, to reduce Islamphobia, to fight moral declination 

especially at the top level leadership, i.e. as trumpeted by Ibrahim through KKN slogan, and to be 
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 Bali Bombing Plotters, BBC News,  http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/asia-pacific/2385323.stm, latest date of update 10
th

 March, 2010 

(Accessed 12
th

 March, 2011) 
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just to Malaysians of all ethnics and economic backgrounds. The antidote to these problems was 

Islam Hadhari.  

 

A. Basic Principles of Islam Hadhari 

 

Islam Hadhari or Civilizational Islam was launched in 2004 with ten principles:
15

  

 

1. Faith and piety in Allah 

2. A just and trustworthy government 

3. A free and independent people 

4. Mastery of knowledge 

5. Balanced and comprehensive economic development 

6. A good quality life 

7. Protection of the rights of the minority groups and women 

8. Cultural and moral integrity 

9. Protection of the environment 

10. Strong defenses 

 

These principles are aimed to bring the ummah back to the basics of Islam as prescribed in the 

Quran and the hadith. The principles of Parliamentary democracy will be practiced as before and the 

cabinet will continue to have ministers of all religions practiced in Malaysia who will participate in 

deriving the consensus, as in the past. Islamic Hadhari is not intended to transform Malaysia to a 

theocratic nation.   

Tun Abdullah Badawi chose the ten key principles of greatest import and scope for the ummah 

ranging from just governance, to mastery of knowledge, to safeguarding the rights of women and 

non-Muslim minorities. He expanded the concept by publishing two books and numerous speeches 

at international level. One of the most significant actions resulted this is the inauguration of The 

International Institute of Advanced Islamic Studies (IAIS) in October 9
th

 2008 in Kuala Lumpur. This 

Institute is a think tank projecting mainstream Islamic principles encouraging good governance and 

working to safeguard the future of Muslim faith and civilization. Many national and international 

interfaith dialogues haven taken place at IAIS since the day of its establishment. 

 

B. The Discourse on Islam Hadhari 
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 Abd.Rahim, Abd.Murad, Islam Hadhari dan Kehidupan (Negeri Sembilan: Kolej Universiti Islam Malaysia, 2006), 3 
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From the discussion presented above, it is clear that Malaysia’s conflict and identity crisis, is 

tightly interwoven with faith. One may ask if the problems are religious or national and can religious 

approach such as implementing Islamic Hadhari resolve the situation. Joseph Leichty suggests that, 

“concerning the role of religion in conflict, it is fruitful to ask: Does religion matter? In what way 

does it matter? How much does it matter?”
16

 In a country where religion is so engrained the daily 

lives of its citizens, faith matters. Islam too matters and the question is for whom does it matter? 

Barrage of questions came from the public if Islam Hadhari is just a rebranding of strategies as an 

ulterior motive to maintain hegemony over political power for BN? Is Islam Hadhari another mean of 

an introduction to a new set of Shari’ah law or hudud? The questions posted by Malaysians reflect 

that Islam Hadhari concept is ambiguous among the Muslims let alone among the non-Muslims. One 

ex-Mufti for example argued that using the word ‘Islam’ may cause confusion. Instead he proposed 

using other words such as ‘Hadhari Thought’ or ‘Hadhari Movement.’  

Malaysians’ concern has some basis. A scholar, Kamila articulately commented that by 

enunciating ‘Belief in Allah’ as its first principle, the concept of Islam Hadhari marks a discernible 

shift from the Rukunegara, which first principle is ‘Belief in God.’ This shift can easily be interpreted 

as intolerance towards other religion. The insensitivity on faiths of the minority is also clear when 

the demolition of the 100 year old Sri Maha Mariyaman temple was done during Deepavali in 2007 

and when Shariah department issued an instruction to Muslims not to greet Hindu on the occasion 

of Deepavali. While Islam says that “There is no compulsion in religion,” (Al-Baqara 2:256) converting 

out of Islam is illegal. In 2007, the case of Azlina Jailani or Lena Joy, who lost against Shariah Court 

for renunciation her faith, tainted Malaysia’s reputation of a moderate Islamic nation.
17

 Her lawyer, 

Malik Imtiaz Sarwar, who is a Muslim, said before the verdict was announced that, "This case is not 

just a question of religious preference but of a potential dismantling of Malaysia's ... multiethnic, 
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multireligious [character]." 
18

 Similar case was of Revathi Masoosai’s, who was raised Hindu but birth 

into Islam by the constitution. In 2007, she was ordered to spend six months at a Rehabilitation 

Center and forced to wear scarf and pray five times a day.    

As the policy purported in bringing the ummah back to the basics of Islam, some religious 

officials took this policy to further the radical Islamization of the society. For instance in 2005, the 

Federal Territory Religious Department (Jawi) raided a nightclub where the Muslims at the club were 

asked to take breathalyzer tests and Muslim women were paraded before the officers to check 

whether they were decently dressed. The raid evoked debate on the enforcement powers of 

religious officers and on the legitimacy of enforcing public morality. The most recent case in 2010 

was the caning of Kartika Sari Dewi Shukarno for drinking alcohol in public. The state's Sultan, the 

guardian of Islam where Dewi Shukarno came from, decided to spare her and instead ordered her to 

perform community service for three weeks. The order was given to cool down the polemic on laws 

and intrusion into people's private lives in the Muslim-majority country.  

Other religious intolerance was observed in the way the case the word ‘Allah’ was handled. 

In October 2009, two months just before the High Court of Malaysian ruled that a Christian 

publication has the constitutional right to use the word ‘Allah’, Malaysian authorities seized 20,000 

bibles that contained this word. Their model of intolerance propagated the mass public to also act 

violently to Christians by bombing churches. By 10
th

 January 2010, 6 churches were bombed because 

of this issue.
19

  

While many Malaysians oppose conservative Islamists influence over justice system, some 

feels that Islamic Hadhari is an effective political strategy to nullify the emerging influence of 

opposition Islamic party PAS, which will further Islamized Malaysia to the other extreme. The media 
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reports that BN victory by a landslide in 2004 can be attributed to Islam Hadhari concept evidenced 

that this theory is well founded.
20

  

The challenge that BN faces after the election is to make the concept work. Being the 

chairman of Organization of Islamic Conference (OIC), Malaysia is pressured to set a good model of 

governance which facilitates human flourishing and spirituality of all Malaysians. In 2007, Malaysia 

ranked number four in the U.N’s Human Development Index and the country has been quite 

successful in maintaining peace between ethnicity for centuries as compared to other multiethnic 

nations like Yugoslavia, Sri Lanka and Rwanda. As the founding member of the Association of 

Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) and a signatory to ASEAN charter and a member of the United 

Nations Human Rights Council Malaysia, Malaysia is also pressured to uphold its pledges to promote 

and protect human rights to all Malaysians regardless of their faiths and races.  

Theoretically, Islam Hadhari does contain great substance for developing a progressive 

Islamic society that promotes human flourishing for all Malaysians. Professor Hashim Kamali, the 

Chairman and CEO of IAIS who is a world-class scholar well-known to thinkers, in his new book 

Civilizational Islam: Revisiting the Islam Hadhari Approach
21

 explained that: 

Islamic Hadhari draws attention to Islam’s engagement with other civilizations and modern 

challenges, while reflecting its timeless normative values, a venerable and potent Islamic 

concept of Tajdid or Renewal. The underlying aim would be Tajdid Hadhari or Civilisational 

Renewal, a resonating authentic Islamic identity and meaning, an evolving proposition which 

is new and not yet well-grounded in mainstream Islam. It represents an inclusive vision of 

Islam’s intellectual and ethical legacy relevant for resolving issues confronting Muslims. In 

other words, Islam Hadhari is an approach toward regeneration and renewal of society and 

civilization
22

.  

 

What needs to be addressed is how to effectively translate precepts into principles and 

practices that are relevant to the everyday realities that are confronting Malaysians. The book on 

‘Konsep Islam Hadhari – Satu Penjelasan’ (Islam Hadhari Concept – A Response) published by the 
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Department of Advancement of Islam in Malaysia, for example did not explain much on the 

practices. Similarly, the book on ‘Islam Hadhari – Rapprochement, Development and Civilization’ 

published in 2008 by Islamic Da’wah Foundation Malaysia, with the foreword written by Tun 

Abdullah, attempted to explain the concept and implementation. However, the book suppressed 

critical issues that have been the grievances of the minorities and do not elaborate on task force to 

address these issues. For example, the chapter on Protection of the Rights of the Minority Groups
23

  

did not explain in detail and concrete government plan in elevating poverty among the non-Muslims. 

No explanation was given on systematic plan of replacement for the Indians from estates which land 

had been taken by the government. Nothing was mentioned on increment in support for education 

for the Indians who have low income or jobless.  

 This book also did not provide sufficient information on the interrelation between Hadhari’s 

Principle of Balanced and Comprehensive Economic Development and NEP. From the score of 

elevating poverty level, NEP has successfully reduced the poverty level of half of the population to 

just 5% in 2007. Today, there are more prosperous middle class Malays and this was non-existent 

before. This result was echoed by the think tank of Asian Strategy and Leadership Institute (ASLI) 

report that the Malay ownership of equity was already higher than the targeted 30% in October 

2006.
24

 However, this report was declined by Prime Minister Abdullah. The Open Budget Survey 

2010 by the International Budget Partnership reported that Malaysia score was 39 out of 100 points 

in the measure of budget transparency and accountability and the country was 74 out of the 94 

countries that failed this test.
25

 This report indicates the susceptibility of abuse, inappropriate and 

inefficient use of public money.  

With such performance of transparency and accountability, Malaysians are challenged to 

trust their government. In the ‘Malaysia Forum’ that is held at Boston University in April 2011, 

Malaysian students in the USA who are in the dilemma of staying or leaving the country openly 
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dialogue and express their hope on changes to the government officers. ‘Brain Drain,’ i.e. the 

abandoning of mostly white collar, who are needed to keep the country growing is the country’s 21
st

 

century problem. Over the past two decades, many officially renounced their citizenship while other 

emigrates without giving-up their nationality and ‘Brain Drain’ is the country’s recent crisis. And the 

majority of those who leave are non-Muslims. According to this group of students, the problem has 

little to do with xenophobia, but the way the politics and the governance interplay with race and 

religion.    

 

C. Implementation of Islam Hadhari – Changing the Transformational Agents  

It is unavoidable to ask if this crisis is really religious or actually national and if religion can 

resolve Malaysia’s problem. Joseph Liechty suggests that, “concerning the role of religion in conflict, 

it is fruitful to ask: Does religion matter? In what way does it matter?”
26

 One can view religion as a 

cup half full or a cup half empty. Religion can divide but religion can also unite. In a multi-faith 

country like Malaysia, religion is a part of the lives of the majority Malaysians. Thus, religion matters 

and it can be a change agent to a nation. Any corrective measures towards the nation crisis cannot 

dismiss the interplay of religion towards the politics, economics and social sciences.  

The cooperation between faith adherents, i.e. between races, will dissolve racial disunity, 

the factor that used to inhibit the mobilization of a united voice, from the bottom to the top, or from 

the mass population to the ruling parties. In the past, Malaysian government through its ‘kind of 

democracy’ have done great job in implementing policies that would facilitate rapid development. 

The modernization theory of Huntington explains that such autocratic government with 

authoritarian political system, i.e. a strong state with concentrated power, is needed to ensure rapid 

growth during developing period. Malaysia’s autocratic governance was most significance during 

Tun Mahathir’s time, i.e. when the rise of the large middle class, conspicuous infrastructure, 

technological development and rural-urban migration were very notable. The positive result of this 
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governance is the rise of the new middle class, educated, well-informed, and economically self-

sufficient whose threshold for autocratic governance would diminish. Gomez wrote that, “They (the 

new middle class) would serve as the vanguard to loosen rigid political controls, leading eventually 

to the dismantling of the strong state and the rise of democratic, fairly-elected, accountable 

government.”
27

  

Gomez also posts a valid question on whether the stage that Malaysia is facing is a 

transitional one or a static one. In 2011, a study on political reformation in Malaysia that was based 

on sample of interviews on intellectuals seemed to indicate a stage of political stagnancy. The report 

said that the “idea travel” from public discourses did not result to significant transformation. The 

interviewees suggested that “only with the support of the politically connected segment of the 

middle classes, can the reform movement be galvanized effectively. The report concluded that 

change can only happen through concerted collective action from these groups; (1) stakeholders 

who have been policy beneficiaries and are content with the political status quo (2) the Bumiputeras 

who are privileged over not just other Malaysians but also members of this ethnic community from a 

lower class ground.”
 28

 Therefore, in making Islam Hadhari works, transformation at the grass root 

level especially within the demographic group of (1) and (2) shall be the main focus for change. One 

way to achieve this is to intentionally facilitate the blossoming of the ‘religiorelative’ landscape in 

Malaysia.
29

 Religiorelative is indeed a wonderful progressive Islamic value which Islam Hadhari can 

cultivate within the Malaysians’ collective identity.  

Mark Gopin suggests that an implementation of an innovative program that can affect large 

population need to involve; first, subtle policy shift and a stimulation of process proposals which 
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receive high level sponsorship from significant figures from all groups.
30

 Based on this theory, this 

paper proposes two main agents to trickle religiorelative social behavior throughout the 

demographic groups and they are; the change in the education system and interfaith collaboration 

programs.  

 

D. Education as a Transformational Agent for Islamic Hadhari 

Funk and Said in their writing ‘Islam and Peacemaking in the Middle East’ emphasize that an 

Islamic nation needs to embrace the etymology of religion, and that is “to link again” or to 

“reconnect” as a way to exercise faith in governance in order to modernize progressively. This 

definition suits the communal culture behavior among all races in Malaysia well. The ‘reconnection’ 

of the multi-races and multi-faiths can be implemented through its education system via two 

possible methodology; first, increasing the interaction among ethnicity and second, developing 

appropriate syllabus. 

In conjunction to this concept of ‘reconnection,’ a project called Sekolah Wawasan or the ‘Vision 

School’ was launched by Malaysian government in 2004 whereby two or three primary vernacular 

schools share common spaces and organize common activities. The schools are built close to one 

another. The students and the academic and non-academic staffs are also required to speak the 

national language (Malay) during the break times and joint co-curriculum activities.  The government 

vernacular schools are the National Schools (Malay), National Chinese schools, National Tamil 

Schools, National Arabic Schools (very few). Each school follows its own curriculum in order to 

preserve ethnic culture while their students and staffs inter-racially integrate to sustain the national 

unity of the country. This new setting posed similar problems which other national schools with 

diverse ethnicity have faced and overcome. One common but minor problem is the kind of food to 

serve, i.e. halal food for the Muslim, food without beef for the Hindus, Ramadan, etc. The more 

critical issues are the lack of policies or regulations on racial, religious or cultural stereotyping. Most 
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of the academic staffs are also not trained in intercultural communication skills and in bridging the 

differences between the diversified students. These problems and the lack of understanding lead to 

hostility and distrust and as a result the project is currently stalled. In the seventh Malaysia plan, the 

government budgeted for 14 Vision Schools, and since its launching date in 2004, only eight are in 

operation while others are under construction or remodeling in 2009.
31

 

What can be learnt from the pioneering Vision School projects and how can the problems be 

mitigated? In her case study on Vision School, Malakolunthu comments that on the ground level the 

planned activities seem to be inadequate, simplistic and unproductive. It is obvious that training the 

academic staffs on the relevant pedagogy and academic contents is essential to ensure Vision School 

project continues. Developing an academic syllabus and content that promotes religiosity and ethics 

in hermeneutics must be the first agenda for all academic levels, i.e. primary, secondary and 

university. The non-academic staffs too need to attend appropriate trainings and all members of the 

school are to be oriented progressively and continuously in fulfilling the vision.  

In this era, Islamic fundamentalism is winning over some political and educational spheres in 

Islamic countries including Malaysia and quitting a project simply because of new challenges emerge 

will not bring the country far. Education is the most effective tool to deliver the true meaning of 

spirituality and faith. Having succeeded in building-up national educational system that promotes 

own identity instead of western centeredness values will turn Malaysia into another a modernized 

and unique Islamic country, a model nation in the multiple modernity epoch as theorized by Peter 

Berger. Muslims, Christians, Buddhists and Hindus, the main religions in Malaysia are deeply rooted 

in many good social and ethical values and each has a lot to offer to the nation. For example, Islam 

at its Golden Age (750 –to 1250AD), before the invasion of the Mongols, had many philosophers, 

scientists and engineers who contributed enormously to world scholars, inventions and innovations 

in the history of mankind. Almost all of contemporary Greek scholarly work was translated to Arabic 

in the House of Wisdom in Baghdad. The ethics of interfaith relation can also be derived based on 
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the Muslims – Christians’ relations in Cordoba where the Christian church that was transformed into 

the Great Mosque of Cordoba continued to host Christian worship for a generation after the mosque 

was built. While the development of education content and system is carried out, Gopin also 

suggests that creating a rapid-response “brain trust” of theoreticians and activists who would be 

consulted regularly in order to quickly adjust recommended strategies as the conflict arises, changes 

and evolves is important in strengthening any subtle implementation, such as the Vision School.     

 Most importantly, the leaders of the country need to show that the active participation of 

the schools have great role in developing one united Malaysia. The impartation of a vision from the 

policy making to the implementation stage or ‘the top to the bottom’ will fail if a project is 

discontinued whenever hick-up happens. Gopin writes that a vision to establish an irreversible 

direction of reconciliation between races that becomes embedded in cultural and religious 

interactions must receive significant support from the governmental level in order for the mission to 

be successful.
32

 In Malaysian government context, this support includes an exemplary attitude of the 

leading parties’ leaders towards all races, in their speech and in action. For example, the poor 

regardless of their races and religions should be treated equally in accessing places at high learning 

institution and in getting scholarship. This impartiality for the right to education has improved 

tremendously with NEP success in elevating the Bumiputera level of education. However, the 

benchmark will be when an affirmative action that is based on race is eventually substituted with 

one that engulfs all Malaysians who are in need.   

 

E. Interfaith Collaboration as a Transformational Agent for Islamic Hadhari   

 Huntington articulately discusses if politic can save a society from itself permanently by 

bringing the leadership of the former President of Singapore, Lee Kwan Yew whom, in his opinion 

has successfully changed the culture of the Singaporeans by using politics. Singapore has about 4 
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million populations and is much smaller than Malaysia. Many attribute that such governance is 

possible due to its size. However, the conceptual idea that can be learnt from Singapore is that an 

autocratic government is accountable to transform the national culture to one that drives the nation 

positively as it emerges into a liberal democracy country as a result of a growing well-informed 

nation. In ‘Culture Matters – How Values Shape Human Progress,’ Huntington quoted Daniel Patrick 

Moynihan, “..that it is the culture and not the politics that determines the success of a society.”
33

 

Based on this, this paper highlights that  cultivating a culture of religiorelative guarantees a long-

lasting dynamism of human flourishing in Malaysia as compared to focusing mainly in building a 

‘strong political’ party presence to rule the nation. In other words, Islamic Hadhari implementation 

of implicit program to instill the culture of benevolent and beneficent to one another as a part of 

Malaysians spirituality is much more powerful than securing UMNO ruling seats in the long haul of 

its governance. Political leaders, like Lee Kwan Yew are dispensable but culture lasts for generations.   

In transforming Malaysians to one unified nation, the recent Prime Minister, Datuk Najib Tun 

Razak launches ‘One Malaysia’ vision. Many programs have been developed to gradually dissolve the 

multifaceted barriers among Malaysians; language, religion, job segments and economic level. 

Instilling a religiorelative culture however will only be effective when the approach systematically 

addresses, both the head and the heart. The programs are great tools for the cognitive to 

accumulate capital knowledge on the great values and practices of each other’s culture and faith and 

to accentuate human self-determination, but they should also intentionally give space for the hearts 

to practice forgiving, trusting, caring and loving. In Islam, Prophet Muhammad says that it is this 

horizontal way of life that turns a Muslim from a religious person into a person of faith. Size, Funk 

and Kunkle rebut that institutionalizing formulas is a Western way of  cross cultural approach for 

conflict resolution and that such approach is not culturally relative to Islamic ways of communal 

cooperation in the conscious pursuit of values.  

                                                             
33

 Huntington, Lawrence. Culture Matters – How Values Shape Human Progress (USA: Basic Books, 2000), xiv -xvi 



24 

Student: Norani Abu Bakar (M.A.R 2011) 

 

A few principles that are proposed by Abu Nimer in ‘The Miracles of Transformation Through 

Interfaith Dialogue’ can be adopted for One Malaysian interfaith collaborations; (1) symmetric 

arrangement of the process and design of the programs (2) selection of appropriate participants (3) 

examination of similarities and differences (4) inclusion of collaborative tasks (5) flexible process of 

interaction (6) healing and acknowledgement of collective and individual injuries (7) unireligious 

preparation and forums. Many of the practitioners in the field of interfaith reconciliation, such as the 

interfaith committee of Islamic Society of North America suggest that community projects or 

inclusion of collaborative tasks are the most effective mechanism to facilitate reconciliation and 

engaging relationship between faith adherents. For example, the Egyptian government used 

agricultural project to bring the Muslims and the Christians together after the bloody clashes in 

1996. Most importantly, Malaysian government needs to continue to support these projects 

throughout the phases as challenges emerge when the participants struggle to move from the 

beginning stage to the ending. Abu Nimer divided this into four phases which can be summarized 

as;
34

  

Phase 1 – Exploration stage where participants are excited with the activities and are 

emotionally filled with joy, tension and kindness when they first met each other.  

 

Phase 2 – Revelation of personal stereotype and discovery of commonalities and secondary 

religious language, i.e. peace, love, harmony, and joint ritual practices. 

 

Phase 3 – Frustration stage due to the discovery of differences and existing issues on each 

other’s faiths and realization of the importance of tolerance. 

 

Phase 4 – Recognition of the limits and the advantages of the interreligious peace building 

and partnering with each other in engaging other to participate in the same process.  

 

One Malaysia programs, such as Vision School project, diversification of ethnicity in 

economic sector and government agencies, etc. cannot skip any of these phases if they want to 

reach a mature and stable stage. The social values in faith can be integrated throughout these 

phases for faith to be a part of Malaysians identity. The main difference between this approach and 

a secular one is that the implementation of faith values involves ritual and spiritual aspects. As an 
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example, for Islamic Hadhari to be the molding agent to the Malaysians national identity, the Islamic 

education needs to cover all aspects of modernization and contextual approach in addition to Islamic 

jurisprudence. This includes pedagogy that promotes Muslims and non-Muslims cooperation 

towards a common purpose. Such interfaith relationship was the attribute of the community during 

the Golden Age of Islam. Those who lived in the cities like Baghdad where the House of Wisdom was 

and Cardoba of Spain were the most flourishing and progressive people in the global community. 

Malaysia has the potential to achieve this too. History shows that it was once a great center of trade 

during the golden age of Malacca and it can be the melting pot of civilization just like the 12
th

 

century Baghdad and Cordoba. The wisdom that Islam Hadhari of Malaysia needs to gear towards 

this, according to Sisters in Islam, is in the faith and the Quran itself.      

 

Conclusion 

The past Malaysian leaders had successfully produced a new middle class society who are now 

tired of racial segregation and generalizations and seek to know one another and to become the 

architects of a truly new order of cooperation that leads to one united Malaysia. However, as 

Malaysia cannot simply divorce its past which molds Malaysians identity today, mitigation of the 

inherited conflict and finding a new vision provides the best methodology to minimize the problem 

and to move forward. This can be done by appreciating the existing faith traditions and turning the 

tension into a joyful celebration of engaging one another and unleashing the social capital values in 

every unique Malaysians. That great civilization of Islam can be regenerated in Malaysia through 

Islamic Hadhari if Malaysia represents an inclusive and religiorelative vision of intellectual and 

ethical legacy relevant for resolving issues confronting all of its citizens. Despite many challenges, 

Malaysia has continued to grow with its multifaceted unique and rich resources waiting to be 

unleashed and synchronized and the optimization of the governance and the solidarity of the one 

Malaysia can surely turn the country into a great nation in the 21
st
 century.       
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