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This book first appeared in Indonesian, under the title Islam dan Kemelayuan di Asia Tenggara, and was issued in a limited edition by Ar-Ruzz Wacana in 2012. It arose from a decade of travel, teaching, and fieldwork across the Malay world—from Banda Aceh to Kuala Lumpur, from Penang to the provinces of Southern Thailand—and from a conviction that the story of Islam in Southeast Asia cannot be told apart from the story of the Malay, nor the Malay apart from Islam. That the volume should now find its way into English is, for me, both a homecoming and a departure: a homecoming, because the questions it pursues have always belonged to a conversation that crosses borders and languages; and a departure, because an international readership will bring to these pages comparisons I could not have anticipated when I first set them down.

I have prepared this English edition for readers of Southeast Asian studies, of Islam, and of the social sciences of the region—for the student in Leiden or Kyoto as much as for the colleague in Singapore or Yogyakarta. My hope is that it may serve as a bridge: that the ethnographic textures of the Malay world, so often folded into the footnotes of area studies, might be set beside the wider concerns of anthropology, history, and the study of Muslim societies, and there be found to speak.

In revising the work, I have updated its evidence throughout. Where the first edition closed its account in 2011, the present one follows the argument to the present day—the inauguration of the ASEAN Community, the shifting fortunes of political Islam in Malaysia and Indonesia, the long and unfinished dialogue in the provinces of Southern Thailand, and much else besides. Yet I have kept the theme intact: the central argument concerning Islam, Malayness, and the nation-state stands as it did. The reader will find newer data, but the same book.

One revision I have made with a heavy heart. Chapter Six is given over to the work of Joel S. Kahn, who was my doctoral supervisor and whose thought on Malay cosmopolitanism shaped my own more deeply than any citation can record. Since the first edition appeared, Professor Kahn has died—on 1 May 2017. I have updated the chapter to mark his passing and to reckon with his final writings. It is a small thing to set a scholar's death within a date and a footnote; it is a larger thing to acknowledge a debt that no revision can repay. I offer this English edition, in part, in remembrance of him.

A word, finally, of the personal. In its closing pages the first edition was dedicated to my wife and to my three children—Qatrin, Qaishar, and Queen. In the years since, our family has grown: two more daughters, Qyara and Qinar, have come to fill our home with the same happy disorder. To all five I renew the counsel with which I first closed this book—that they devote themselves, ceaselessly and without fear, to the knowledge of God.

For the shortcomings that remain in these pages I alone am accountable; for whatever in them may prove of use, I am indebted to more teachers, colleagues, and interlocutors across the region than I could hope to name.

Kamaruzzaman Bustamam-Ahmad

Banda Aceh, 3 July 2026
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This book gathers several findings from my research over the past five years in Indonesia, Malaysia, and Thailand. For that reason, it addresses the most current issues unfolding across Southeast Asia. Its preparation naturally drew upon many hands, offering both financial and moral support. In particular, I wish to express my profound gratitude to the following institutions, which funded the research: The Nippon Foundation, which afforded me the opportunity to conduct fieldwork in Malaysia; and the Research and Development Office of Walailak University, which enabled me to pursue my study of the Islamic Revival in Malaysia. During 2005–2006 I served on the teaching staff of Walailak University. The materials on Southern Thailand I obtained largely while teaching Southeast Asian Studies at the Institute of Liberal Arts, Walailak University. Library access likewise proved indispensable as I examined several contemporary issues of this Malay region; the two collections that aided me most were those of Walailak University and La Trobe University. To them I extend my sincere thanks. During my research in Malaysia I received extensive assistance from IKMAS at Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia (UKM).

The individuals who contributed greatly to the writing of this book include Dr. Patrick Jory, Dr. Uthai Dulyakasem, Dr. Surichai, Michiko Yoshida, Michiko Taki, Tatsuya Tanami, Prof. Norani Othman, Dr. Abdus Sabur, Dr. Imtiyaz Yusuf, Alan Feinstein, and Abdul Royya Paneemalee. The data were collected between 2004 and 2011. Over more than six years I was aided by colleagues from a wide range of ethnic backgrounds, who at times served as both companions and intellectual sparring partners across various forums. I offer them my deepest thanks, particularly since several of the ideas in this book were first presented in discussion forums at home and abroad.

My profound gratitude goes to Prof. Joel S. Kahn, who charted a direction for the study of Malayness in Southeast Asia and never ceased offering incisive counsel throughout my fieldwork in this Malay region. Alongside Prof. Kahn, I wish to thank Dr. Wendy Mee, Prof. Albert Gomes, and Dr. Angus McIntyre of La Trobe University, who offered me considerable illumination during my doctoral studies there.

In Indonesia, I wish to thank Prof. Azyumardi Azra, whom I was fortunate to meet at several conferences abroad. Others who merit mention are Prof. Yusny Saby, Prof. Akh. Minhaji, and Prof. Bahrein Sugihen, who frequently offered guidance as I deepened my study of Southeast Asia. Above all, since this book was written in Aceh, I extend my deepest thanks to M. Adli Abdullah, who not only supplied material for several chapters but also served as a discussion partner whenever questions of Malayness and Acehneseness arose. I likewise thank Dr. Nazaruddin A.W.; as Dean of the Faculty of Shari’ah at IAIN Ar-Raniry, he granted me considerable latitude to pursue my studies of Islam in Southeast Asia. It would be remiss not to thank the Rector of IAIN Ar-Raniry, Prof. Dr. Farid Wajdi, whose counsel and scholarly encouragement enabled me to remain steadfast in my academic journey in Aceh.

Finally, I offer heartfelt gratitude to my extended family in Krueng Mane, North Aceh—especially my father, H. Bustamam Ahmad, and my mother, Hj. Jasmani Budiman—who at times consented to my absence when the work kept me far from their side. I owe a special debt to my late grandfather, H. Budiman Muli, who bequeathed to me an intellectual spirit.

The one I can least forget is the devotion and affection of my beloved wife, Fitri Zulfidar, who has always understood my station as a wayfarer (musafir) across Southeast Asia and borne with patience every hazard of being a researcher’s spouse. This book is the fruit of that patience. To my three children—Qatrin, Qaishar, and Queen—who always long to be at their father’s (Abah) side, I offer this counsel: devote yourselves ceaselessly to the knowledge of God.

Jantho, 31 March 2011

KBA
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This book took shape during an intellectual journey through Malaysia—where I earned my Master’s degree at the University of Malaya—and Thailand, where I devoted my scholarship to Walailak University in the country’s south. When I open my passport, it is crowded with immigration stamps from Malaysia and Thailand. I first entered Malaysia through the Port of Penang (Pulau Pinang) in 2001. In those days, whenever a ferry from Medan docked, all Indonesians were sorted into several long queues: one for short-term visitors, another for those seeking work in Malaysia. Everyone entering Malaysia was then regarded as a fugitive from Indonesia—whether fleeing conflict or the economic hardship that gripped the nation. I entered Thailand through Don Muang Airport in Bangkok in 2004. On arriving in both countries I was asked nothing beyond the purpose of my visit.

There was, moreover, one further country I used merely as a point of transit: Singapore—a state I have come to call a city-gampong (a village-city, kampung kota), for from the outset it was part of Malaysia before gaining independence in 1965 (see Khoo, Abdullah, & Wang, 2006). When I entered Singapore via Batam, I again observed rows of female migrant workers (tenaga kerja wanita, TKW) subjected to treatment utterly unlike that accorded those who came to spend their money in this Lion City. They were summoned brusquely and at times handled inhumanely. In that moment the thought crossed my mind to leave Singapore at once, for as an Indonesian I counted for nothing there as a human being.

Yet my reception on entering Singapore through Changi Airport differed markedly; the treatment and scenes described above were almost nowhere to be found. The same held at Kuala Lumpur International Airport (KLIA). This stood in stark contrast, however, to entering Thailand through Sadao, where a "special treatment" awaited Indonesians, Singaporeans, and Malaysians alike. Indonesians would be asked for twenty baht; I never paid it. The same treatment befell those of Malay appearance suspected of coming from Southern Thailand. I crossed the Sadao–Kedah border dozens of times between 2005 and 2007, always preferring the bus from Puduraya to Hat Yai so as to feel the difference between Thai Land (the Land of the Thai) and Malay Land (Tanah Melayu, the Land of the Malays).

In Thai Land, once my passport was stamped, I would enter Changlun, a "new town" on the Malaysia–Thailand frontier. Here one finds many Malay traders from Kedah, from the environs of Songkhla, and even from Pattani, Narathiwat, and Yala. The most striking scene unfolds at night, when a dazzling nightlife emerges: outside the hotels one encounters women vendors in the jilbab or a head covering, while within one may meet women dressed in quite the opposite manner. According to Changlun residents, on Saturdays and Sundays a great many visitors from Malaysia and Singapore descend upon this small town.

The mood shifted on entering the Malaysian side, where an air of "suspicion" invariably arose among immigration officers toward those bearing Indonesian passports or hailing from South Asia—India, Pakistan, Bangladesh. Yet a few hundred meters on stands a rather grand duty-free complex, where those wishing to buy liquor may do so within set limits. This border is frequently used by those extending their social visas, particularly Indonesians. At times special syndicates operate that can renew a visa without any need to travel to Thailand—syndicates that even forge passports and immigration stamps for a few hundred ringgit. They reckon a trip to Thailand easier than renewing a visa by way of Johor, that is, through Singapore.

The two crossings I have described may be said to represent Malay Land, even though Changlun belongs to Thai Land. Here the impression of Malayness is by no means uniform, for the treatment a newcomer receives may correspond to his appearance. One Indonesian student, whose face was not especially handsome or "clean," was refused entry to Singapore on suspicion of being a foreign laborer—though several companions were admitted, spent a few hours in the city, and returned to Malaysia. At the Kedah–Changlun border, by contrast, some Thai officers made an effort to converse in Malay.

The Malay dialect, too, shifts from place to place. Officers in Malaysia often ask, in an elegant register, awak nak pergi mane? (Where are you going?); but if one seems the least bit suspect, the officer will say tepi-tepi—"step aside." In Singapore officers more often speak Malay or English, the usual question being awak nak berape hari di S’pore? (How many days in Singapore?). I have often observed that entering through an international airport invites few questions, whereas entering through Penang or through the Singapore harbor from Sekupang, one had best brace for a barrage of interrogation—above all the demand to know how much money one carries to sustain a stay. Here "invective" and "abuse" are commonplace, particularly for first-time arrivals whose faces are all too easily marked. Officers even have a trick: they inspect one’s palms, then pronounce tepi-tepi! At the Port of Penang an officer once stamped passports aboard the ferry itself, and those who failed to pass would spend the night on the vessel and return to Indonesia the next day.

These scenes make it no difficult matter to discern the Malay temperament. Here the portrait of Malayness is no longer treated as paramount; rather, it is defined by the national context that constitutes one’s origin. At these borders, so long as one poses no "problem," one is neither set aside nor detained. Yet to be an Indonesian in Malaysia and Singapore is a disheartening condition. The derisive epithet indon is synonymous with the domestic servant, the factory hand, the oil-palm plantation worker. Malaysians—Malay and non-Malay alike—always have a name for others, especially newcomers: the fair-skinned are Mat Saleh; Indonesians, Mat Indon; ethnic Chinese who embrace Islam, Mat Soh; Indians and Indo-Pakistanis, Mamak; Bangladeshis, Bangla. These appellations have entered everyday speech, in conversation and in the Malaysian mass media alike. The word mat in fact derives from Muhammad, which Malays abbreviate to Mat; reckless young motorcyclists are even called Mat Rempit. Thais, meanwhile, call Indonesians Indo—Khun Indo—while the fair-skinned are Khun Farang; Malaysians are usually Khun Malay, whereas Malays from Southern Thailand are known as khaek, a term that in Aceh is often applied to those who count for little within their community.

Yet the most harrowing spectacle, to my mind, was the Port of Belawan, with a slightly milder variant at Polonia Airport. I made several sea voyages through Belawan, and each departure demanded extra vigilance: I had to guard my belongings against pickpockets and robbers posing as would-be "helpers"; to choose transport from the port to Medan "with care," lest I be "fleeced" beyond the normal fare; and to be "careful," because the passport queue moved swiftly only for those with "connections." Returning from Malaysia was no different—guard the luggage, keep "small change" ready for the half-coercive "beggars." In short, one had to be "careful" both coming and going. To crowd in was to invite pickpockets; to stand alone was to be "worked over" by the port’s extortionists. Comfort here meant wearing army fatigues, or having a relative with a military "scent" about him, or holding "connections" with the officers who would then expedite one’s passage—so one had best keep cash on hand as a "voluntary" gratuity. Such scenes I never encountered in Penang, in Sadao–Kedah, or in Singapore. However "lowly" I appeared in their eyes—my passport bearing the Garuda Pancasila—I nonetheless felt "safe," for I need not fret over my belongings.

The terminal I most often used for departures abroad was Polonia Airport. To arrive there was to need a supply of small notes. If you wished to depart looking as though it were your first time abroad, you had best brace to be "worked over" by the airport’s "casual staff"—from filling out the departure and arrival forms to completing every other obligation incumbent upon a traveler. These "unofficial" officers roam the length of the international terminal, offering to "queue" on your behalf at check-in as a premium service; at times a single one will hold places for five or even dozens of people, feigning the air of a traveler though he carries no luggage. This is a portrait I never encountered abroad—to say nothing of the touts prowling the forecourt, a sight common at several Indonesian airports, including Soekarno–Hatta International. It is precisely this disorder that breeds discomfort among passengers, especially first-time travelers. And should you land here on your return, the trolleys that ought to be a basic amenity are exceedingly hard to find—whereas in neighboring countries trolleys are provided expressly for passengers, and no porter presses his help upon you. In Medan, comfort and safety mean having enough money on hand.

The picture above depicts several of the places I passed through in Southeast Asia—the region often known as the Malay Peninsula. The arrogance of the Malays in Malaysia and Singapore had already become apparent by the late 1990s; the transformation of kampung into city had begun to erode the values of Malayness, particularly in certain urban areas (see Thompson, 2007). The Malays of Thailand are frequently cast as a "problem" within the unitary Thai state, while in Singapore the Malay role has been steadily eroded, in step with the economic and political ascendancy of the Chinese. The Chinese and Indians, meanwhile, must define themselves as Malaysian and take their place within the Malaysian or Singaporean nation-state.

In Indonesia, by contrast, the contestation of Malay identity has not surfaced so prominently, owing to the domination of power exercised by the Javanese. Over the past thirty-five years—especially after the G30S/PKI affair of 30 September 1965—the effort to Javanize the identity of the Indonesian nation-state has succeeded more thoroughly than either the Malayization of Malaysia or the Singaporeanization of the Malays. It is precisely this construction of identity that merits sharper scrutiny: in the socio-political arena, the ethnic element remains highly dominant in Malaysia, where Malay animosity toward Indians—and its converse—is still lodged in the minds of several generations (see Muzaffar, 2006). For this reason, viewing the Malays through the lens of the "airport" and the "immigration officer" is quite different from viewing them in the fuller context of Malaysia.

The construction of identity may be observed, for example, in the narrative of nationalism a nation rehearses. Let me offer a small illustration of how ethnic and national narratives operate in Malaysia and Indonesia. In Malaysia, one of the most celebrated film figures is P. Ramlee—an actor and director of Acehnese descent—regarded as emblematic of how Malayness was defined in the 1950s and 1960s, his films consistently casting him in the leading role (see Kahn, 2006, pp. 117–133; Kahn, 2007, pp. 40–42). During the lebaran holiday of 2005 I spent my time watching nearly all of P. Ramlee’s films. Five features stand out in the way they render Malay identity. First, Malayness is presented as a community (puak) forever struggling in life yet able to adapt to the modern conditions of the day. Second, the Malay language itself is richly present, and its grammar and humor evince a Nusantara (archipelagic) character rather than a narrowly Malaysian one; the dialogue differs sharply from that of contemporary Malaysian film—for instance, in the shift of a final-syllable a to e.​[1]Third, the Malay is portrayed as a person of the margins, at times a domestic servant longing to change his fortunes and become like his master. Fourth, Islamic and Malay identity are not heavily emphasized in P. Ramlee’s films—there are, for example, embrace scenes and love stories bearing the cosmopolitan tenor of the Malay world of that era. Fifth, the social setting of upper and lower classes is vividly drawn; here the face of a Malayness defined by the Agong (sovereign) and royalty (Kerajaan) does not much surface, except in the historical film Hang Tuah.

The depiction of the Malay in Pendekar Bujang Lapok stands in sharp contrast to the love stories of Qasim Seulamat and Madu Tiga. In Pendekar Bujang Lapok, the Malay is shown as still illiterate, skilled in silat (martial arts), and given to the petty thuggery (premanisme) of the village; here loyalty and love are tested to win the hand of a young schoolteacher by defeating the villains, with P. Ramlee invariably casting himself as the lead. In Qasim Seulamat, Malay love and sacrifice are embodied in a young man who blinds himself rather than watch his beloved taken by another, while the Malay mother is portrayed as materialistic, willing to pawn her daughter’s love to an eye doctor. The Malay’s bitter lot in this film may also be seen in Penarik Becak (The Trishaw Puller).

In principle, P. Ramlee’s films, with the Malay face described above, differ little from most Indonesian films—Si Doel Anak Sekolahan, produced by Karnos Film, which portrays the struggle, love, and sacrifice of a Betawi youth navigating life. Amid such productions, one film is especially arresting for juxtaposing the Malay face through the lens of Malay Land and the Javanese through that of Java Land (Tanah Jawa): Puteri Gunung Ledang, a Malaysian production. It recounts the love of two people of different ethnicities enduring within a contest between two lands, Java and Malaya. Hang Tuah is drawn as the most heroic of Malays, willing to pawn his love for the sake of the Malay kingdom, while Puteri Gunung Ledang, from the Land of Java, must wage an inward struggle with her family so as not to shame Tanah Jawa before her love for Hang Tuah. The dialogue shows ever more clearly the force of a Malay’s love for his kingdom and for the woman he adores: a Javanese maiden consents to dwell on Mount Ledang, while a Malay hero consents to sorrow for the sake of his love for the sweetheart from the Land of Java. This tale of love unfulfilled has long been legend in the Malay lands; indeed, several Malay songs forever yearn plaintively for love, such as Isabella and the songs often performed by the groups Iklim and UKS, while Indonesians answer with songs such as Semalam di Malaysia (A Night in Malaysia) and Antara Penang dan Jakarta (Between Penang and Jakarta). The identity constructed in these films differs little from the construction of nationalism each nation seeks to instill in its citizens: the narrative of Malay identity and the construction of Malay culture are rendered through love, struggle, and sacrifice.

In the 1960s, Malaysia was engaged in a struggle to make the Kerajaan (another term for government in this country) genuinely part of an ideological project—how the three communities of Malay, Chinese, and Indian might unite beneath the canopy of Malaysia rather than of Melayu or Malaya (see Baharuddin, 1997, pp. 207–227; Azmi Aziz & Baharuddin, 2004; Baharuddin, 1998, 2004). Yet after more than four decades this Malaysian identity was extended to reign over the Nusantara, East Asia, and South Asia beneath the banner Malaysia, Truly Asia. Herein lies what makes the trajectory of Malay history so compelling: a fifteenth-century kingdom becomes Malay-plus-Chinese-and-Indian, and finally part of a campaign to project a new power in Southeast Asia—indeed within the wider context of Asia. The shifting definitions of Melayu, Malaya, and Malaysia are a central theme of this book.

Before we probe more deeply the construction of Malay identity and its bearing upon the socio-cultural and socio-political constellation of Southeast Asia, it may help to tell of one small ethnic group in the region: the Acehnese. When I crossed from Changlun into Kedah, a customs officer asked my origin in Malay. I answered that I came from Aceh, whereupon he at once switched to the Acehnese language, telling me that he too was of Acehnese origin and had lived in Kedah for decades. This state is indeed known to have an Acehnese village, Kampung Yan. Though I have never been there, the village is well known among Acehnese migrants and among the Acehnese who have become Malaysian citizens. What is striking is that when Malays asked my origin, I answered only "Aceh," not "Indonesia." In Malaysia, whenever I professed to be from Aceh, Malays would invariably recount the good relations between Malays and Acehnese in ages past, as if wishing to detach Aceh from the Indonesian context. Yet the moment I uttered the word "Indonesia," the conversation most often turned to the history of Communism, the role of Soekarno, and the history of Soeharto—along with the conduct of certain indon in Malaysia toward Aceh, as reported in the mass media. The topic shifted again when I met Chinese and Indians: here the emphasis fell on the suffering of their own communities in Malaysia, and Aceh was no longer central; they recounted their own plight before a Malay, as though what I presented as Aceh were akin to the fate of the Malaysian Chinese and Indians (see Muzaffar, 2006, pp. 211–236; Kim, 2006; Suryadinata, 2007, pp. 111–128).

In essence, meeting a Malay returned me to the rather sweet history of the might of the Malay and Acehnese kingdoms, whereas meeting a non-Malay cast my lot as an Acehnese in Indonesia as identical to theirs in present-day Malaysia—an oppressed group forever consigned to "second class." It was as if to say "Aceh" conjured, in the eyes of the Indonesian government, the image of the rebel. Yet the impression I received from the Chinese and Indians of Malaysia I encountered again among the Malays of Southern Thailand, who would often tell the same tale of oppression of the Malays—akin, in their view, to what the Acehnese had endured before the signing of the Helsinki Memorandum of Understanding on 15 August 2005.

Herein lay my task: how to present Aceh to the Malays of Malaysia and Pattani, and how the fate of Aceh seemed as marginalized as that endured by the Chinese and Indians. History does attest to a relationship between Aceh and both the Malays and Pattani, particularly in governance and in intellectual life, and so too between Aceh and India and China, for not a few Acehnese merchants played a significant role in Penang (see Hock, 1985, pp. 125–146; on the history of Penang, see M. H. Salleh, 2010). In the end I came to think that Acehnese identity, too, could be drawn into the perspective of the nation-state within a construction of Acehneseness in the eyes of those I have just named.

When I said "Aceh" before a Malay of Pattani, I was cast as sharing their fate under the Thai state, as if to say that the oppression of Aceh under Javanese rule was the same as that of the Malays under Thai rule; here our conversations often revolved around the struggle against the tyranny of power, such as that waged by the Free Aceh Movement (Gerakan Aceh Merdeka, GAM) against Indonesia for more than thirty years. But when I said "Aceh" before a Malay in Malaysia, there was an effort to draw Aceh into the Malay history of the Nusantara as sharing a common cultural root; here the histories of the kingdoms of Melaka, Johor, and Perak were frequently raised. When I said "Aceh" before a Chinese or Indian in Malaysia, however, the dialogue turned to a marginalization supposedly shared by the Acehnese in Indonesia under Javanese control and the Chinese and Indians under Malay rule in Malaysia. This differed markedly from my experience in Yogyakarta during the Aceh conflict before 2005, when some Javanese would say outright that the Acehnese were rebels against the Unitary State of the Republic of Indonesia (Negara Kesatuan Republik Indonesia, NKRI). To profess oneself Acehnese on Java could mark one as a fugitive GAM member, a cannabis dealer, or a bank robber funding the struggle in Aceh. The years 2001–2003 were hard ones for the Acehnese abroad, for the perception of the rebel had so hardened among the Javanese; in Yogyakarta there was then an unwritten rule permitting "suspicion" of newcomers from Aceh, especially in the letting of lodgings. The like occurred in Jakarta and Bandung, where those from Aceh found it exceedingly difficult to admit their origin in the Land of the Rencong (Tanah Rencong). Those were years of repeated military operations in Aceh, and not a few Acehnese fled in exodus to Java.

Thus the question of identity is always bound up with the problem of the nation-state. Identity, forever entangled with ethnicity, religion, and culture, is ever shifting. In Malaysia the meaning of the word "Malay" itself has changed with each era; so too the history of Malay identity in Southern Thailand has posed its own problem ever since the region was seized by Thailand (see Jory, 2007, pp. 255–279), such that the Malay face is often cast as "rebel" and "terrorist." The like has befallen Singapore, where the Malays have been submerged by the ascendancy of the Chinese as the state’s foremost stewards—indeed the Malay language in Singapore has all but died out under the dominance of English and Chinese. Here we must take care in understanding "Malay" and "Malayness" in each episode of its history. In Malaysia itself, the Malay is no longer regarded as one who came from the Nusantara but is broadened to mean "whoever was born before 31 August 1957"—a category that already includes Indians, Chinese, and Pakistanis. To view the culture of a nation such as the Malay and Malaysia is therefore a singular problem, for the construction of identity is forever bound to the socio-political interests of the nation rather than to the Malays’ own integral sense of self.

The like has befallen the Acehnese. It must be granted that the Acehnese may be found everywhere; though a construction of identity anchored at the tip of Sumatra, the Acehnese diaspora has scattered across the world. Yet the existence and perception of Aceh and Acehneseness are not uniform among the Acehnese themselves. In Malaysia, for instance, the Acehnese who migrated and settled centuries ago hold their identity in high regard: whereas in Aceh (in Banda Aceh, say) the Acehnese language has eroded among the young, in this land of sojourn not a few Acehnese families still require their children to speak it. I have met several Acehnese families abroad whose fluency in the language is excellent and whose appreciation of Acehnese culture is extraordinary; by comparison, those who ride luxury cars and electric trains abroad retain a richer Acehnese idiom than the modest families of Aceh today, where esteem for and practice of Acehnese culture have slowly worn away, from language to daily custom. Yet the Acehnese who migrated on account of the thirty-year conflict hold their own understanding of their homeland, inclining to see Aceh as a "past" that offers them no promise for the future. Several successful entrepreneurs of Acehnese origin in Malaysia are "boat people" who came to seek their fortune and ended as the "Black Chinese" (China Hitam) of certain Malaysian towns; some later became the connective tissue of a present-day network of "Acehnese merchants" contributing meaningfully to their kin, not only in Malaysia but in Aceh as well.

In this context, the book does not seek to answer everything about Aceh and the Malays but only to recount some fragments of the past and present of these two Southeast Asian peoples. To my mind, the Acehnese are not Malays, and the Malays are not Acehnese; the two cultural entities are the product of an identity construction that has unfolded over centuries. Yet Aceh and the Malay world cannot be separated, at least historically, politically, and culturally. To speak of Aceh and the Malays in ages past may therefore reveal a very close relationship, whereas to speak of the Malays and Aceh in the present is to feel the influence of colonialism and of the concept of the nation-state.

In this regard, historians hold their own views of Malay and Acehnese identity. Leonard Y. Andaya writes that "in asking where and how Melayu ethnicity may have evolved, the issue is not to pinpoint the exact time and place of the origins of the group, but to reveal the process of ethnic formation" (Andaya, 2006, p. 57). Books on the Malay world largely echo Andaya’s concern with the history and process of Malay ethnic formation. In A History of Malaysia, Barbara Watson Andaya and Leonard Y. Andaya write that "until the beginning of the fifteenth century CE, the history of what is now Malaysia is difficult to reconstruct with any certainty" (Andaya & Andaya, 2001, p. 7). On Aceh, Anthony Reid writes that "nothing is known with certainty about Aceh before the conquests of its Sultan Ali Mughayat Syah (d. 1530) in the 1520s" (Reid, 2006, p. 10). The problem of defining who the Malays are likewise surfaces when Michael J. Montesano and Patrick Jory observe that "the politicization of Malay identity with the establishment of Malaysia, that country’s constitutional definition of who is Malay, and especially the subsequent implementation of its New Economic Policy in 1971 and the legal and administrative use of the concept of bumiputera, have further hardened definitions of what ‘Malay’ means there" (Montesano & Jory, 2008, pp. 1–2). From these views it is plain that the question of Malay—and Acehnese—identity remains unresolved, all the more so when the Malays are seen through such present-day issues as Islam, as several chapters of this book will show.

The question of Aceh and the Malays is examined here not only historically but also sociologically and anthropologically, so that the reader may grasp the Malay and Acehnese face through the lens of the social sciences. Much has already been written on Aceh and the Malays; those works may be found in this book’s bibliography, and here I note only a few frequently cited studies and recent works of the past decade. One book published in 2008, Thai South and Malay North, edited by Michael J. Montesano and Patrick Jory, traces the trajectory of the concept of Malayness in Southern Thailand and northern Malaysia, recording the dynamics of "Malay" as a concept amid the social and political turmoil of Thailand and Malaysia. It may be complemented by Knowledge and Conflict Resolution: The Crisis of the Border Region of Southern Thailand (2005), the fruit of fieldwork by several Thai authors and funded by The Asia Foundation in Bangkok, which portrays the struggle of the Malays as Muslims and as a cultural entity in Thailand—a theme this book also takes up. A kindred work is Understanding Conflict and Approaching Peace in Southern Thailand (2006), a seminar volume funded by the Konrad Adenauer Stiftung and edited by Imtiyaz Yusuf and Lars Peter Schmidt, excellent for understanding the conflict and the pursuit of peace in Southern Thailand.

Timothy P. Barnard, in turn, edited Contesting Malayness (2006), which portrays the concept of Malayness across several provinces of Indonesia and Malaysia and is notable for its rich, largely socio-historical treatment of the concept through a range of cases. Before reading it, one would do well to consult a comprehensive work that views the Malays and Islam from many angles as a civilization in Southeast Asia: Islamic Civilization in the Malay World (2000), edited by Mohd. Taib Osman, which sets out the richness of Malay culture in its many aspects and its role across the region. A similar but, to my mind, more ambitious if less comprehensive work is Peter Riddell’s Islam and the Malay-Indonesian World (2003), which may serve as an encyclopedia of Malay history in Indonesia and Malaysia; though its individual studies are not deep and it renders only fragments of the history, it makes a useful brief introduction. Beyond Riddell, the eminent University of Malaya historian Mohammad Redzuan Othman has written on the influence of the Middle East upon the Malay world in Islam dan Masyarakat Melayu (2005), which sets out the Middle East’s contribution to the dynamics of Malay society. Another fairly recent mapping (2008) is Howard M. Federspiel’s Sultans, Shamans, and Saints: Islam and Muslims in Southeast Asia, which offers a broader view of Islam’s role across three principal themes—kingship, the occult, and sainthood; though its historical cast is strong, its sociological and anthropological dimensions are also finely drawn.

For works that look more specifically at the force of Islam in Malaysia, Kamarulnizam Abdullah’s The Politics of Islam in Contemporary Malaysia (2003) may be counted among the Malaysian scholarly works that successfully map each episode of the Malay struggle as Muslims within the Malaysian nation-state. To trace the concept of Malay nationalism, the works of Anthony Milner and Shamsul Amri Baharuddin serve as a fitting starting point for seeing how the Malays built a political edifice in Malaysia (see Baharuddin, 2004; Milner, 1995). Another book I take up here is that of Joel S. Kahn—an anthropologist who conducted research in both Indonesia and Malaysia—who traces the struggle of nationalism and cosmopolitanism within the Malay world in Other Malays: Nationalism and Cosmopolitanism in the Malay World (2006). There are, further, books devoted to the dynamics of governance in the Mahathir era: In-Won Hwang’s Personalized Politics: The Malaysian State under Mahathir (2003) and the edited volume by Bridget Welsh, Reflections: The Mahathir Years (2004). The Malay world in the Mahathir era well repays further analysis, for during his nearly two decades the position of the Malays and of Islam stood out across Southeast Asia; issues of that era are examined in depth in this book.

As for works on Aceh over the past decade, they too may be found in the bibliography. One that deserves mention is the volume edited by Anthony Reid, Verandah of Violence: The Background to the Aceh Problem (2006), which offers a map of the historical background up to the eve of the 2004 tsunami. Reid’s own work of the 2000s, drawn from his doctoral research, is Asal Mula Konflik Aceh (The Origins of the Aceh Conflict: From the Struggle for the East Coast of Sumatra to the End of the Acehnese Kingdom in the Nineteenth Century), which has become a "required text" for anyone wishing to understand why the Acehnese rebelled against the government of the Republic of Indonesia. Alongside Reid, an Acehnese author’s 2004 work examines Aceh from the standpoint of seventeenth-century history and statecraft: Islam and State in Sumatra: A Study of Seventeenth-Century Aceh, by Amirul Hadi. Another work valuable for understanding Aceh is Mohd. Harun’s Memahami Orang Aceh (Understanding the Acehnese, 2009), which sets out several mahfuzat (maxims) of the Acehnese held to embody local wisdom; I would rather call it an interpretation of Acehnese culture, for Harun succeeds in laying out a great many Acehnese proverbs and how they are practiced in the life of the community. Only a few such works are listed here, for the study of the Malays and Aceh continues to grow—in doctoral research, monographs, academic journals, and policy studies—and the reader will find them in the bibliography.

Recently, together with Patrick Jory, I edited Islamic Studies and Islamic Education in Contemporary Southeast Asia (Bustamam-Ahmad & Jory, 2011), which presents the latest developments in the study of Islam in Southeast Asia. Its argument is that the factor of Islam is highly dominant in the region’s history, so that the study of Islam cannot be separated from the dynamics of the Malay world. Read together, the works cited above likewise show that the factor of Islam is inseparable from Malay history. To discuss the Malay world is, in essence, to write of the role of Islam within it. For that reason, in the book now before the reader, I wish to situate Islam within the context of Southeast Asia and the Malay world at large.

Chapter 1 examines the dynamics—both historical and socio-political—of the concept of security in Southeast Asia. It is the fruit of travels over the past decade through several countries of the region, particularly its conflict zones, and sets out the presence of Muslims and their role within the history of identity and selfhood in Southeast Asia. The chapter focuses on the construction of the meaning of borders and security as applied across several Southeast Asian states, revealing how Malay-based states retain a historical root to their national identity. It closes by considering the concept of the ASEAN Community 2015 and the role of Muslims within their Malay values (see Prass, 2010; Severino, 2010).

Chapter 2 seeks to reconstruct the concept of land in Southeast Asia, setting out how the Malays sought and occupied the Malay Peninsula and made it the basis for building a country. It offers the metaphor of asam (tamarind, sourness) and garam (salt) as values within the Malay experience of sojourn; it is this notion of "colonized land" (tanah jajahan) that gave rise to a culture among the Malays. The chapter also sets out how differences arose between Indonesia and Malaysia—of one stock, yet differing in how they blended the culture of asam and garam.

Chapter 3 explains the contribution of the pesantren (Islamic boarding school) to the history of Islam in Southeast Asia, showing the role this institution has played from the coming of Islam to the present. This survey still leaves a large question mark over the future of the pesantren in Southeast Asia, for the world of education in the region is changing very rapidly, especially in those countries that have reoriented their educational paradigm toward the market. The chapter thus seeks to affirm that the pesantren has made a contribution it would be a pity not to preserve.

Chapter 4 explains the development of Islamic thought in Southeast Asia. Though it dwells chiefly on Muslim-majority regions, its principal aim is to trace the continuity of the Islamic thought developing in this Malay region with that developing in the West and the Middle East. The chapter thus concerns the historical linkage of Islamic thought, which has admittedly undergone many dynamics, particularly in the scholarly networks running from the Middle East to the West.

Chapter 5 is a case study of how Islamic thought was made a "political instrument" in Malaysia, setting out the place of Islam Hadhari—once the "voice of the Malaysian government" in developing the country—and examining the issue through the lens of Islamic political science. What it seeks to bring out is that, although Malaysia does not much emphasize Islam as the basis of the state, it nonetheless makes Islam a "unifying instrument" of the Malays within the political order.

Chapter 6 examines Islam and Malayness from an anthropological standpoint, drawing its principal material from the work of the eminent anthropologist Joel S. Kahn. Its most basic aim is to portray the dynamics of the struggle over identity in Malaysia, forever bound up with Islam. The chapter delves in particular into Kahn’s thought in his book The Other Malays, offering a perspective on how Islam and identity become a subject of anthropology.

Chapter 7 concerns the debate over the Islamic State in Malaysia, examining the differing interpretations of the Islamic State that so often become a political issue there. It must be granted that, since the tragedy of September 2001, Malaysia has been the state most preoccupied with finding a format for the Islamic State—an issue arising especially from PAS, which forever foregrounds the Islamic State and Islamic law in its party campaigns. The chapter is a brief exploration of the voice of the Malaysian people on this question.

Chapter 8 continues from the foregoing in examining the phenomenon of Radical Islam in Malaysia. The question of the Islamic State and Islamic law is at times closely bound to the rise of radical Islamic movements. The chapter presents its development in Malaysia, together with Malaysia’s efforts to confront the problem and the terrorist activity in these Malay lands. It is thus the final chapter to examine Malaysia in this book.

The book’s final chapter, Chapter 9, examines the history of the Malay ethnic group in Southern Thailand. Written from my experience of living in the region, it aims at two things: the presence of the Malay community and the policy of the Thai government toward the Muslims there. Several historical roots and bloody conflicts are set out in this chapter.
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