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The Islamic State in Iraq and Sham,
1
 commonly referred to as ISIS, is a militant Islamist group 

currently in control of parts of Iraq and Syria. The group‟s territory includes Iraq‟s second largest city 

Mosul, in addition to Tikrit and parts of Anbar. According to various reports, up to a third of Iraq is 

under the control of ISIS.
2
 The group also controls considerable territory in eastern Syria. ISIS 

recently declared themselves the Islamic Caliphate, calling on Muslims all over the world to pledge 

allegiance to them. 

ISIS was formed in 2013, though its roots can be traced back to the al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQI). The latter 

was an offshoot of Al-Qaeda, but was known to target and repress not only Shiites but also Sunni 

tribes, which led to even al-Qaeda criticising them for their strategy as it led to diminished support 

among Sunnis. 

However, the recent rise of ISIS is partly due to the grievances of Sunni tribes who felt alienated by 

Nouri Al-Maliki, the Iraqi Shiite Prime Minister. The Maliki government was regarded to have 

monopolised power by appointing cronies to top posts, constraining budget resources to Sunnis, as 

well arresting key Sunni politicians. In addition, trained commanders were replaced by close 

associates to the PM.  

According to the leader of the biggest tribe in Iraq – whose extended family number to some three 

million people – the Sunni tribes could ward off the Sunni militant group at will.
3
 While this might seem 

to be a far-fetched claim, the Sunni tribes did manage to drive away AQI around 2006 onwards after 

coming to disagreements. They then forged alliances with the U.S. military to patrol and engage 

Sunni insurgents, bringing a relative degree of security to the region. However, when al-Maliki‟s 

government took over, tribe leaders were arrested as the tribes‟ armed presence was increasingly 

seen to be a challenge the Iraqi military. As such, ISIS has managed to gain the support of Sunni 

tribes, who have reiterated their position to not support the Iraqi government until Nouri Al-Maliki steps 

down. 

  

                                                           
1
 Sham, or al-Sham, is usually translated as the Levant or Greater Syria. 

2
 “ISIS seizes Turkish consulate in Iraq‟s Mosul,” Al Arabiya News, June 11, 2014. 

http://english.alarabiya.net/en/News/middle-east/2014/06/11/ISIS-fighters-seize-parts-of-Iraq-s-Kirkuk.html. 
3
 Richard Spencer, “We will stand by Isis until Maliki steps down, says leader of Iraq's biggest tribe,” The 

Telegraph, June 29, 2014. http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/middleeast/iraq/10934438/We-will-stand-

by-Isis-until-Maliki-steps-down-says-leader-of-Iraqs-biggest-tribe.html. 
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ISIS and Malaysia 

Clearly, the issue pertaining to the recent success of ISIS is a complex one, mired in political and 

military interests of the parties involved. Yet this has not put off individuals from as far as Southeast 

Asia from enlisting themselves in the group. 

Ahmad Tarmimi Maliki, a 26-year-old who worked in Selangor, made news when he became the first 

Malaysian suicide bomber. He was believed to have driven a vehicle packed with explosives that later 

killed 25 elite security officers in the Iraqi Anbar province. While there are Malaysians who joined 

militant groups overseas, none has ever been recruited as a suicide bomber before. 

Malaysia‟s New Straits Times reported that around 30 Malaysians have travelled to Iraq and Syria to 

join ISIS.
4
 According to the Malaysian foreign ministry, up to 15 Malaysians were killed in Syria.

5
 

Modus operandi for recruitment remains familiar, through usrah, or small discussion groups, a 

common method for some Muslims to relay and share their views among peers. Malaysian police 

recently arrested 15 suspects for ISIS-related activities, in addition to three people in Sabah. They 

have also named five men whom they sought, including a university lecturer, who are believed to be 

involved in recruiting members. Malaysia has also identified four other groups with militant intent, 

which are believed to be operating in Selangor and Perak.
6
 

Malaysia has had some experience with religious violence and militancy, as they apprehended groups 

such as Jemaah Islamiah (JI) and Kumpulan Mujahidin Malaysia (KMM), and also dealt with the Al-

Ma‟unah affair in the year 2000. There were also cases of attacks against churches, which arose from 

public inter-religious spats. Nonetheless, incidences of religious violence in Malaysia have been very 

low compared to other Southeast Asian states such as the Philippines and Indonesia, where 

international militant groups are thought to have logistical and financial support. Among the various 

groups, JI is probably the most prominent; terror attacks in Indonesia that have been attributed to 

them include the two Bali bombings in 2002 and 2005, as well as the Marriott Hotel bombings in 

Jakarta in 2003 and 2009. In the Philippines, JI attacks include the Metro Manila attack in 2000 and 

various bombings in Southern Philippines. While Malaysian soil is seemingly less a target compared 

to its neighbours, Malaysian militants were among the key militant suspects in the region.  

Normalising Intolerance: The Chicken has Come Back to Roost 

The bigger question that perhaps should be posed is why the message of a group thousands of miles 

away has found resonance in the country. Malaysia, as a Muslim-majority country, has always been 

exposed to external variables emanating from the rest of the Muslim world, and this has been the 

case since the 19
th
 century. The development of modern Muslim thought in countries like Egypt in the 

19
th
 century contributed to the development of Malay-Muslim nationalism in the Malaysian Peninsula 

by the end of the century, while similar developments in countries like India and Pakistan likewise 

have had a direct impact on Muslim political mobilisation in Malaysia in the mid-20
th
 century.  Owing to 

Malaysia‟s exposure to external currents of contemporary Muslim socio-political thought, which 

ranges from the moderate-liberal to the radical and sectarian, the developments in the Arab world 

today are of concern to authorities that may wish to contain the threat of radicalism seeping into the 

country via non-conventional means such as the internet. This could be clearly seen in this new trend 

of extremism represented by ISIS. ISIS fighters have been adept in using modern technology to 

spread their message. Among them is Mohd Lotfi Ariffin, a Malaysian who is fighting in Syria, who 

                                                           
4
 Hariz Mohd and Rahmat Khairulrijal, “More locals joining militant groups,” New Straits Times, June 16, 2014. 

http://www.nst.com.my/node/3181. 
5
 “Wisma Putra: 15 Malaysian ISIS militants allegedly killed in Syria,” The Malay Mail Online, June 24, 2014. 

http://www.themalaymailonline.com/malaysia/article/wisma-putra-15-malaysian-isis-militants-killed-in-syria. 
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 “Exclusive: New terrorist threats,” New Straits Times, June 30, 2014. http://www.nst.com.my/node/7702. 
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regularly posts pictures and videos of himself and other militants, seeking to inspire other Malaysian 

youths to fight there. Beyond the power of the social media, a number of Malaysian government 

policies have been instrumental in creating mind sets that are fertile for recruitment by extremist 

groups like ISIS.   

Since June 2013, the Malaysian religious authorities and government have been on an anti-Shiite 

frenzy. The Shiites, which represent the minority sect of Islam, were deemed as deviant and was 

banned. A number of Shiite religious scholars were detained and their places of worship were shut 

down. The Syrian conflict further exacerbated this anti-Shiite sentiment. The struggle against the 

regime of Bashar Al-Assad who is without doubt a tyrant, is portrayed as a holy war against the Shiite 

“infidels”. 

Numerous television programmes, newspaper articles and ceramahs [lectures] throughout Malaysia 

were filled with anti-Shiite rhetoric. The anti-Shiite fervour has led to a number of Muslim scholars in 

the country to declare that it is permissible for Sunni Muslims to wage a holy struggle against the 

Shiites. While Malaysian government leaders have never themselves called for a violent struggle to 

ensue against Shiites, the anti-Shiite rhetoric provided important religious justifications for some 

Malaysian youths to fight for groups like ISIS against Shiites in Iraq and Syria.  

In more recent times, UMNO itself has recruited a number of prominent Salafi scholars including 

Ustaz Fathul Bari, as part of its young ulama wing.
7
 These scholars have also formed an organisation, 

Pertubuhan Ilmuwan Malaysia (ILMU) which has been in the forefront in defending the government‟s 

Islamic credentials. The Salafi ulama are also fervent enemies of the Shiite community in Malaysia. 

They have gone out of their way to portray the Shiites as not only deviant, but a group that seeks the 

destruction of Islam and the Muslim community. In a video titled “Exposing the Deviant Nature and 

Threat of Shiite Islam” posted on the Abu Afiq website, a portal used by the ulama from ILMU, gory 

images of the supposed repression of Sunni Muslim by the Shiites were posted to incite anti-Shiite 

feelings. While these Salafi ulama belong to a non-violent strand of Salafism, ISIS subscribe to the 

Salafi-jihadi strand which legitimise the use of violence in the name of Islam. The Salafi-jihadi 

doctrine, argues that given the fact that most of the regimes in the Muslim World are in the state of 

jahiliyyah [idolatrous condition], it is the duty of all Muslims to rebel using violence to uphold 

hakimiyyah [God‟s sovereignty].
8
 It must be added that the boundaries between the two Salafi 

ideologies are porous and Salafis can easily slide from one group to another. This could be seen from 

the example of the Salafi movement in Indonesia led by the preacher Jaafar Umar Thalib, which was 

a politically quietist movement that quickly transformed itself into a Salafi-jihadist movement [Lashkar 

Jihad] following the collapse of the Suharto government. As such, while these Salafi ulama cannot be 

blamed for the decision of Malaysian Muslim youths to fight in Syria and Iraq, they played a pivotal 

role in contributing to the skewed thinking that is susceptible for recruitment by groups like ISIS. 

The Malaysian government has in its fervour to win the support of Malaysian Muslims has openly 

supported movements such as Hamas, known for its violence (including suicide bombing) against 

Israeli civilians. In December 2013, Hamas‟ leader Khaled Meshaal paid a courtesy visit to Malaysia 

where he was hosted by Prime Minister Najib Razak, as well as the Secretary General of UMNO, 

Dato Seri Tengku Adnan bin Tengku Mansor and other leading politicians. The mainstream 

acceptance of groups like Hamas has the unintended effect of normalising actions undertaken by the 

group such as suicide attacks against innocent civilians. This in turn might create the impression that 

                                                           
7
 Salafism is a religious orientation denoted by puritan and legalistic interpretation of the Qur‟an. Salafis reject 

interpretations of classical Muslim scholars and sought to rid Islam of any cultural practices that are deemed as 
innovations. The Salafis are particularly notorious for their fervent rejection of Sufi and Shiite Muslims whom they 
deem as deviant. 
8
 Adnan A. Musallam, From Secularism to Jihad: Sayyid Qutb and the Foundations of Radical Islamism. 

Westport, Conn: Praeger Publishers, 2005. 
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suicide bombings are justifiable in contexts where Muslims are repressed, such as in Palestine and 

now Iraq and Syria.  

Future Implications 

The impact of these developments has been manifold. For the Pan-Malaysian Islamic Party (PAS) 

that once supported both the Mujahideen movement and the Taliban (up to 2004), reports of their 

members fighting alongside ISIS combatants have been a cause for unease. PAS has denied direct 

links to ISIS and has not endorsed its cause thus far. Furthermore the leaders of PAS have openly 

declared that some of its members who have joined the ISIS forces have been expelled from the 

party.
9
  

PAS is undoubtedly concerned that reports of its members joining the ISIS movement may well 

tarnish the image of the party as a whole. Its support of the Taliban in 2003-2004 cost it dearly, as it 

drove away moderate non-party supporters of the Islamist party, and PAS paid the price at the 

elections of 2004 where it was badly mauled at the polls. PAS is also acutely aware of how damaging 

such reports can be, for earlier it had been associated with a range of radical militant Islamist groups 

such as the KMM and the Persatuan Angkatan Sabilillah movement in the 1980s. As PAS seeks to 

transform its image into a party of Islamist democrats, modelled after the modernist Islamists of 

Turkey and Tunisia, it will continue in its effort to re-package itself as a viable modern alternative to 

UMNO, and does not want to be put in the same category of radical militant movements that have 

been blacklisted since the advent of the global war on terror from 2001. 

The ruling UMNO party is likewise worried about the impact that groups like ISIS might have on 

Malaysia, for the simple reason that such radical movements pose a real threat to peace and security 

in the country. The radicals of Iraq may have some superficial appeal to ordinary Malaysian Muslims 

whose own knowledge of the Arab world is scant, and who have been persuaded by the rhetoric of 

ISIS‟ leaders. But as far as the state security apparatus in Malaysia is concerned, such movements 

pose a real existential threat to the state due to their anti-state, anti-democratic and anti-constitutional 

rhetoric and actions.  

Compounding matters for the UMNO-led establishment is the apparent absence of a cohesive and 

coherent response thus far. The Prime Minister himself was chastised for making the remark that his 

(UMNO) party would be a stronger party if its members had the same level of commitment and drive 

as the ISIS militants – a remark that was swiftly withdrawn after a vocal response from the public in 

the social media domain. (Two days after making the remark the Prime Minister‟s office issued a 

clarification, stating that the remark had been taken out of context and misinterpreted.)
10

 

It also has to be remembered that since the late period of Tun Mahathir Mohamad‟s rule (1981-2003) 

and his successor Tun Abdullah Ahmad Badawi (2004-2008), Malaysia has positioned itself – and 

been recognised – as a „moderate Muslim state‟ that serves as a model for other Muslim countries in 

the world today. Such accolades have been showered on Malaysia by the governments of the 

                                                           
9
 It has been alleged that some PAS members have left Malaysia and have joined the ISIS movement in Syria 

and Iraq. Among them is Lotfi Ariffin, who is said to be the leader of the PAS group in Syria-Iraq at the moment. 
PAS‟s leaders were quick to react and to issue a public statement declaring the Lofti and the other PAS members 
have been expelled from the party. Ida Lim, “Alleged PAS Jihadist No Longer Member of Party, PAS says,” The 
Malay Mail, June 26, 2014. http://www.themalaymailonline.com/malaysia/article/alleged-jihadist-no-longer-party-

member-pas-says 
10

 “PM‟s Office: ISIS Remark taken out of context,” Malaysiakini.com, June 26, 2014. 
http://m2.malaysiakini.com/news/266888; “Najib in No Way Supportive of Militant Group ISIL, says Prime 
Minister‟s Office,” The Malay Mail, 26 June 2014, http://www.themalaymailonline.com/malaysia/article/najib-in-no-

way-supports-militant-group-isil-says-prime-ministers-office. 
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Western world, including the United States, which clearly wish to see Malaysia play a more visible 

role in the development of moderate Islam worldwide. 

The present Najib administration has likewise jumped on the moderate Islam bandwagon, and a 

number of initiatives such as the Malaysian Global Movement of Moderates (GMM) have been set up 

under the tutelage and sponsorship of the Malaysian government and political elites. In the heated 

climate of today‟s geo-political and geo-strategic game of brinkmanship, Malaysia hopes to capitalise 

on its image as a moderate model Muslim polity to retain good diplomatic relations not only with other 

Muslim states, but also with more powerful Western and Asian allies.  

The challenges that face Malaysia now that the ISIS movement has begun to spread its influence 

further abroad are also manifold: 

Firstly, for both the ruling UMNO party and the oppositional Islamist party PAS, there is the evident 

need to display their moderate (or at least law-abiding) credentials before the public and the 

international community. PAS, which was at the receiving end of negative media reports from the 

1980s to the mid-2000s, is keen to re-present itself as a genuine, viable alternative to UMNO and has 

to appeal to both moderate Muslims and non-Muslims in Malaysia; and as such would not be 

comfortable with any association to the ISIS movement. The UMNO-led government, on the other 

hand, does not wish its moderate image compromised in any way, and will probably seek to contain 

the threat of ISIS militants returning to Malaysia. Neither party is prepared to have its moderate 

credentials – no matter how cosmetic they might be – compromised by association. 

Secondly, the Malaysian government in particular is under pressure to distance itself from ISIS and its 

supporters while also maintaining its image as a Muslim-majority government that is supportive of 

Muslim interests. From the 1980s to present, successive Malaysian leaders have tried to present the 

Malaysian government as the defender of Islam and Muslim concerns, and have played a role in the 

promotion of Islamic interests and causes ranging from Islamic education to Islamic banking and 

finance in the country. This, however, has led to the inflation of Islamic discourse and symbols across 

the country, where Islamic ideas and symbols now permeate the discourses of governance, politics, 

commerce, media and culture. Yet the challenge posed by ISIS and radical movements like it rests on 

its claims to be an „authentic‟ expression of political Islam, albeit one that sees the state and 

nationalism as un-Islamic. Here the Malaysian state is faced with the challenge of maintaining its 

Islamic credentials while having to deal with an anti-state entity that likewise uses the language and 

vocabulary of Islam to justify its anti-state actions. Unless and until the Najib administration comes up 

with a coherent and acceptable state Islamic discourse that both legitimises its rule and de-legitimises 

anti-state movements like ISIS, the discourse and vocabulary of Islam will remain open and available 

for exploitation by radical militant groups like ISIS. All these point to the fact that the battle for Muslim 

hearts and minds is far from over, and that the discursive terrain of Islamic religio-political discourse 

remains a contested one. 

Thirdly, the long-term challenge remains the most complex and daunting one, which is to create the 

conditions of possibility where a genuinely moderate and modern discourse of Islam can emerge. 

Groups like ISIS, and other variants of the same kind of religio-political radicalism such as the JI, 

thrive in conditions where state-sponsored violence and authoritarian rule breed resentment against 

all forms of political authority and cynicism towards the rule of law. Such groups attempt an anti-state, 

anti-hegemonic resistance that is couched in the language of religion and the final moral vocabulary 

of theology; replete with transcendental notions of righteousness, piety, deliverance, redemption and 

reward. Though many Muslim states have had to deal with such movements – from Egypt to 

Indonesia – their response has always been in the form of state-sanctioned violence and oppression, 

which in turn feeds the vicious circle of victimhood, martyrdom and revenge instead. No Muslim 

government has been able to successfully discredit such discourses, or prove conclusively that such 
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radical militancy is not the path to salvation and heavenly reward, and as such the appeal of such 

movements has not dimmed. Malaysia, which now finds itself drawn closer into the global network of 

ISIS militancy, will have to deal with not only the latent threat of violent sectarian politics returning to 

its shores, but will also have to show to its own Muslim population that such sectarian militancy is un-

Islamic, thereby foreclosing religious radicalism as an alternative for good.   
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United States.  
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