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Foreword

Majlis Profesor Negara (MPN), or the National Council of Professors, Malaysia, 
with its 2,200 members representing both public and private universities, 
launched a special program called the Mahathir Distinguished Fellowship Pro-
gram (MDFP) in December 2012. The aim of this program is to encourage seri-
ous scholars, Malaysians and non-Malaysians, to examine objectively and 
critically the role played by Malaysia’s former prime minister Tun Dr. Mahathir 
Mohamad in shaping modern Malaysia and to explore his contributions, as a 
statesman, to the country, the region, and the world.

From a number of domestic and international nominations, Dr. Sven Alex-
ander Schottmann from the Centre for Dialogue at La Trobe University in Mel-
bourne was chosen as the inaugural recipient of the Mahathir Distinguished 
Fellowship. The choice was based on his excellent academic record and, particu-
larly, his attractive proposal to focus on Mahathir’s Islamic discourse within the 
broader context of his “modernization project” for Malaysia and especially for 
the Malays. This book is the product of his effort that began long before he was 
awarded the fellowship, which allowed him to complete it successfully with the 
support of a generous grant.

There have been numerous commentaries and op-eds written by academics 
and journalists from around the world on Mahathir’s take on religion. One of 
the earliest academic papers that analyzed Mahathir’s Islam published in the 
English language was an essay by Diane Mauzy and Robert S. Milne entitled 
“The Mahathir Administration in Malaysia: Discipline through Islam,” pub-
lished in Pacific Affairs in 1983. Most of the content of this essay was later inte-
grated into a book by the same authors entitled Malaysian Politics under 
Mahathir, published by Routledge in 1999, but like many other authors work-
ing on Mahathir’s engagement with Islam, they depended almost totally on 
English sources for both their essay and the book. Conversely, most Malay-
language essays and books on Mahathir’s Islam belong to what might be de-
scribed as an expanded version of the op-ed genre and tend to rely solely on 
Malay-language sources.



Dr. Schottmann—with an excellent command of his native German as well 
as English, Malay-Indonesian, and classical Arabic—has been able to access and 
use materials on Mahathir and other relevant “Islamic sources” for his analysis 
that writers before him were not able to do. As a result, his book presents a qual-
ity of analysis that has an admirable level of breadth and depth, arguably sur-
passing even the ones written prior to this on Islam as well as on other aspects of 
Mahathir’s rule and ideology.

It was a common observation in the 1990s that Mahathir’s so-called Islamic 
approach led to the intensification of “Islamization” of the national administra-
tion and the country as a whole. Based on a sensitive and informed global read-
ing of the ideas of the twentieth-century Muslim modernists, Dr. Schottmann 
advanced an interpretation and argument that it was Islam in Malaysia that Ma-
hathir modernized, not the other way around. This was accomplished through 
what he called Mahathir’s “theology of progress,” which provided a wide range of 
solutions and corrective measures that eventually were implemented.

There is much more that this book offers that deepens our knowledge not 
only about Mahathir’s pragmatic Islamic orientation but also the many other so-
ciocultural, economic, and political challenges which he had to face and resolve, 
especially during the critical years of the Asian Financial Crisis and the major 
political fallout with his erstwhile deputy.

Dr. Schottmann’s book is a must-read not only for those interested in Malay-
sian studies but also those who are fascinated by Mahathir, who, in the eyes of 
many—Muslim taxi drivers in Europe included—is a successful and truly mod-
ern Muslim democrat of international stature, indeed a statesman.

Datuk Dr. Shamsul A. B.
Distinguished Professor

Founding Director, Institute of Ethnic Studies (KITA)
Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia (UKM)

Bangi, March 2014
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Preface

Lee Kuan Yew, the long-term leader of postcolonial Singapore and a man with 
whom the subject of this study shared a relationship comprised in equal parts of 
respect and dislike, famously joked that even from his sickbed, even from beyond 
the grave, he would get up and right things for Singapore if he felt something was 
going wrong. Malaysians didn’t even have to wait for a ghostly apparition of their 
country’s longest-ruling prime minister to wade back into Kuala Lumpur’s in-
creasingly murky politics, which happened almost immediately after his official 
retirement. Mahathir Mohamed played a central role in the early demise of his 
hapless immediate successor Abdullah Badawi and helped install Najib Razak as 
Malaysia’s sixth prime minister—only to emerge subsequently as Najib’s most 
ferocious critic within the ruling party, calling for Najib’s removal from office 
amid creeping authoritarianism and growing evidence of corruption on a scale 
previously unimaginable even in Malaysia. The nonagenarian’s return to politics 
culminated in the extraordinary May 2018 election victory of Pakatan Harapan, 
a highly diverse coalition comprised of fellow dissidents from his former political 
party UMNO, his erstwhile foes from the Chinese-dominated DAP, a splinter 
party of Malaysia’s large Islamic party PAS, and the Anwar Ibrahim-led PKR. 
Although the longer term viability of Pakatan Harapan remains to be seen, the 
alliance succeeded in ending fifty-three years of UMNO’s dominance over Ma-
laysian politics and captured the imagination of a majority of Malaysians eager 
for real change.

Mahathir’s Malaysia has been a part of my life across three decades. It was 
the mid-1990s when I first became interested in the bespectacled middle-aged 
man with the black songkok (traditional Malay-Muslim hat) and thin-rimmed 
glasses, pursed lips half smiling from a portrait hung in the entrance hall of my 
residential college at the International Islamic University Malaysia. I began to 
read the available material on Malaysian politics and very soon started stum-
bling across descriptions of a religious versus secular divide in these scholarly 
discussions, something that I had difficulty reconciling with what I saw around 
me in the suffusion of Islam and religious practices even among people who 



might think of themselves as secular or not particularly observant. A decade 
later, I decided to study at greater depth his engagement with religion, which was 
something previous authors had not been particularly interested in. My decision 
to write a book on Mahathir as a Muslim thinker—or perhaps better, Muslim 
statesman—elicited a range of different responses from friends and colleagues. 
One of my favorites was the sarcastic comment of one my one former college 
mates, a law graduate from Kelantan, that such a book would probably end up 
being very short.

Mahathir left office in 2003 as one of the country’s most polarizing political 
figures and returned in 2018 as the apparently universally-admired, putative re-
storer of Malaysia’s democracy. Well before his election victory in 2018, Maha-
thir had become one of the country’s most popular politicians riding a growing 
wave of nostalgia. As Mahathir established himself as the leading figure of the 
growing anti-Najib movement, even apologizing for his previous errors, much of 
the divisiveness of the 1990s and early 2000s was temporarily forgotten amid the 
euphoria over prospects for a new Malaysia. Public opinion appears to be swing-
ing toward a highly favorable view of Mahathir as the unlikely midwife of demo-
cratic reform. However, there are still many Malaysians who hold him responsible 
for the country’s political and economic malaise, and it is important to remem-
ber that the emergence of the kleptocratic Najib regime was in large part made 
possible by the erosion of institutions during Mahathir’s first premiership. The 
writing and analysis on Malaysian politics in the 1980s and 1990s, which tended 
to be polemical and tendentious rather than reflective or dispassionate, contrib-
uted little to constructive debate.

In view of the material to be presented in this study, I believe that a case can 
be made that neither his supporters nor his detractors have got it right. Mahathir 
clearly had many flaws as a leader, but it seems to make little sense to seek an-
swers to the question as to whether he was a good or a bad leader. Realistically, 
any honest answer would invariably involve so much nuance and qualification to 
be of little use. On the whole, as this book seeks to argue, there was probably an 
equal measure of “good” and “bad,” if one may use such moral terms, in Maha-
thir’s leadership. But the fact that it was his vision for change that has trans-
formed Malaysia so lastingly underscores the importance of exploring this legacy 
at greater depth and, in particular, his as of yet still understudied engagement 
with what Islam is—and more importantly, what it should do.

This book represents the culmination of several years of research based at the 
Monash Asia Institute at Monash University; the Centre for Dialogue at La Trobe 
University; the Asia Institute at the University of Tasmania; the Arts, Education 
and Law Group at Griffith University; and extended periods of research in Ma-
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laysia. In the course of my study, I have been helped by many people. I am most 
heavily indebted to Professor Marika Vicziany, Professor Greg Barton, and Dr. 
Julian Millie, because these three, each in their own way, significantly shaped my 
thinking about the present subject material, in particular through their encour-
agement to read about India and Indonesia. At La Trobe University, Professor 
Joseph Camilleri has provided outstanding support and mentorship for this and 
all of my other projects over the years: a true scholar and gentleman. Colleagues 
at La Trobe University as well as outside have also been extremely supportive in 
helping me complete this book, including Professor Alberto Gomes and Dr. Mi-
chális S. Michael from the Centre for Dialogue; Distinguished Professor Datuk 
Shamsul A. B. and Dr. Khaldun Malek from the Institute for Ethnic Studies at 
the National University of Malaysia; Professor Abdul Rahman and Dr. Ahmad 
Zaharuddin Sani Sabri from the Institut Pemikiran; Dr. Mahathir at Universiti 
Utara Malaysia; as well as Professor Wan Mohamad Nor from the Centre for 
Advanced Studies on Islam and Civilisation at Universiti Teknologi Malaysia.

My fieldwork in Malaysia was greatly facilitated by Datuk Badariah Arshad 
and Cik Zarina Abu Bakar from the Perdana Leadership Foundation in Putra-
jaya; Tun Dr. Siti Hasmah’s personal assistant Cik Rohani; Dr. Syed Ali Tawfik 
al-Attas and Cik Azla from the Institut Kefahaman Islam Malaysia; Dr. Syed 
Farid Alatas from the Department of Malay Studies at the National University in 
Singapore; and Tan Sri Dato’ Dr. Abdul Hamid Othman and Hajjah Azizah at the 
Department of Religious Affairs in the Prime Minister’s Department. Special 
mention must also go to Dato’ Wira Dr. Sharif, who spent many hours with me 
discussing Kedah history and visiting sights around his beloved hometown of 
Alor Setar. I would also like to express my sincere gratitude to Datin Paduka Ma-
rina Mahathir for her forthcoming nature and support. I found homes away from 
home in the houses of Tomi Soetjipto and Zyen and Julian Hopkins. I would like 
to thank them and the countless other Malaysians for their generous hospitality.

I would also like to express my gratitude for the funding that was made available 
for this project, including a Travel Fellowship from the Australia-Netherlands Re-
search Collaboration to conduct research at Leiden University in the Netherlands, 
support from the Asia Research Institute at the National University of Singapore to 
travel to Southeast Asia, and the generous grant from the Majlis Profesor Negara. 
The Monash Asia Institute, the Monash Research Graduate School, and La Trobe 
University have also been extremely generous in funding repeat research visits to 
Malaysia and Singapore. I would also like to thank my editor, Pamela Kelley, and her 
team at the University of Hawai‘i Press for their wonderful support in getting this 
project off the ground. I am equally grateful for the comments of the two anony-
mous reviewers, which helped strengthen the argument and prose of this effort.
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Last but certainly not least, I would like to thank my wife, Nursyahida, who 
put up with long hours and sleepless nights and heard much more about Malay-
sian politics of the 1980s and 1990s than she cared for. It seems to be customary 
for authors to thank their patient partners, but it is only through Shai’s love, pa-
tience, unswerving support, and constant encouragement that I was able to see 
this project to its completion. My major regret is that my father is not around to 
see this book. Through his decision to uproot his young family to Hong Kong 
and then Singapore in 1971, he helped first kindle and then encourage my inter-
est in the history and society of the Malay world. I dedicate this book to him as 
well as to my children, Amira, Imran, and Adnan: children of Asia, Europe, and 
Australia, and very much the inquiring minds Opa Joe would be proud of.
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Orthography and Naming Conventions

As there exists no universally accepted system to transliterate Arabic, the ro-
manization of Arabic terms, with which Malaysians are brought into regular 
contact because of Islam, poses a number of distinct challenges. The convention 
adopted here is that words found in the Oxford English Dictionary will be spelled 
as they appear there (thus umma, madrasa, and jihad). With the exception of using 
ʿ to signify the letter aʿin and ʾ to represent hamza, diacritics are not used. The 
sign for hamza itself is used only when it occurs within a word, not when it oc-
curs at the end. Arabic words that are not commonly used in English but that 
have entered the Malay lexicon (for instance, ustaz, fardu ain, and ayat) will be 
italicized and spelled as they appear in the Kamus Dewan, published by Dewan 
Bahasa dan Pustaka. All translated passages, unless otherwise indicated, are the 
work of the individual authors.

A clarification on onomastics may also be in order here. I have chosen to cite 
and list Malaysian authors and sources by “family” name where applicable or by 
their given (first) name rather than their second name, except where it is known 
that the individual author prefers listing by the patronymic. Although I have en-
deavored to maintain consistency across the chapters, notes, and references, I ask 
that the reader indulge minor variations.
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C H A P T E R  O N E

The Mahathir Years

When it is properly understood, and its true precepts are 
followed, Islam offers a path to enlightenment, to harmony, to 
stable and responsible government, to progress and to 
prosperity. . . . We believe that the way we adhere to the 
essential or fundamental teachings and practice of Islam in 
Malaysia has contributed to our success as a nation.

—Mahathir Mohamad (2002)1

The closing decades of the twentieth century saw immense cultural, political, 
and economic changes leading to the emergence and massive expansion of en-
tirely new social classes, the demographic transformation of cities and countries, 
the emergence of new conceptions of identity, and human mobility on an un-
precedented scale. Scientific breakthroughs and advances in communications 
technology have dramatically altered—and for the most part improved—our 
lives and our communities. But these developments have also contributed to pro-
found shifts in society, the precise implications of which we cannot yet compre-
hend. The speed with which these changes have been taking place has been 
breathtaking around the world, but the degree to which Southeast Asian societ-
ies have been transformed since the 1970s is, quite simply, staggering.

In the span of a single generation, once predominantly rural societies and 
agricultural economies such as Malaysia became predominantly urban and in-
dustrial. Unlike their parents’ generation, a majority of Malaysians today live in 
towns and cities, and the service sector generates more than 60 percent of the 
gross domestic product. In dollar terms, average household incomes increased 
eightfold in the thirty years between 1980 and 2010, participation in secondary 
and tertiary education expanded greatly, and there has been much progress in 
health indicators such as infant mortality, maternal health, literacy rates, and life 
expectancy.

Malaysia makes for an ideal case study of this change. The comparatively 
small Southeast Asian country of some thirty million has tremendous cultural, 



religious, and ethnic diversity. Wedged culturally and politically between its much 
larger neighbors, Indonesia, Thailand, and the Philippines, it witnessed one of the 
most notable socioeconomic transformations of the late twentieth century. As the 
glitzy malls around the capital Kuala Lumpur shout to the outside world, Malaysia 
has made tremendous strides toward the desired status as a developed country.

But problems persist. Amid the endurance of real poverty even in the shadows 
of gleaming office towers and—much worse—hidden from sight in remote rural 
communities and plantations, plural Malaysia is seen by some as more divided 
and polarized today than at any stage of its twentieth-century history. Ethnically 
segregated schooling has become the norm for an entire generation of Malaysian 
school students, while the halal-conscious Malay lower middle class fastidiously 
avoids the Chinese-run kopi tiam (coffee shops), extending segregation from the 
school bench to the dining table. Although a Malaysian identity of some form has 
emerged over the past sixty years, there appear to be fewer and fewer opportuni-
ties for Malaysians—made up of just under 60 percent Malays and other so-called 
bumiputeras, or indigenous people, 24 percent Chinese, 7 percent Indians, and 
7 percent other ethnic minorities—to mingle at work and play.

Most worryingly, perhaps, the Malaysian economy has been steadily losing 
its dynamism over the past decade, and the country appears already caught in 
the middle-income trap, as its erstwhile languishing and long much poorer 
neighbors such as Indonesia or Vietnam have begun to surge. It would be a sim-
plification to attribute the many problems besetting present-day Malaysia solely 
to the leadership of a single man. The reverse, of course, also holds true, and the 
country’s notable transformations cannot be described as the life’s work of one 
person alone, as many of Mahathir’s more ardent admirers like to do. There has 
never been a single driver of Malaysian politics—not even during what are often 
called the Mahathir years between 1981 and 2003, when despite his preeminence 
Mahathir was only one among many dramatis personae on the stage of Malay-
sian politics. His dominance, however, allowed him to become one of the most 
important architects of Malaysia’s post-independence history. In the course of 
his two decades in the prime minister’s office, Mahathir is often said to have 
“changed not just the face but also the soul of Malaysia.”2

When he became the country’s fourth prime minister on July 16, 1981, few 
Malaysians would have anticipated the quick pace of the far-reaching transfor-
mations he was calling for. Yet many observers at the time sensed that a new era 
in Malaysian politics had begun under a leader so different in biography, person-
ality, temperament, and ambition from any of his predecessors. More than a de-
cade after formal retirement, the debate over his legacy continues. Depending on 
whom one is speaking to, he was a visionary leader who set Malaysia on the path 
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to prosperity and progress—or a parvenu with a massive chip on his shoulder, 
whose personalized style of politics facilitated corruption in previously unseen 
proportions. Perhaps it was the mercilessly fast pace of the changes that Maha-
thir insisted were necessary to transform the country; perhaps it was the force-
fulness of his personality and his inability to brook dissent to his vision of a new 
Malaysia. But even today, many years after he stepped down, Malaysians are still 
coming to terms with their Mahathir years.

This larger-than-life figure continues to cast long shadows over an increas-
ingly divided country. While Mahathir polarized Malaysians during his twenty-
two-year-long prime ministership, the ostensibly retired leader divides public 
opinion like no other political figure in the country. In 2013, he emerged from 
some polls as Malaysia’s most popular politician, while other Malaysians revile 
the man they hold personally responsible for the proliferation of astonishing lev-
els of corruption among Kuala Lumpur’s political elite, for the viciousness and 
increasing racialization of political discourse, for a slowing economy bereft of 
vision, and for the growing incidents of urban violence and insecurity.

Most critically, in the wake of new realities of Chinese-Malaysian voters de-
serting the long-ruling Barisan Nasional coalition and casting their lot with the 
opposition Pakatan alliance, which included the Islamic party PAS, Mahathir 
was posited by critics as a relic of an outdated communitarian mode of thought, 
out of touch with changing conditions on the ground. In the run-up to the 2013 
general election, some pundits even called for Mahathir to be charged with trea-
son over his alleged role in granting identity cards to Indonesian and Filipino 
migrants in Sabah in the long-standing practice of exchanging citizenship for 
votes. And yet in Malaysia’s momentous fourteenth election in 2018, Mahathir 
managed to once again reinvent and reposition himself as the most plausible 
hope for democratization amidst the rose-tinted nostalgia for the days before the 
scandal-ridden Najib government.

Without doubt, Mahathir continues to shape his complex political legacy in 
and out of retirement as Malaysia’s fourth and now seventh prime minister. The 
fact that it took a notionally retired, 92-year-old former politician to unseat a 
ruling party and system of government he had shaped like few others points to-
ward Mahathir’s undoubted centrality to Malaysian politics, as well as the dire 
state of the land.

The Good Old Days

For many Malaysians in their forties, fifties, and sixties, the so-called Mahathir 
decades of the 1980s and 1990s will always be the golden years. Many seem to 

The Mahathir Years    3



have internalized the idea that the country’s best days are behind it. In a society 
where the wives of senior politicians pay heed (and good money) when a popular 
Persian-American tarot reader flies in from southern California, where Islamic 
symbols of state power mix with much older black magic rituals, more than a few 
attach some belief in the so-called Rahman theory. Reflecting both Malay world 
conceptions of power inhering or manifesting in inanimate objects and the nu-
merological preoccupations of Sufistic Islam, the name of Malaysia’s first prime 
minister, Tunku Abdul Rahman, is often thought to membawa makna yang ter-
sirat (contain a concealed meaning). I first encountered this idea in coffee shop 
conversations in the mid-1990s, when the proper name “Rahman”—in itself also 
one of Allah’s ninety names and therefore imbued with additional significance—
was described as being composed of the starting letters of the names of all men 
ever to be Malaysia’s prime minister.

According to this more than slightly obscurantist reading of Malaysia’s po-
litical history, the Mahathir years, the middle of the Rahman order, would al-
ways be the noon zenith before its inexorable decline and ultimate destruction 
under a leader whose name would start with the letter N. What happens after N 
must necessarily be the subject of another inquiry, but throughout this book I 
concern myself with the Mahathir years and their lasting effect. On the one 
hand, there are indubitable successes of transforming the country from agricul-
tural backwater reliant on the export of rubber and tin into a regional power-
house, a manufacturing hub, and one of the world’s largest trading nations. On 
the other hand, while Malaysia has long left behind Ghana, a country to which it 
was often compared when both became independent in 1957, it has clearly not 
been able to build on the gains of the 1980s and 1990s.

Although economic growth has continued this century, the last two decades 
or so have been notably less dynamic and inspiring. The scale of corruption as-
sociated with the 1Malaysia Development Berhad (1MDB) sovereign wealth fund 
is truly staggering, while lurid tales of political murder have become mainstays. 
The Malaysian economy has plateaued even as Indonesia, Thailand, and Viet-
nam, with their much larger domestic markets, have emerged as increasingly at-
tractive destinations for foreign investment. A case in point might be the 
much-vaunted national car policy, centrally driven by Mahathir himself and 
never entirely disbanded by his successors, with Prime Minister Najib only lash-
ing out against Proton in a bid to punish the increasingly recalcitrant Mahathir. 
Instead of establishing Malaysia as Southeast Asia’s car-manufacturing center, 
protectionism even under Najib’s guise of gradual liberalization continues to 
create immense inefficiencies in what could otherwise have been a very lucrative 
industrial sector.
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The Mahathir years, local shorthand for the two decades between 1981 and 
2003, also coincided with a substantial erosion of the country’s democratic po-
litical culture. This arguably made for some planning efficiencies by cutting out 
potentially meddlesome opposition to the “mega projects” that were so charac-
teristic of the era. But the authoritarianism of the 1980s and 1990s as well as its 
enduring echoes in post-Mahathir Malaysia has also left young Malaysians sin-
gularly ill-prepared for the imaginative and critical thinking required to thrive 
in the knowledge-driven economy (k-economy).

A similarly mixed picture emerges for Mahathir’s long-standing commit-
ment to raise the living standards of the country’s Malay majority, which re-
mains one of Malaysia’s most disadvantaged ethnic communities in spite of the 
country’s five-decade-long, large-scale affirmative action program known as the 
New Economic Policy (NEP). The NEP has gone some way toward a more equi-
table distribution of wealth between Malaysians of different ethnic backgrounds, 
in particular between the bumiputera (princes of the soil) majority indigenous to 
the Malay Archipelago and non-bumiputera minority communities descended 
largely from Indian and Chinese migrants. Many economists, however, now ar-
gue that the NEP and its successor policies have become obstacles to achieving 
greater social justice, that they have created unprecedented intracommunal divi-
sions, and that they are actually stunting Malaysia’s economic growth. Substan-
tial revisions are required, possibly along the lines suggested by Anwar Ibrahim, 
of reformulating the NEP into a genuine pro-poor development policy that 
would improve the material conditions of poor Malays as much as of poor Chi-
nese, Indians, Eurasians, and the non-Malay bumiputera communities of Sabah 
and Sarawak.

But perhaps the most contentious legacy of the Mahathir government lies in 
the growing social and political profile of Islam in Malaysia, paralleling similar 
processes under way in other parts of Muslim Southeast Asia and indeed the 
wider Muslim world. There have been some efforts under the Najib government 
that may be seen as reaching out to the country’s non-Muslim minority, in par-
ticular after the Barisan Nasional’s disastrous 2013 performance. But there has 
been no rescission of his predecessor Mahathir’s 2001 declaration that the multi-
religious and multicultural Southeast Asian country is not a secular but an Is-
lamic state, with all that this entails.3 A number of observers now argue that 
Islam, long seen as a force for unity among the ethnically, culturally, socioeco-
nomically, and geographically disparate Malays, has become a source of division, 
both within the Muslim community and between Muslims and non-Muslims. 
Over the past ten years, Malaysia has attracted worrying headlines internation-
ally through firebombings and desecration of places of worship,4 a drawn-out 
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and ongoing court dispute over whether Catholics could use the word “Allah” to 
refer to God in Malay-language publications,5 the legal odyssey of a former Mus-
lim who wished to strike Islam from her official documents,6 or several particu-
larly distasteful body-snatching incidents, where corpses of deceased converts to 
Islam were literally snatched from their grieving non-Muslim kin.7 Even within 
Malaysia’s Muslim majority, fissures and divides are clearly emerging, resulting 
largely from divergent understandings of the role that religion should play in 
society and in particular from disagreements over the growing policing of the 
private sphere by state-appointed or at least state-sanctioned religious actors.

Mahathir did not introduce Islam de novo into Malaysia’s political land-
scape, but even cursory comparisons of the beginning and the end of his pre-
miership underscore the transformative effects of his dasar penerapan nilai-nilai 
Islam dalam pentadbiran, or the official policy of “infusing government with Is-
lamic values” launched in early 1983. While there are many Muslim and non-
Muslim critics of these policies, this Islamization of educational curricula, the 
banking system, public broadcasting content, and government protocol were ar-
guably also among some of Mahathir’s most popular policy decisions, earning 
begrudging kudos even from his most ardent critics in the Islamic opposition. 
Dasar penerapan nilai-nilai Islam, it might be argued, reflected the Malay zeit-
geist like none of Mahathir’s other populist initiatives.

Like the Mahathir premiership more generally, the legacy of his engagement 
with the religion defies easy categorization. But unlike the vision of state-led, 
export-oriented industrialization,8 the curtailment of democracy under his in-
creasingly presidential style of leadership,9 or Kuala Lumpur’s dramatic foreign 
policy realignments since the late 1970s,10 the role that Mahathir assigned to re-
ligion in his vision for Malaysia’s accelerated development and sociocultural 
modernization remains underexplored. This study seeks to identify core themes 
in Mahathir’s representations of Islam and to examine the change and evolution 
of his ideas. The objective is to make out some of the biographical, spiritual, in-
tellectual, and theological impulses that underpinned Mahathir’s insistence that, 
“properly understood,” Islam was not an obstacle to growth and progress. What 
is missing from the growing body of political analyses of Malaysia in the 1980s 
and 1990s are detailed analyses of what Mahathir himself had to say about reli-
gion and its function in a modern and modernizing society. As early as 1948, 
Mahathir is on record calling for a concerted effort to renew Islamic thought 
(pembaharuan) in order to help facilitate socioeconomic development among 
the Malay community of the peninsula and enable them to “catch up” with non-
Malays.11 It is precisely this sustained engagement with the sociopolitical imper-
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ative of Islam that earned this ostensibly secular leader the admiration of many 
among the faithful in Malaysia and beyond.

Islam may well be the least studied aspect of Mahathir’s politics. For instance, 
Khoo Boo Teik, in his Paradoxes of Mahathirism: An Intellectual Biography of 
Mahathir Mohamad, discusses the significance of Islam to what he describes as 
Mahathirism in a single, discrete chapter. Barry Wain, whose book Malaysian 
Maverick: Mahathir Mohamad in Turbulent Times was effectively banned in Ma-
laysia for several years, likewise assigns only one rather short chapter to discus-
sions of Mahathir’s encounter with Islam. The other significant studies on the 
presence of Islam in Mahathir’s political rhetoric are all article length, including 
notable contributions by Meredith Weiss, Patricia Martinez, and Ooi Kee Beng.12 
Ismail Ibrahim’s Pemikiran Dr Mahathir tentang Islam introduces readers to 
some general themes in Mahathir’s “thoughts on Islam.” But the author, who was 
also the founding director of the government-linked Institute for Islamic Under-
standing, relies only on a select number of speeches from the late 1990s. He does 
not provide an analysis of the evolution of Mahathir’s public religious discourse 
or of the sources, influences, and motivations that informed his particular em-
phasis on this or the other aspect of the teachings of the Prophet Muhammad. A 
further drawback is that the book ignores some of the very problematic aspects 
of Mahathir’s thought, including its racialized undertones or his prickly rela-
tionships with the ʿulama, the learned scholars of Islam.

What makes Mahathir interesting as a figure in the political history of the 
late twentieth-century Muslim world is certainly not philosophical rigor or 
scholarly learning. He also cannot, as one must readily admit, be considered a 
particularly original thinker. His religious discourse was marked by the fusion 
and blending of different, disparate, and sometimes plainly contradictory strands 
of Islamic thought. But it was Mahathir’s willingness to engage seriously with 
Islam and to countenance a more prominent place for the religion at the highest 
levels of the postcolonial polity, the economy, and the system of international fi-
nance that set him apart from many of his contemporaries in the prime minis-
ters’ or presidential offices of the Muslim world. Mahathir had little by way of 
formal training in religious sciences and cannot be thought of as a conventional 
bearer of sacred knowledge in Malay-Muslim society. Yet his name resonated 
with many at home and many more abroad as a leader willing to think seriously 
about Islam’s role in the modern world, willing to question the West’s hegemonic 
claim to a singular modernity, and willing to contemplate alternative models of 
development.

This book seeks to provide a comprehensive account of the representations 
an ostensibly secular leader from the 1980s and 1990s made of the proper place 
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of religion in the modern world. It seeks to identify core themes and trace the 
change and evolution of his public statements against some of the larger intel-
lectual developments, socioeconomic transformations, and geopolitical pro-
cesses within which his engagement with Islam must be located. None of this is 
to imply that one can take Mahathir the politician to have been driven by a reli-
gious or spiritual motivation: there are actually weighty arguments against com-
ing to such a conclusion. As is clear to most observers, Islam often provided 
critical stabilization and additional cultural legitimization to his increasingly 
authoritarian rule. In seeking to encompass and understand his public religious 
discourse, one must remain mindful of the political contexts and the larger so-
ciohistorical processes that accompanied this ethnonationalist politician’s very 
public embrace of Islam after the middle to late 1970s.

But relying on explanations that focus on external political factors driving 
his discourse alone limits our ability to plumb the depths of his intellectual en-
counters with his faith. Mahathir clearly pursued political objectives in setting 
himself up as the exponent and spokesperson of a pragmatic and worldly Islam. 
However, there is more to this than mere expediency. Mahathir was not so much 
the initiator or originator of calls to Islamize banking, education, and the legal 
system as their single most significant sponsor among Muslim political leaders 
of the period. He was viewed by many in the 1980s as the most sympathetic of 
Muslim leaders to such causes as the Islamization of knowledge13 and the other 
challenges to the West’s hegemony over the theories and models of moderniza-
tion and development. Many of his ardent supporters would be bitterly disap-
pointed over the course of his premiership, and his credentials as an Islamic 
leader were severely tarnished by the time he finally stepped down in 2003. But 
his promise to establish in Malaysia the world’s first truly modern Muslim state 
was greeted with much enthusiasm when he entered office in 1981—not just in 
Malaysia but around the world. This underscores the extent to which it is possible 
and legitimate to conceive of Mahathir as a significant figure in the Muslim 
world’s postcolonial political history.14

Localizing Universalisms

“Doctor M,” as he is still often called, saw himself first and foremost as a nation-
alist. “I am a Malaysian nationalist,” he told me when I asked him to describe his 
political worldview. His elementary ideological-political predisposition is prob-
ably best encompassed by Anthony Milner’s term, “bangsa-minded.”15 Mahathir 
was driven, above all else, by the quest to restore the dignity and sovereignty of 
the Malay nation, the bangsa Melayu, in their now independent homelands after 
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more than five hundred years of meddling by foreigners in the tanah Melayu, the 
Malay lands. To most bangsa-minded, being Malay was synonymous with being 
Muslim, and like many of them, Mahathir gravitated toward the conservative, 
ethnonationalist United Malays National Organization. UMNO, it was felt, was 
able to harness the unifying force of Islam without the flirtation with leftist ide-
ologies or the perceived diminution of race at the hands of its more religiously 
inclined breakaway faction, the predecessors of Malaysia’s Islamic Party PAS 
(Parti Islam Semalaysia/All-Malaysian Islamic Party).16 However, when Maha-
thir exhibited as prime minister a willingness to contemplate a far more promi-
nent public role for Islam than any of his predecessors, he was able to counter, to 
some extent at least, PAS’s argument that the UMNO leadership was insuffi-
ciently committed to upholding the teachings and precepts of the faith.

This study takes Mahathir seriously as the leader of a late twentieth-century 
Muslim-majority country, engaged in a conversation (with coreligionists as 
much as with non-Muslims) about the intellectual heritage of Islamic civiliza-
tion, about the religion’s ethical precepts, its laws, its views of the place of hu-
mankind in creation, and indeed its merits in the modern world. This allows us 
to obtain an account of his premiership as well as his personality from the in-
creasingly salient but until now neglected perspective of Islam. A number of in-
sightful accounts of the Mahathir years have been published over the past 
decade.17 There is still, nonetheless, a marked reluctance in this material to ap-
proach Mahathir as an agent of late twentieth-century Islamic thought. Instead, 
much of the extant scholarship emphasizes the role of the man who used to be 
his deputy, Anwar Ibrahim, or that of his successor, Abdullah Ahmad Badawi. 
But in view of Mahathir’s centrality in the shaping of Malaysia’s public discourse 
on Islam in the 1980s and 1990s, it would seem reasonable to take seriously what 
he said about the religion. The objective is not to return to essentialist arguments 
about the allegedly immutable nature of Islam but to understand the role of reli-
gion in the modernizing discourse of one of Asia’s most significant but also po-
larizing and controversial twentieth-century leaders. Tracing the path by which 
he arrived at his views can help provide a more nuanced understanding of trans-
formative effects of Mahathir’s two decades in power.

It is inadequate to argue that Mahathir, often described one dimensionally 
and without much nuance as a secularist, was simply forced to respond to the 
rising popularity of the Islamic party PAS, and that he sought to do so through a 
game of one-upmanship. Joseph Liow’s Piety and Politics in Malaysia goes some 
way toward explaining the multilayered complexity of Mahathir’s religious turn. 
Indeed, the far more relevant question to ask is why initiatives such as “Islamiz-
ing” educational curricula or the setting up of ambassadorial-level relations with 
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the Palestinian Liberation Organization received such enthusiastic support in 
the first place. There is much insight in Chandra Muzaffar’s and Judith Nagata’s 
accounts of Malaysian Muslim politics in the 1980s, including their observations 
that Islamization helped underscore Malay claims to political primacy in the 
multicultural polity.18 But even these studies seem to ignore the particularly Is-
lamic sensitivities that underlie these demands. Why were there these demands 
for more Islam, and why were many Muslims in Malaysia asking for notably 
similar things as their brethren in countries as diverse as Indonesia, Egypt, and 
Turkey? The bulk of the existing scholarship points to such factors as political 
repression or socioeconomic inequalities, yet persuasive accounts for the specifi-
cally Islamic character of Muslim world politics remain few and far between.

Islam in postcolonial Malaya/Malaysia19 has long had an ethnopolitical di-
mension, the result of the country’s demographic peculiarities. But long-standing 
demands for halal banking, for a school curriculum that makes more reference 
to Asian and Islamic history than the history of the British Empire, for the con-
struction of more places of worship, and for a government that does not serve 
alcohol at its official functions sprang deeply from Muslim sensitivities. As many 
of these demands had parallels in other Muslim countries as well, Islamization 
policies should not be reduced to cynical attempts at outmaneuvering domestic 
political opponents. Malaysia’s Islamic turn under the Mahathir government 
cannot be explained away entirely as religiously colored manifestations of Malay 
ethnonationalism. These policies responded to something emanating from post-
colonial Malay-Muslim society in Malaysia, including the wish for the a priori 
Malay state to be more reflective of the values, beliefs, practices, and aesthetics of 
its majority population. These demands were amplified by a range of factors, 
such as growing levels of participation in secondary and tertiary education or 
widespread resentment over Israel’s continued occupation of Palestinian lands. 
But there was more to Malaysia’s Islamization than cynical manipulation of pop-
ular sentiment, and there was more to Mahathir’s engagement with the precepts 
of Islam than mere instrumentalism.

This study seeks to contribute to the growing body of studies of contempo-
rary Muslim politics. In attempting to reconstruct an interior view of Mahathir, 
a figure from what is sometimes still described as the periphery of the Islamic 
world, this book traces the political-historical milieu from which his ideas 
emerged and against which they must be read. But there are also much more 
practical considerations. Unlike most of the figures associated with the late 
twentieth-century revitalization of Islamic thought, Mahathir was first and fore-
most a politician. What strategies did he have to pursue in order to establish his 
credentials to speak about the desired relationship between Islam and society, an 
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area of knowledge conventionally considered the preserve of the religiously edu-
cated and other bearers of sacred knowledge? How did factionalism in the ruling 
UMNO limit or affect his ability to state his views? How did the UMNO’s non-
Malay coalition partners respond to his version of Islamization? How did Maha-
thir’s concepts differ from those espoused by other UMNO leaders, or even those 
of the Islamist opposition assembled in PAS and the multiethnic but predomi-
nantly Malay-Muslim PKR (Parti Keadilan Rakyat/People’s Justice Party)? What 
role did the significant Chinese, Indian, and non-Muslim bumiputera communi-
ties, representing more than a third of Malaysia’s population, play in the formu-
lation of Mahathir’s views on Islam and politics?

It is this study’s major aim to uncover the archaeology of Mahathir’s ideas 
and to then link them with parallel processes elsewhere in the Muslim world, 
including Indonesia, the Middle East, Pakistan, and Turkey, but also diaspora 
communities in the West.20 It does so by tracing the theological, jurisprudential, 
and historical validation he sought for his arguments. Did he privilege particular 
fahaman or aliran pemikiran (i.e., understandings or leanings) within Islam, and 
if yes, why did he choose to do so? How did these fahaman manifest themselves 
in his public or private statements? What other influences are detectable in Ma-
hathir’s pronouncements on Islam? For example, how was the early twentieth-
century modernist movement reflected in his representations of “properly 
understood” Islam? What about any intellectual and imaginative impact from 
the so-called Islamic revival that is often described as having swept Malaysia and 
many other parts of the Muslim world after the 1970s? What about the emerging 
discourse often—rather problematically—described as post-Islamism?21 How 
were these influences modulated into Malaysia, and by what processes did they 
become domesticated or Malaysianized in Mahathir’s public rhetoric?

Though a major motif of Mahathir’s political discourse, Islam was not domi-
nant, and just under half of his significant speeches mention the religion at all. It 
was the primary subject of just over 5 percent of all of his speeches. Does that 
mean, however, it is possible to conclude that Islam was unimportant to his vi-
sion for Malaysia’s modernization? There are three reasons against arriving at 
such a viewpoint. First, Islam and its role in modern Malaysia clearly exercised 
Mahathir in persistent ways, and an almost missionary zeal of inculcating a 
“proper understanding” of Islam among the Malays was a constant of his politi-
cal rhetoric across many decades. Second, there was an organic relationship be-
tween his overarching politico-ideological concern for the Malays’ socioeconomic 
modernization and what he perceived to be the transformative powers of Islam. 
Third, the fault lines that have opened up in Malaysian society (both within the 
Muslim community and between Muslims and non-Muslims) have been driven 
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by disagreements as to the rightful political role of Islam. Mahathir played a cen-
tral role in the evolution of these debates, and the representations he made of re-
ligion as Malaysia’s most influential political leader can therefore scarcely be 
ignored.

Exploring Mahathir from the perspective of his grappling with the question 
of what role Islam could and should play in modern Malaysia is unlikely to re-
solve the inconsistencies, contradictions, and paradoxes that have exasperated 
more than a few of his biographers. But it can provide fresh insights into Malay-
sia’s Mahathir era and its enduring and highly divisive legacy from a different 
and fresh perspective. In providing an account of the twenty-two-year-long 
Mahathir rule through his own views and statements on Islam, this book goes 
beyond the more familiar approaches that stress authoritarian control, commu-
nalist politics, or economic development policies. Its analysis relies in equal mea-
sure on Mahathir’s own statements and published writings and the actual impact 
of the policies that his government implemented. On account of the many indi-
cations that his government’s Islamic policy was centrally inspired by his under-
standing of sesuai and berpatutan (suitable or appropriate) interpretations of 
Islam, it is worthwhile to analyze the connections between the evolving public 
character of Malaysia’s state religion and Mahathir’s encounter with the teach-
ings of the Prophet Muhammad.

Islam and the Movement of History

Well into the 1970s and 1980s, prophesies as to the imminent death of religion 
were commonplace. The movement of history seemed to point toward a global 
convergence on the secular, capitalist, liberal democratic model. Any difficulties 
in applying this model to the newly independent states of Asia and Africa were 
explained as stemming from the persistence of premodern culture in these 
places. Social commentators were virtually at one in arguing that the rise of the 
modern state in the Third World, coupled with material progress, would eventu-
ally give rise to more recognizably modern forms of politics there as well. Scien-
tific rationalism and advances in technology would help transform even such 
stubbornly religious backwaters as the Iberian Peninsula or Eastern Europe. 
Though not peculiar to the formal study of societies, such singular conceptions 
of modernity led to widespread assumptions that economic progress would help 
replicate the sociocultural formations and political conditions it had produced 
in  countries that had been the first to industrialize. As was assumed to have 
happened in Western Europe (erroneously, as it turns out), religious beliefs and 
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practices would gradually fade under the combined pressures of urbanization, 
bureaucratization, and the market.

Long-held assumptions of Western social science that a privatization of reli-
gion was a defining quality of—or perhaps even an essential precondition for—
modernity are now the subject of serious questioning. Many of these assumptions 
have been shown to be manifestations of the particular circumstances and con-
ditions peculiar to post-Enlightenment Western European Christendom. Over 
the past ten to twenty years, scholars representing a wide range of disciplinary 
backgrounds have pointed to a revitalization of religion in the second half of the 
twentieth century.22 The emergence of new religious thinkers and activists in the 
Muslim world is particularly well documented,23 but even the traditionally edu-
cated ʿulama or religious scholars, long thought to be redundant and anachro-
nistic, have experienced a notable revival over the past three to four decades.24

The evidence for an ongoing and wider revitalization of religion (even if this 
should not be understood as a return to the old in any way) is compelling. It has 
been marshaled from many different regions and for many different faiths, rang-
ing from the growing influence of evangelical Protestantism over US politics to 
the rise of Hindutva in India. Even Europe, home to some particularly stringent 
variants of political secularism, has not been immune. The extraordinary post-
Soviet resurgence of Russian orthodoxy is perhaps the most commonly cited ex-
ample pointing to a resurgence of Christianity, but other notable indicators 
include the more than a million largely youthful pilgrims who attended Pope 
Benedict XVI’s closing mass at the 2005 World Youth Day in Cologne, or the 
unprecedented popularity of New Age spirituality in once solidly Catholic Italy. 
The Eastern European countryside increasingly bears the tell-tale signs of Pente-
costal church architecture—soaring glass fronts, triangular roofs, and all—and 
there is clear evidence pointing to a growing religiosity among non-Christian 
Europeans, such as the Muslim minorities of Britain, France, and the Benelux 
states.25

Mahathir’s engagement with Islam must be read against the historical con-
text of this wider late twentieth-century resurgence of religion in general and the 
post-1970s Islamic revival in particular. Although initially often seen as a rejec-
tion of modernization, as an irrational or antimodern movement, the multiple 
voices associated with the resurgence of Islam have, in fact, sought to articulate 
distinctly modern critiques of Western-dominated modernity, proposing a range 
of “Islamic” alternatives to the theories and practices of modernization and de-
velopment. Mahathir’s engagement with Islam coincided with this period of in-
tellectual reinvigoration. The years of his premiership saw, in some ways, the 
realization of a number of the reform programs that had been envisaged by the 
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Malay world’s modernist movement half a century earlier (see chapter 5). The 
period of the 1980s and 1990s can also be identified as coinciding with the trans-
formation of Malay world Islam from a primarily cultural signifier, associated 
with life cycle rituals, the daily prayers of the faithful, and the Ramadan fast, into 
a socioeconomic and political identity. While more than a few Malaysian Mus-
lims envisaged the creation of a theocratic negara Islam, or Islamic State in the 
mold of an Islamic republic, many others began working to bring about the de-
sired Islamic order (i.e., the masyarakat madani project later associated with An-
war Ibrahim) through civil society activism.

The deepening profile of Islam in Malaysian politics and wider society over 
the past couple of decades has attracted keen scholarly interest.26 But few observ-
ers have been unequivocal in stating that increasing levels of religious obser-
vance, as well as the more privileged position that the Malaysian state has 
accorded Islam, are not in and of themselves necessarily corrosive to Malaysian 
democracy. Many, in fact, have argued that these developments undermine con-
ceptions of equal citizenship or inclusive notions of national identity, and that 
the growing role played by Islam militates against an independent judiciary, a 
free press, and a free and fair electoral system. Pronouncements as to the com-
patibility or otherwise of Islam and democracy are unlikely to reflect anything 
other than the personal viewpoint of the one speaking. But it behooves us to take 
seriously the assertion of many Malaysian Muslims that their religion constitutes 
an all-encompassing way of life. The demand for religion to play a more promi-
nent role in shaping and molding society is not necessarily limited to those vot-
ing for Islamic parties, either. In a broader sense, even as key thinkers of the 
Islamic movement in the 1990s and 2000s have put forward more innovative and 
dynamic responses to the challenges facing their societies, the very idea of secu-
larism is undergoing a reformulation.27

As Robert Bellah, José Casanova, T. N. Madan, Shmuel Eisenstadt, and oth-
ers have shown, religion can be a force for civility, facilitate the establishment of 
democratic forms of governance, and help resist the coercive hegemonies of mar-
ket and state.28 These observations are particularly relevant for Malaysia, where 
“many Muslims continue to look to their religion for the principles of public or-
der as well as personal spirituality.”29 The lack of enthusiasm for secularism 
among many Malaysian Muslims arises not so much from the inability to distin-
guish between temporal and spiritual power—a lived reality of Islamic civiliza-
tion for nearly 1,400 years. Rather, it arises from what many have argued is the 
impossibility of reducing Islam to matters of a personal, privatized spirituality. 
Talal Asad insists that the very idea of religion as a separate, sacred life sphere is 
itself a construction of Western modernity.30 The complex processes playing out 
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across the Muslim world, including the spectacular events unfolding in Arab 
countries, are not at all about whether Islam will play a central role in shaping 
these societies but what kind of role it will play. Asad argues that Islam should 
not be viewed as a static entity, as a closed system, but rather as a dynamic move-
ment, fluid and subject to change across geographical space and time over the 
past fifteen centuries. Muslims insist that Islam is an all-encompassing way of 
life with relevance and application, not limited to spirituality and worship but as 
something interwoven into society and culture.

Many proponents associated with what has been called liberal Islam have 
argued that so-called political Islam represents an illegitimate or ahistoric pro-
trusion of religion into secular public space. There exists no single orthodox 
position on what constitutes legitimate political authority or of the rightful re-
lationship between religion, state, and society, and over the centuries jurists, 
theologians, and philosophers representing a wide range of schools of thought 
have put forward some startlingly different answers to this question. Yet many 
of the individuals associated with the modern-day liberal project seem rather 
indifferent to the serious misgivings many of their coreligionists have about 
the appropriateness of secularism as a guiding principle of communal life. 
These hesitations should not be dismissed as modern apologist obsessions, 
manifestations of the deficiencies of contemporary Muslim thought, or even 
erroneous understandings of Islamic teachings and history. Abdal Hakim Mu-
rad, a Cambridge-based scholar trained in the classical Islamic sciences, does 
not question the relevance of Islamic law to contemporary Muslim societies 
but points to the difficulty of reconciling the intrusive, controlling bureau-
cratic state with classical manifestations of the relationship between religion, 
society, and the polity, characterized by minimal interference from the center, 
the absence of codified law, and qadis or muftis dispensing justice at a local, 
personalized level.31

The practice of Islam and the manifestation of being Muslim is always shaped 
by historical conditions, social location, and geography, and reference to religion 
alone is insufficient to explain the complexity of political processes in Muslim 
societies. But this observation should not blind us to the existence of a range of 
spatially and temporally independent beliefs and practices that together consti-
tute Islam, not an “unchanging and essentially ‘other’ . . . but the practices and 
everyday lives of persons describing themselves as Muslims.”32 The suggestion 
that the concept of a single Islam must be abandoned in favor of a multiplicity of 
small-letter islams comes across as “high-minded Besserwisserei, or conceptual 
violence.”33 Asad’s suggestion to approach Islam as a discursive tradition may be 
a more helpful starting point. He cautions about measuring the beliefs and 
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practices of individual Muslim communities against Islam’s founding texts, the 
various golden ages of Islamic civilization, or some other perceived notion of 
orthodoxy; instead, Islam should be seen as a broad discourse “that addresses 
itself to conceptions of the Islamic past and future, with reference to a particular 
Islamic practice in the present.”34 More than a fifth of humanity identifies as 
Muslim, and Islam remains a powerful force pervading the daily lives of several 
hundreds of millions of people. They are at least as aware as the anthropologist 
studying them of theological and doctrinal differences with others who also call 
themselves Muslims. Yet there is the reality of Islam, “a norm that has displayed 
various modes of development, [but] always within the possibilities inherent in 
that reality and according to its principles.”35

The spate of arson attacks on sacred places in Malaysia in 2010 and 2011 re-
vealed an uncivil and exclusionary face of Malaysian Islam. But as Mahathir ar-
gued, both as prime minister and since retirement, the best way of addressing 
these problems does not lie in calling for the emancipation of the polity from the 
religious norms and values of its increasingly observant Muslim majority. Maha-
thir suggested that Islam could, in fact, play a major role in modulating civility 
into the public sphere. Islam in Malaysia is already well under way in its transfor-
mation from a primary association with communitarian identity into the vehicle 
for a political consciousness able to resist the inhuman logic of the market and 
the authoritarian state. To illustrate this, both UMNO and PAS have over the 
past two decades moved to emphasize universalism, justice, and the true equality 
of humankind as core themes in Islamic scriptures. No tradition is inherently 
democratic or authoritarian, and the myths and founding texts of any religion 
can be mobilized toward either democratic or authoritarian ends. But in view of 
the reality that a growing majority of Malaysians professes Islam, and that many 
other Malaysians have begun turning toward Islam, modern Malaysian concep-
tions of state must necessarily and can legitimately incorporate the political aspi-
rations of the growing Muslim majority.36

Trajectories

A significant subset of the literature on contemporary Islamic political thought is 
marked by what may be called the “failure” thesis. Books and essays with such 
titles as the Crisis of Modern Islam and What Went Wrong advance the idea that 
there existed a fundamental dissonance between Islam and modern ways of or-
ganizing the polity, including the territorial nation-state, popular sovereignty, 
the equality of citizens, the rule of law, and democracy.37 All of these are deemed 
to be incompatible with Islamic visions of political community, which in turn 
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are described as requiring a profound modernization to open the requisite intel-
lectual space for the articulation of critiques of the entrenched patriarchy, sul-
tanism, or even the formulation of a moral-ethical framework beyond the shariʿa. 
That well-known personages of the twentieth-century Islamic movement re-
jected democracy as a form of prostitution (Khomeini) or insisted that popular 
sovereignty was an unlawful usurpation of the divine prerogative (Qutb) lent 
further weight to the incompatibility or failure thesis, strengthening the convic-
tions of those holding that the religion and culture played a role in the endurance 
of authoritarian regimes across the Muslim world.

A growing body of literature guarding against such reductionist views began 
emerging in the late 1970s. Left-leaning academics and social commentators, in-
cluding such figures as Edward Said and Rashid Khalidi, have pointed toward the 
disrupting effects of colonization or cynical big-power machinations in stunting 
the growth of democratic political structures in the countries of the Muslim 
world. A few observers described the rise of so-called political Islam as an aber-
ration reflecting the extent of the eroded cultural positions of traditional elites in 
many Muslim societies,38 or as something resulting largely from external influ-
ences such as the closure of mosques, assassinations, or exclusion from the po-
litical process.39 But there still are only a few scholars who are pointing out the 
democratic potential inherent to Islam and that religion could be harnessed to 
help consolidate the people’s aspirations for participatory government, rule of 
law, and notions of good governance.40

Most studies of Muslim politics start with the challenge represented by the 
Prophet Muhammad’s passing. There is good reason to begin there, as many of 
the Muslim world’s ongoing debates on the compatibility of Islam, constitution-
alism, parliamentary democracy, the territorial nation-state, and nationalism are 
given shape by the rich heritage of Islamic jurisprudence and philosophy. The 
precise nature of political authority remains subject to intense debate, not only 
between Sunnis and Shiites but also between so-called traditionalists and re-
formists, between secularists and advocates of an Islamic state, or plainly be-
tween individuals with authoritarian and those with politically inclusive 
instincts. There is enduring disagreement over whether and how the Islamic 
faith can or needs to be reconciled with some of the basic organizing principles 
of the modern state, even whether or not an Islamic worldview recognizes at all 
any separation between sacred and profane life spheres. A de facto decoupling of 
spiritual authority from temporal power occurred soon after the passing of the 
Prophet, but sovereignty remains one of the most contentious subjects in con-
temporary Islamic political thought—both in the sense of regret many Muslims 
express about political fragmentation and lack of unity but, more significantly, 

The Mahathir Years    17



also in political implications of literal interpretations of the Qur aʾnic dictum 
that sovereignty belongs to God alone.

Political philosophy as it developed in the Muslim world between the ninth 
and eleventh centuries CE was essentially descriptive and tasked with providing 
justification for precedent rather than with envisaging the ideal polity. Works in 
the classical mirror genre, the better-known examples of which include those of 
Mawardi (d. 1058) and Nizam al-Mulk (d. 1092), were often written under princely 
duress, as their authors were wont to admit. Theses treatises did not seek to tran-
scend prevailing political circumstances marked by civil wars, heterodoxies, jos-
tling for power among non-Arab converts, and the rise of contending centers of 
power such as the Seljuks or the Fatimids. The political realities of the era, in-
cluding the practical secularization of political and religious spheres, led schol-
ars such as Mawardi, author of Al-Ahkam al-sultaniyya (The Laws of Governance), 
to conclude that “the state was not a direct expression of Islam, but a secular in-
stitution whose duty it was to uphold Islam. [This] was the Islam that saw holi-
ness and religion incompatible with state politics,” which “were expected to be 
violent and corrupt.”41 The minimum expectation of the ruler became that he 
defended orthodoxy and protected the community of the faithful against attacks 
from without. The Sunni caliphate, unlike the Shia imamate, thus was “relieved 
of all metaphysical sanction.”42 Although the famous Shafiite jurist al-Ghazali (d. 
1111) suggested that a ruler should aspire to justice and keep the company of the 
learned and the pious, the maintenance of the status quo soon became the su-
preme, all-overarching objective of Sunni political philosophy.

The arrival of Islam into maritime Southeast Asia is most commonly dated to 
after the fall of the Abbasid caliphate in the thirteenth century. Unlike Islam’s 
initial expansion into Byzantine and Sassanid lands, into Egypt, Sindh, and North 
Africa, the Islamization of Southeast Asia, like most post-Abbasid expansion 
more generally, occurred largely by the peaceful and gradual means of what Ne-
hemia Levtzion has aptly described as a process of adhesion, whereby groups 
embraced Islam without immediately adhering absolutely to all its prescrip-
tions.43 Even after pork had joined the lists of the forbidden foods and even after 
Arabic names had become widespread, the propitiation of Hindu-derived deities 
on auspicious occasions had thus not ceased in totality, and there was generally 
no concerted effort to proscribe or limit animistic practices and beliefs standing 
in some tension with Islam’s monotheistic teachings. Paralleling developments 
in coastal East Africa, the Balkans, and Central Asia, where conversions to Islam 
are still ongoing processes rather than distinct events, Islam and Southeast Asia’s 
pre-Islamic cultures very gradually blended into distinct syntheses.
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Over the course of the past six to seven centuries, the political culture of the 
Malay world became suffused and enmeshed with Islamic legal concepts and 
vocabulary, creating not so much layers of veneers as a patchwork quilt. Mus-
lim-ruled sultanates such as Pasai, Aru, Malacca, Demak, and Banten, which 
began replacing the region’s Hindu-Buddhist kingdoms starting with the 
thirteenth century, helped diffuse Islamic notions of right conduct across the 
archipelago.44 Anthony Milner argues that Persianized concepts of Islamic 
kingship were intrinsically attractive to rulers whose territories were fractured 
by geography and who were engaged in constant conflict with competitors from 
beyond the realm, the outlying districts, and even from within the palace 
grounds themselves.45 Turning to supernatural forces and appropriating the 
symbolic language of Islam helped undergird the legitimacy of monarchs whose 
claims were seldom uncontested. Islam became absorbed into the Indic-derived 
political cosmology of the pre-Islamic Malay state, the ruler embodying the 
cosmic truth and virtue of both the devaraja and the khalifa. Between the pe-
riod of the increasingly rapid diffusion of Islam and the arrival of European 
colonizers in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, Southeast Asian Islam 
became firmly linked with the position of the sultan. But as Milner reminds us, 
the prominence given to the Muslim rulers of Southeast Asia “was far from 
unique in the Muslim world,” which contemporary observers “might have per-
ceived . . . as an expanding galaxy of monarchies, many of which asserted lofty 
spiritual claims.”46

The European diplomats, missionaries, merchants, and adventurers that be-
gan visiting and residing in Muslim lands in greater numbers beginning with the 
nineteenth century are often seen as the originators of still widespread assump-
tions about the difficulty to reconcile Islam with modernity. Reference to the ir-
redeemable obscurantism of Muslims has given way in recent decades to a 
considered approach more cognizant of the ease with which millions of them 
have been able to combine faith with new technologies and ideas. The works of 
Chandra Muzaffar, Khaled Abou el-Fadl, Amina Wadud, and Tariq Ramadan 
have shown the Qur aʾn to have no more pro- or antipluralist proclivities than the 
Bhagavad Gita or the New Testament. Some commentators still harbor cultural-
ist doubts, but many more point to Indonesia and Turkey to argue that growing 
commitment to Islam need not be an obstacle to democratic rule. This line of 
argument received further reinforcement by the revolutionary movements of the 
Arab world, where the first free elections in generations have invariably brought 
to power religiously observant actors. While Islam need not be an obstacle to 
democracy, it can be a modulator of conceptions of good governance and can 
provide autochthonous justifications that are likely to be far more persuasive 
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than the enforced, arbitrary, and authoritarian modernization exercises of Iran 
under the shah, Soviet Central Asia, early republican Turkey, or Habib Bourgui-
ba’s Tunisia.

Those academic commentators advancing the argument that Muslims face a 
stark choice between democracy and theocratic authoritarianism have been less 
adamant after the publication of works such as Robert Hefner’s Civil Islam: Mus-
lims and Democratization in Indonesia and Nader Hashemi’s Islam, Secularism, 
and Liberal Democracy. There is still, however, among many contributors a no-
table tendency to perceive liberal democracy in its Western European or North 
American guises as a universally valid ideal and as something that—even if with 
the requisite Islamic coloration—Muslims should find compatible with their 
faith and as something they should aspire to. Little thought is given to the vast 
middle ground between the equally exclusivist secular and Islamist conceptions 
of the state, or to the possibility that Muslim thinkers might instantiate entirely 
new models of the polity, as of yet unknown or “inchoate superior alternatives to 
secularism,” as Scott Morrisson puts it.47 The dismissive essentialism of neo-
orientalism has become increasingly unfashionable, but while Nader is right in 
pointing out that the modern polity in the Muslim world must enter through the 
gates of religion, it seems just as problematic to assume that once Muslim-
majority countries have stepped through this door, their democracies must re-
semble liberal-secular models in their conception of the desirable relationship 
between religion, state, and society.

It is worth stating at the outset that Malaysia under Mahathir cannot be 
considered as having met many of even the most elementary measures of a de-
sirable polity—whether judged against Islamic or Western standards. In the 
face of the country’s dramatically deepening social inequalities and a revelation 
of increasingly spectacular corruption scandals involving the highest levels of 
authority, Mahathir’s 2001 declaration that Malaysia already constituted an Is-
lamic state was met with derision by many in the Muslim community, quite 
apart from the frosty reception it received among most non-Muslim Malay-
sians. But the Mahathir government, in taking notable steps toward normaliz-
ing Islam in postcolonial Malaysia and according the religion a more privileged 
public role, provided a wide range of Muslim social actors with the space to ar-
ticulate legitimate critiques of the authoritarian or discriminatory status quo. 
As some of the later chapters in this book elaborate, this openness enabled Mus-
lims to emerge as vocal advocates of political transparency and helped bring 
about (even if quite unintentionally) orthodox articulations of a democratic 
polity reflective of Islamic norms and cognizant of the conservative values of its 
Muslim majority.

20    Chapter One



Malaysia’s evolution toward a more inclusive society is no more complete 
than that of Australia, France, or Germany, or for that matter those of Indonesia 
or Turkey, two Muslim-majority states often described as examples of the rela-
tively successful integration of Islam, democracy, and secularism. Neither Indo-
nesia nor Turkey is stationary in its political culture, and both have experienced 
what may be described as a normalization of Islam in postcolonial political dis-
course over the past twenty years. The Australian scholar of Indonesia, Greg Bar-
ton, is right in pointing to the poor electoral performance of Islamic parties in 
Indonesia, but it is important to recall that the Indonesian state, both during the 
last Suharto years and in the post-Reformasi phase, has displayed much greater 
flexibility in catering to a wider range of Muslim actors.48 The Indonesian state’s 
newfound ability to accord greater space for public recognition of Islamic pre-
cepts and practices has obviated the need of many to vote for specifically Islamic 
parties in order to ensure such basic entitlement issues as religious education of 
children, the construction of mosques, and allowing female Muslim civil ser-
vants to wear the headscarf. Overall, the institutional arrangements and social 
realities of post-New Order Indonesia are arguably more deserving of the adjec-
tive “nonsectarian” rather than secular.49 Turkey’s experience under the Justice 
and Development Party (AKP) (at least during its initial decade in power) evinces 
certain parallels.

Political predictions are notoriously difficult to make, but it seems safe to 
say that the Barisan Nasional’s social contract has been in a process of unrav-
eling. The Mahathir era’s bargain of political quietude for prosperity also no 
longer holds true. What type of polity will evolve from the crumbling edifice 
of UMNO’s rule is impossible to say, but it is likely that Islamic actors from 
Anwar Ibrahim’s multicultural PKR (Parti Keadilan Rakyat/People’s Justice 
Party) and even more significantly, PAS, will contribute to the shaping of Ma-
laysia’s political future. It is not unlikely that Islam may emerge as an even 
stronger cultural modulator of notions of good government, rule of law, and 
social justice, even if the repositioning of Islam in Malaysia into an emancipa-
tory and politically inclusive public religion is by no means a foregone conclu-
sion. The curious role that Mahathir played in making such an outcome 
possible at all needs to be recognized, even if, as chapter 7 argues, this may 
have been largely the unintended consequence of his government’s individu-
alizing and individually empowering religious discourse. While there are 
other factors that help explain the rise of what has been called a “Muslim 
Democratic” discourse in Malaysia, the role played by the Mahathir govern-
ment in the lead-up to this rather notable realignment must be more mean-
ingfully explored.
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The Individual as a Unit of Analysis

Why has Mahathir himself so rarely been the focus of the extant literature on 
Islam in Malaysian politics? There appear to be at least three reasons for this. The 
first is the enduring secular paradigm. The attention of both scholarly and jour-
nalistic observers has tended to center on Mahathir’s erstwhile deputy, Anwar 
Ibrahim, or his successor, Abdullah Badawi, and the Islamist-oriented opposi-
tion party PAS rather than Mahathir’s ethnonationalist United Malays National 
Organization. This should not surprise anyone greatly, as contemporary scholar-
ship on Muslim politics—in Malaysia as much as elsewhere—still seeks to sepa-
rate secular and nationalist from Islamist and religious leaders in order to 
account for the wide range of positions individuals have adopted on the question 
of the relationship between state, society, and religion. A correlate of this is a 
second factor: the general tendency of many scholarly works on Mahathir to fo-
cus on his role in Malaysia’s development and economic growth rather than reli-
gious or cultural themes.

The third answer lies in the changing focus of political science and area stud-
ies experts. Well into the 1960s and 1970s, the political histories of the newly de-
colonized states of Asia and Africa were still often written essentially as the 
political biographies of liberation heroes such as Sukarno, Nkrumah, Nehru, and 
Atatürk. It was almost as if knowing the mind of the man at the top would pro-
vide a more privileged understanding of the country he was leading. This changed 
after the late 1960s, when developments within Western society itself in general 
and in the social sciences in particular led to the embrace of the idea that the 
rapid transformations of the developing world were better understood from the 
perspective of macrotransformations than great man theory. The challenges of 
nation- and state-building projects then under way across the postcolonial world 
and the intricacies of the historical process were far too big and too complex to be 
reduced to the role, no matter how important, of a single person. Unlike histori-
ans or anthropologists, political scientists still often view biography as too dis-
tracted from the larger picture or of running the risk of losing disciplinary rigor.

There is, however, scope for biography as methodology in contemporary po-
litical science—nowhere more so than in the context of authoritarian systems 
that give a limited number of individuals great leeway in shaping the fate of en-
tire societies. Mahathir was, arguably, one of the single most important archi-
tects of Malaysia’s thoroughgoing sociocultural, economic, and political 
transformations. A number of senior civil servants are on record complaining 
about his micromanaging tendencies.50 At the same time, one needs to be careful 
not to overstate the extent to which he dominated Malaysian politics even during 
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the so-called Mahathir years. Malaysia during the 1980s and 1990s was not sim-
ply the empty canvas upon which he merely painted what the Malaysian political 
scientist Khoo Boo Teik has persuasively described as “Mahathirism.”51 Maha-
thir’s ideas on development, society, the economy, ethnicity, nationalism, inter-
national relations, and particularly religion were challenged, questioned, and 
derided by many different groups. Mahathir, for instance, had very public fall-
outs with senior ʿulama, the learned scholars of Islam who as civil servants were 
meant to help formulate and implement the government’s Islamic policies.

There are few serious biographies to help us understand who Malaysia’s 
fourth prime minister was and how he had come to be that way. The works of 
Barry Wain and Khoo Boo Teik are rare exceptions and offer invaluable insights 
into Mahathir the man and the politician. Based on his doctoral dissertation sub-
mitted to Flinders University in 1994, Khoo’s Paradoxes of Mahathirism: An In-
tellectual Biography of Mahathir Mohamad, paints a highly nuanced picture of 
the evolution of Mahathir’s political thought, positing nationalism, capitalism, 
Islam, populism, and authoritarianism as the five constituent pillars of “the rela-
tively coherent political ideology of Mahathirism.” The real strength of Paradoxes 
lies in the author’s ability to link cogently the substance of Mahathir’s thinking 
on these five pillars to biography and personal disposition. On the matter of Ma-
hathir’s understanding of religion, for example, Khoo argues that Mahathir’s Is-
lam was centrally shaped by “the religiosity of the self-made man.”52 Similarly, 
Mahathir appears to have applied his medical training to politics, and terms such 
as “diagnosis,” “pathology,” “sickness,” and “cure” were indeed extremely com-
mon in his rhetoric. “For ‘Dr UMNO,’” Khoo writes, “medicine and politics were 
unified. . . . Medicine becomes more than a metaphor for the diagnosis and treat-
ment of the body politics: the doctor’s ‘frankness’ is his people’s ‘catharsis’.”53 
The Economist, in an article from nearly a decade earlier, lends support to Khoo’s 
assertion: “Mahathir Mohamad practised medicine as a young man. In a way, he 
still does. You make an examination of the country, he says, diagnose its ail-
ments. Reach a judgment, put it into practise and watch the patient.”54

Much of the other broadly speaking biographical work does not do Mahathir 
much justice. They can be recognized as falling into either one of two categories: 
gushing hagiographies or frothing indictments. Ahmad Lutfi Othman’s short 
1994 tract entitled Mahathir khianati melayu (Mahathir betrays the Malays) or 
Mohd. Sayuti’s 1999 book Saya adalah—Mahafiraun (I am—Mahapharaoh) are 
exemplary of the latter type. One of the best English-language examples of the 
former would likely be Robin Adshead’s Mahathir of Malaysia, a book full of 
glossy photographs and some interesting, little-known facts about Mahathir’s 
early years in Alor Setar and Singapore. But Mahathir of Malaysia offers no 
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critical assessment of the politics and the policies of the man who had been in 
office for almost a decade when the book was published in 1989. The most flawed 
example of the many Mahathir hagiographies, however, must be Hasan Hamzah’s 
Mahathir: Great Malaysian Hero (1990). This book, which is close to five hun-
dred pages long, offers few real insights into the thought of Malaysia’s fourth 
prime minister and seems to have been written entirely for the career advance-
ment of a junior political operator from Sarawak. Even worse, as Khoo docu-
ments, is Hasan’s lifting of entire chapters from the works of others.55

The dearth of serious biographies is exacerbated by the lack of studies of Ma-
laysia’s postcolonial leadership that are comparable to Angus McIntyre’s (2005) 
psychobiographical study of Indonesia’s first four presidents. McIntyre’s ap-
proach, however, could help provide deeper and more meaningful insights into 
the real differences between the commoner Mahathir and his more blue-blooded 
predecessors. Many writers have argued that his premiership represented a sea 
change in Malaysia’s political culture. A forceful but perhaps also one of the most 
thoughtful arguments presented for the case that Malaysia under Mahathir was 
a curious reflection of the man at the top’s own “constrained, perhaps even fore-
shortened or distorted . . . mental and intellectual horizons” comes from the 
long-standing observer of Malay-Malaysian politics and society, Clive Kessler.56 
Comparing Mahathir’s worldview to the eclectic tastes of the Malay middle class, 
Kessler argues that both are “[a] breathtaking aesthetic bricolage, a mélange . . . 
far from entirely consistent and ‘of one piece,’ a strange combination of different, 
incongruous and perhaps even ultimately incompatible components.”57 Kessler’s 
essay traces the facets of Mahathir’s worldview as an “economic moderniser, 
technological hyper-modernist, religious individualist and anti-individualistic 
socio-cultural conservative” to his all-encompassing Malay nationalism, and to 
the “thorough-going and principled repudiation of [colonialism’s] pervasive ar-
rogances, its humiliation of its subjects, its infantilising paternalism, and its self-
interested yet hypocritically unacknowledged material rapaciousness.”58

Despite what Kessler calls Mahathir’s “thorough-going and principled repu-
diation” of colonialism, a number of observers, including the late Syed Hussein 
Alatas, have noticed in Mahathir a curious reflection of colonialist ideas. In The 
Malay Dilemma, for instance, Mahathir is said to have echoed nineteenth-
century assumptions about a hierarchy of man, arguing that Malay underdevel-
opment was the result of colonial neglect as well as inherent differences between 
“industrious” and “docile” migrants and the “indolent” Malays. Syed Hussein 
Alatas, Charles Hirschman, and others have, directly or indirectly, taken Maha-
thir to task for failing to see the economic rationality of the Malay peasantry’s 
refusal to enter the modern agricultural sector or the extractive industries of 
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colonial Malaya because of terrible working conditions and poor wages. Michael 
Peletz notes the “deeply ironic fact” that Mahathir “espouses an essentialising 
Orientalism of the sort that literary critic Edward Said excoriated in his now 
classic (1978) study of Western literary representations of the ‘Orient.’ . . . The 
notion of ‘Asian values’ articulated by Mahathir and others is not only a widely 
unqualified, absolute term; it also presupposes a monolithic, eternally unchang-
ing, homogenised ‘Asian’ (as well as an undifferentiated, immutable, sexually an-
archic and terminally decadent ‘Western’) whose essential features transcend 
time, space, gender, class, occupation and local cultural identity.”59

Others have put forward similar, often deeply personal explanations for Ma-
hathir and his binary—Kiplingian in many ways—view of the world. Jon Swain, 
Southeast Asia correspondent for the Times during the early years of the Maha-
thir government, argued, perhaps somewhat simplistically, that the prime minis-
ter’s nationalism and critical stance vis-à-vis the West arose “from his early 
education, when he failed to gain admission to read law in Britain.” Barry Wain’s 
Malaysian Maverick: Mahathir Mohamad in Turbulent Times also claims that 
“Mahathir’s jaundiced view of Australia” had been precipitated by a snub of the 
Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade in Canberra in 1969. Mahathir, Wain 
reckons, “has never forgotten how he was treated all those years ago.”60 Cheah 
Boon Kheng concurs: “To understand Dr Mahathir’s nation-building process 
one needs to understand his personality. [He was] an extremely proud, sensitive 
man who was prone to sulk, and interpreted most issues personally.”61

There are clear dangers associated with making a single person the focus of a 
study that seeks to make sense of the extraordinary political developments that 
have been under way in the Muslim world over the past thirty to forty years. The 
objective is not to deny the role of other personalities, geopolitical factors, or 
domestic civil society, and the approach does not call for a return to great man 
theory. Instead, we need to reassess Mahathir’s legacy by bringing together a 
study of his life and personality with an appreciation of the wider contexts in 
which his political leadership was embedded. The focus on the individual Maha-
thir may help provide narrative coherence in this study of what is one of the most 
significant political phases in Malaysia’s postcolonial history. Some of the most 
insightful accounts of postcolonial Indonesian politics can be gleaned from the 
biographical material on Sukarno, Suharto, and Abdurrahman Wahid.62 In ac-
knowledging the role of the person Mahathir, I also came to appreciate more 
deeply that political change does not proceed merely from the abstract forces of 
the longue durée. Some individual leaders are figures of historical significance, 
and Mahathir was such an individual.
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This book draws from a range of sources, including several in-depth and 
repeat interviews with Mahathir himself; his wife, Dr. Siti Hasmah; their eld
est daughter, Marina; and members of his extended family in Kuala Lumpur, 
Putrajaya, Alor Setar, and Melbourne. Between 2006 and 2010, I spent three 
extended periods of comprehensive data collection in Malaysia, where I was 
able to interview some of the key personalities of Malaysian Islam and politics 
of the 1980s and 1990s. I conducted close to fifty in-depth, semistructured in-
terviews with politicians, former bureaucrats, ʿulama, academics, civil society 
activists, and other shapers of public opinion—in addition to countless per-
sonal, informal conversations with ordinary Malaysian Muslims and non-
Muslims. In 2008, a generous fellowship from the Australia-Netherlands 
Research Collaboration made possible an extended period of fieldwork in 
Leiden, where I was able to consult the significant collection of early twenti-
eth-century Malay-language journals, newspapers, and other periodicals in 
order to develop a better understanding of the nationalist fervor of the Malay 
world into which Mahathir was born in 1925. As the inaugural recipient of the 
Mahathir Distinguished Fellowship from the Majlis Professor Negara (Na-
tional Council of Professors), I was also able to undertake extended periods of 
fieldwork research in Malaysia preceding the 2013 general elections—a time 
when Barisan Nasional was trailing in national polls, but when the long-re-
tired Mahathir was voted the country’s most popular politician, and when one 
was able—even if only briefly—to speculate about the emergence of a Maha-
thir dynasty with the appointment of son Mukhriz to the position of chief 
minister of Kedah.

Apart from these interviews, the methodology rests on subjecting to close 
scrutiny a large amount of primary source material written on or by Mahathir 
himself. Chiefly among these are Mahathir’s published writings—principally 
books and essays. He wrote extensively and is associated with a voluminous 
number of essays and op-ed contributions to both Malaysian and international 
newspapers. Basic insights into what I somewhat reluctantly would describe as 
“Mahathir’s Islam” can be obtained from his fifteen or so monographs, including 
well-known titles such as The Malay Dilemma (1970), The Challenge (1986), and 
Reflections on Asia (2002). More recently, Mahathir turned to the Internet as a 
way of publicizing his ideas, and the tech-savvy nonagenarian regularly posts 
updates on his Web log, chedet.com. Here one is able to obtain insights into the 
worldview of a retired statesman who often claims to have been sidestepped by 
his own party UMNO since retiring.

The second documentary source comprises the official speeches given in 
varying capacities as parliamentarian, senior cabinet member, prime minister, 
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elder statesman, or invited speaker on the global lecturing circuit. I have collated 
and analyzed more than six hundred of these speeches, lectures, and official ad-
dresses to develop a longitudinal chart of the continuities and the dissonances in 
his engagement with the religion, its tenets, and contemporary Muslim spiritual-
ity. My analysis is centered on the 561 major speeches Mahathir gave as prime 
minister. Some of these have been published in book form, including Malays For-
get Easily (2001) and Islam, Knowledge, and Other Affairs (2006), while other ma-
jor speeches have been reprinted in the quarterly government publication Foreign 
Affairs Malaysia.

I have been able to obtain many low-key speeches to domestic audiences 
(which were not catalogued in Foreign Affairs Malaysia and were probably never 
intended for reprinting) from the exhaustive Web site of the Prime Minister’s 
Department, as well the ten volumes of the Encyclopaedia of Dr Mahathir bin 
Mohamad, simultaneously published in Cairo, Beirut, and Kuala Lumpur in 
2004. Theses speeches provide invaluable documentation of his representations 
of the role to be played by Islam, both at the level of the individual believer and 
society. They are an immensely rich source for documenting his six-decade-long 
engagement with the religion, but in particular they highlight the momentous 
twenty-two years of his premiership.

The third set of documentary sources that I have drawn upon comprises the 
many interviews that Mahathir has given to the local and international press 
over more than four decades. These interviews provide in many ways arguably 
the most candid insights into Mahathir’s understanding of Islam, because they 
are also the least rehearsed representations of his thoughts and ideas. The earliest 
sources from which I draw are a series of letters that Mahathir wrote to the Sun-
day Times as a student in Singapore in the late 1940s and early 1950s. After re-
turning across the causeway in 1953, he concentrated on his career as an officer 
of the colonial government and was deployed to various hospitals across three 
northern states of British Malaya (Kedah, Perlis, and Penang) before setting up 
his private practice in his hometown of Alor Setar in 1957. With the exception of 
a very limited number of articles submitted to Intisari, the Journal of the Malay-
sian Society for Sociological Research, and the odd letter to the editor of Malaya’s/
Malaysia’s English and Malay press, there is little by way of archival record for 
the decade between the mid-1950s and the mid-1960s, when he first attained na-
tional prominence as the freshman member of Parliament for Kota Setar Selatan. 
The Hansard of the Malaysian Dewan Rakyat has proven an invaluable tool for 
retracing his opinions during this initial phase of his public career.

Mahathir’s thought is far more comprehensively documented from the early 
1970s onward than in the previous twenty years. In 1971 he published what prob-
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ably remains his best-known work up to the present, The Malay Dilemma. 
Another important but frequently overlooked book from the same period is the 
Guide for Small Businessmen. His engagement with Islam continued throughout 
the 1970s, when he first became a senator in the Malaysian upper house, and then 
in rapid succession minister of Education, minister of Trade and Industry, and 
finally in 1976 deputy prime minister. Forty-four of his major speeches from this 
decade have been reproduced in the 1982 collection by Harun and Shafie, Maha-
thir: Cita-cita dan pencapaian.

Mahathir’s engagement with Islam intensified during the 1980s. His most 
significant work during this pivotal decade was The Challenge. While The Malay 
Dilemma makes mention of Islam in less than ten discrete instances, The Chal-
lenge is replete with references to events and personages in early Islamic history, 
such as the Battle of Uhud or some of the Prophet Muhammad’s better-known 
companions, such as Umar Ibn al-Khattab or Abu Dharr, indicative of the more 
developed conceptualization that Islam had attained in his worldview during the 
same period. The Challenge abounds with Qur aʾnic quotations, including both in 
English translation and the unattributed but masterful and obviously handwrit-
ten calligraphic rendering of the original Arabic texts. This intensified engage-
ment continued in later books, such as Islam and the Muslim Ummah (1995) and 
The Role of Islam in the Modern State (2003). During this period, Islam also 
emerged as an important background subject in many of Mahathir’s works not 
directly focused on Islam, such as A New Deal for Asia (1999) or Reflections on 
Asia (2002). This intensity far exceeds what is evident in his earlier writings from 
the 1960s and 1970s.

I asked two questions of these diverse sources: How did his articulation of 
Islam and the representations he made of its modernizing role change over 
time, and what kind of continuities can be observed despite the changes and 
shifting political conditions? I began my study approaching Mahathir’s engage-
ment with Islam based on how it would appear to him. The first core empirical 
chapter, chapter 4, therefore seeks to encapsulate “Mahathir’s Islam” on its own 
terms, as it was presented to his listeners, viewers, and readers through the 
speeches, writings, and interviews that were a fixture of Malaysian public dis-
course in the 1980s and 1990s.This hermeneutical approach was accompanied 
by a critical perspective that is essential in helping explain why Malaysia’s for-
mer prime minister chose to turn toward Islam at a specific juncture of modern 
Malaysian history and what drove him to highlight particular aspects of Islam 
at particular points in time. This reference to context (which includes paying 
attention to the specific circumstances of audience, location, language, and 
time in which a particular speech occurred) and allowing Mahathir to essen-
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tially speak for himself will hopefully help limit any wilful misrepresentation of 
his ideas on my part.

I have drawn inspiration from the methodological approach taken by Khoo 
Boo Teik (1995). His analysis of Mahathir’s official speeches, publications, and 
interviews (painstakingly collected before they were made available online on 
the Web site of the Prime Minister’s Department) identifies what he describes 
as the five components of “Mahathirism.” Khoo explores the dynamic interre-
lationship between Mahathir’s nationalism, capitalism, Islam, populism, au-
thoritarianism, and the specific political circumstances he faced as leader in 
order to demystify the enigma that Mahathir had been for so long. Unlike 
Khoo’s much broader intellectual biography, this book is focused on a single 
and, as I argue, hitherto underexamined aspect of Mahathir’s ideological rep-
ertoire and political discourse: his articulation of a “proper” or “correct under-
standing” of Islam. It will seek to derive an understanding of Mahathir’s 
engagement with the religion through a close reading of the primary source 
material in order to identify dominant themes and analyze continuities and 
discontinues stretching across seven decades. Unlike Khoo, I have also been 
able to draw upon repeat interviews with Mahathir, members of his extended 
family, and a dozen or so other informants who have known him for many 
years and who in many cases were influential advisors or executors of his poli-
tics and policies.

The extensiveness and diversity of the sources consulted for this study have 
allowed me to develop a longitudinal chart of the continuities and the disso-
nances in Mahathir’s engagement with the religion, its tenets, and contempo-
rary Muslim spirituality. The earliest source is a series of letters that Mahathir 
wrote to the Sunday Times as a university student in Singapore in the mid-
1940s, and the most recent ones are blog and Facebook posts. The extent to 
which Mahathir’s personal views shine through this material underscores his 
agency. He did not believe in delegation—whether in Malaysian politics or in 
his own conduct—and is reputed to have written much of this material him-
self. His press secretary Ahmad Mustapha complained that he “was left with 
arranging for press conferences and preparing short speeches.”63 This is sig-
nificant because it underscores the degree to which Mahathir’s own opinions 
and experiences, his own worldview, and his own understanding of Islam and 
its function in modern society were conveyed to his audience without much 
filtration by officials or gatekeepers. There is, as a result, a certain immediacy 
to his engagement with the faith. It is this immediacy that endows Mahathir’s 
articulation of “properly understood Islam” with resonance and relevance 
beyond Malaysia.
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Structures

This study seeks to explore the role of Mahathir’s Islamic discourse by placing it 
within his broader political project of Malay modernization, locating the secu-
lar-trained politician in twentieth-century debates on the role of religion in soci-
ety and relating his ideas to the wider range of Muslim responses to modernity. It 
represents the first major English-language study of Mahathir’s articulation of a 
proper understanding of Islam, arguing that his representations of the religion 
can be systematically approached and studied as a relatively coherent discourse 
reflecting the causes and ideas of the twentieth-century Muslim modernist 
movement. Apart from rationalistic and pragmatist interpretations of the Mus-
lim faith, Mahathir’s discourse also contained his assessment of the sociocul-
tural, economic, and political problems facing the contemporary Muslim world, 
and what I describe as his interpretation of Islam as a “theology of progress,”64 as 
well as the range of solutions and corrective measures that he proposed Muslims 
should adopt.

The book argues that Mahathir’s discourse inspired and informed much of 
the Malaysian government’s Islamization policies of the 1980s, 1990s, and be-
yond. He was central to the development of what some have described as the 
state’s “nationalization of Malaysian Islam.”65 The two decades of the Mahathir 
government coincided with the gradual coagulation of novel forms of Muslim 
consciousness celebrating individual achievement amid the federal government’s 
ever-expanding role in facilitating the emergence of a suitably modern “Islamic” 
way of life, extending into private domains of family and community as well as 
the market and society. The lasting influence of the Mahathir government on 
Malaysian society and politics makes the engagement with Islam on the part of 
the former prime minister one of historical interest.

This book is organized around seven largely thematically organized chapters. 
Chapter 2, “Maverick, Paradox, Recalcitrant,” begins by sketching the momen-
tous transformations of his twenty-two years in power as the political backdrop to 
his engagement with religion. It seeks to detail the political scenario behind Ma-
hathir’s public statements on what role Islam should play in a modern and mod-
ernizing society, including the government’s long-running pro-Malay positive 
discrimination program, Malaysia’s rapid industrialization experience, the pla-
teauing of the Malaysia economy in the wake of the Asian Financial Crisis, rela-
tions with its ASEAN neighbors, and the growing pro-democracy movement 
Mahathir confronted after the late 1990s. Critically, it also sketches in broad 
strokes some of the major policy planks of Islamization as it was experienced in 
the 1980s and 1990s. Chapter 3, “The World as Seen from Seberang Perak,” pro-
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vides a personal biography of the shaping influences on the man who would be 
Malaysia’s fourth prime minister. It traces his journey from part southern Indian, 
commoner son of the schoolmaster in semirural Kedah to the prime minister’s 
office, arguing that Mahathir’s politics and policies cannot be understood except 
against the “polished black-shoe” Anglo-Mohammedan sobriety he imbibed in 
youth and childhood at the very edge of Britain’s Southeast Asian empire.

Chapter 4, “Making Islam Work,” identifies the central themes in Mahathir’s 
engagement with Islam, including what he described as its “freeing of the Malay 
mind from all sorts of superstitions,”66 its advantages over other faiths, its call to 
moderation, and its encouragement for Muslims to succeed in this earthly life. 
Chapter 5, “Influences and Impulses,” explores the theological and ideational in-
fluences to Mahathir’s Islamic thought, identifying a number of influential person-
alities as well as episodes in his personal biography that appeared to shine through 
his public statements and that may help account for the change or, conversely, the 
constancy in some of his pronouncements on Islam. Chapter 6, “Explanations and 
Transformations,” seeks to provide an account for the specific nature of Mahathir’s 
religious discourse. It looks at the wider transformations of twentieth century: Ma-
lay culture, electoral competition with PAS, and Islam’s transnational dimensions, 
as well as the range of the distinct political advantages the prime minister obtained 
from his public embrace of the kebangkitan umma or the “Islamic revival” that had 
begun sweeping Malaysia in the late 1960s and early 1970s.

The concluding chapter, “Akhir Zaman: End Days,” ties the book together, 
surveying the complex impact and anything but straightforward, enduring 
echoes of Mahathir’s religious discourse on Malaysian society and politics. It ar-
gues that the Mahathir legacy can only be described as ambiguous. On the one 
hand, his public discourse emphasized the individualistic, egalitarian, pluralis-
tic, democratic, and dynamic qualities of Islam. On the other hand, the Maha-
thir government also enacted legislation (or rather acquiesced in the activities of 
certain religious bodies) that is often described as having curtailed religious free-
doms in Malaysia—in particular, the religious freedoms of Muslims. Similarly, 
while Mahathir’s representations of Islam were fraught with contradictions and 
flaws and in many ways contributed to Malaysia’s worsening state of interethnic 
relations, his insistence that every Muslim has the right to speak for Islam para-
doxically also seems to have prepared the ground for a future democratization of 
Malaysian politics. Mahathir cannot be regarded as a profound Muslim thinker, 
but the transformative effect of his politics and discourse (both in Malaysia and 
beyond) can only be appreciated if we take him seriously as one of Asia’s most 
influential twentieth-century political thought leaders and a statesman from 
what has become one of the most dynamic regions of the Muslim world.
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