
International Journal of Management and Applied Science, ISSN: 2394-7926                                                 Volume-3, Issue-5, May-2017 
http://iraj.in 

Radicalisation in Malaysia: Number of Homegrown Terrorists is Rising 
 

122 

RADICALISATION IN MALAYSIA: NUMBER OF HOMEGROWN 
TERRORISTS IS RISING 

 
MOHD MIZAN ASLAM 

 
Islamic University of Perlis 

E-mail: mohdmizan@gmail.com 
 

 
An increase of over 200 percent! That is the latest 
data pertaining to the increase in the number of 
arrests made by the Royal Malaysian Police (PDRM) 
on individuals who are connected with the DAESH 
militants. The percentage shows clear evidence that 
the threat of radicalization involving local citizens 
has not declined for the past two years in 2015 and 
2016. 
 
In fact, the two-year comparison showed a drastic 
increase to more than 200 percent despite the various 
operations and exposure carried out by the authorities 
and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) about 
the dangers of DAESH. The increase in the number 
of arrests is a situation which is very worrying. 2013 
only recorded a total of 4 arrests whereas 2014 had a 
record of 34 arrests. Furthermore, the statistics in 
2015 showed only 82 individuals arrested, while last 
year recorded a very high number of arrests totalling 
to 292 individuals. 
Another factor which is strongly connected with the 
increased arrests is due to Royal Malaysia Police’s 
(PDRM) 'generalization' approach or attitude in their 
efforts to eradicate terrorism. Police arrested so many 
individuals as suspects even though they only store 

objects or materials associated with DAESH. This 
‘generalization’ attitude towards the issue has 
resulted in the growing number of arrests. Although 
this situation has not been totally acceptable and often 
disputed by many members of the community, the 
police have every reason to adopt such approach. The 
concept of prevention is better than cure is the 
priority nowadays. The Malaysian Government sees 
these captures as a crucial measure regardless the 
degree of involvement in DAESH, rather than having 
thousands of lives become casualties as a 
consequence of terrorism. 
Police have established a special unit to monitor 
terrorism-related activities under the E8 unit, which is 
also known as the Counter Terrorism Unit. The 
special branch runs all espionage activities, arrests 
and de-radicalization in collaboration with several 
agencies such as the Malaysia Islamic Development 
Department (JAKIM), State Islamic Religious 
Departments (JAIN), Department of Prisons and 
others. The roles of the police and agencies have been 
very significant and indirectly resulted in more and 
more arrests, thanks to the large – scale scope of 
work, monitoring and investigations.

 
MALAYSIAN TERRORISTS-RELATED DETAINEES FROM 2001 – 2016 

 
 

Source: Data collected and analysed by Malaysia Research Institute of Strategic Studies (MyRISS), Islamic 
University Perlis, Malaysia1 

                                                        
1Aslam, M.M.,Hafnida, Graduate Research Assitant (GRA) MyRISS. Monthly bulletin, 01/2017, Perlis Malaysia 
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Since the crackdown on the KMM militant groups in 2001, arrests of individuals associated with terrorism 
occurred throughout the year. Starting with 63 and 40 arrests in 2001 and 2002 respectively, this number 
gradually decreased until 2005. However, there was an increase from 2006 onwards when new cells of al-Qaeda 
had been established and religious conflicts transpired in Indonesia, Thailand and the Philippines. Despite 
fluctuations in the arrests, 2013 showed a significant increase from 4 arrests in the previous year to 39 arrests. 
This number continued to rise, reaching the figure of 292 in 2016. 
 
REASONS FOR THE INCREASE IN DAESH – RELATED ARRESTS IN MALAYSIA 
 
The increasing trend of DAESH – related arrests is expected to continue in 2017. This situation is influenced by 
political and economic factors, plus local and global political landscape which are seen to be squeezing the 
Muslims. Malaysia's economic situation at this point will further affect the rising unemployment 
rate.Unemployment rate in Malaysia rose to 3.4 percent in November 2016 from 3.2 percent in the same month. 
The number of unemployed persons rose 8.3 percent from a year earlier to 510,700. Employment went up by 0.7 
percent to 14,317,2002 .Lack of employment opportunities will drive young people especially, to look for 
improper channels to solve their problems and engage in subversive movements and others. 
 
In addition, the international political trend is now also an opportunity for radical groups such as DAESH or 
Abu Sayyaf Group (ASG) to manipulate the situation and attract more membership including 'sympathizers' of 
their so – called struggle. Some Malaysian individuals like Mohd Najib bin Hassan a.k.a Abu Anas (who led the 
Ansar al-Shariah Battalion, one of the 4 right-wing groups of ASG and pledged allegiance to Abu Bakar al-
Baghdadi to support the idology of ISIS), Dr. Ahmad Mahmud and Zulkifli Khir are very significant people in 
the Jemaah Islamiyyah and DAESH movement and still in exile in Southern Philippines, the porous border 
between Sabah and Mindanao and Jolo Islands which will pave the militants’ way in and out. 
 
The world political situation coupled with the policies of the newly – elected US President, Donald Trump, to 
some extent will increase the number of Malaysians' involvement in terrorist activities. Strong insistence by 
local political parties and forums focusing on American politics and Islam show the seriousness of this matter. 
Islamophobia is growing in Europe after Trump occupies the White House. A strong evidence to this argument 
can be seen in the shooting case in Quebec mosque on January 30 which killed six Muslims who were praying. 
The killing was committed by a student named Alexandre Bissonnette, a staunch supporter of President Trump, 
and has been charged for the brutal crime3.  Furthermore, a mosque in Texas was also burned on the same day 
when President Trump declared entry barriers into the United States for citizens of seven countries which have 
been classified as ‘terrorists hotbed’4.     
 
The role of a handful of scholars who indirectly supports the harsh ideology brought by controversial figures 
such as Ibn Taymiyyah, Hassan al-Banna and Abdullah Azzam has also contributed to the increase of these 
statistics. The attitude of some religious leaders who defend the ideology in diverse ways has resulted in the 
spread of extremism in the society. Some respondents interviewed have admitted they support certain figures 
who are also in tune with their views and beliefs about the JihadTakfiri5concept. In this concept, anyone who 
does not support the movement is regarded as infidels and their blood is halal to kill. They argued Muslims are 
all brothers and that unbelievers are enemies. In addition, they also allow the killing of Muslims who do not 
support their agenda (considered them as un-Islamic). 
To date, 46 Malaysians have been directly involved in the DAESH struggle in Iraq and Syria. A total of 27 men, 
12 women and 17 children were involved in the struggle led by Muhammad Wandy bin Mohd Jedi known as 
Abu Wandy. These Malaysian militants live in Raqqa, a special residential area for DAESH fighters in Syria. 
Settlements in the apartment area which are the remains of the Syrian population are now occupied by fighters 
from Malaysia, Indonesia, Thailand, Philippines and Singapore. The group is known as 'Katibah Nusantara' with 
leaders from each nationality involved. Abu Wandy has been living in Raqqa since January 2015, is married and 
has a son6.    
                                                        
2 Retrieved from www.tradingeconomics.com/malaysia/unemployment-rate 
3 Retrieved from http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/montreal/alexandre-bissonnette-trump-travel-ban-quebec-
mosque-shooting-1.3966687 
4 Retrieved from http://www.express.co.uk/news/world/760250/Texas-mosque-burnt-down-hours-after-Trump-s-
Muslim-ban-imposed 
5Open ended questions and oral session with few DAESH detainees in one of the prison in Southern Malaysia. They 
have been charged with Prevention of Terrorism Act (POTA). 
6Gunaratna, R., 2016. Retrieved from http://www.scmp.com/week-asia/geopolitics/article/2029110/jihadist-
alumni-what-southeast-asia-has-fear-if-iraq-retakes 
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Source: Data collected and analysed by Malaysia Research Institute of Strategic Studies (MyRISS), Islamic 
University Perlis, Malaysia. 7 
 
Statistics also show that at least 40 students have been arrested for their involvement in activities related to 
DAESH8.  The students are from colleges, universities and schools. One of the reasons why many students are 
involved is social media. A variety of mobile applications and smart devices makes social media relevant to 
them. Militant groups have taken advantage of this situation to train new members and target young people with 
ambiguous thoughts. 
 

 
 
Source: Data collected and analysed by Malaysia Research Institute of Strategic Studies (MyRISS), Islamic 
University Perlis, Malaysia9 
                                                        
7 Aslam, M.M., Hafnida, Graduate Research Assitant (GRA) MyRISS. Monthly bulletin, 01/2017, Perlis Malaysia.   
8 Aslam M.M, 2016, Padang Besar, MyRISS Special Report to Ministry of Higher Education Malaysia. Titled: “The 
Threat of DAESH in Malaysian Higher Education Institutions”.  
9 Aslam, M.M & Hafnida, 2016, Padang Besar. Research Institute of Strategic Studies (MyRISS) Monthly bulletin, 
01/2016. 



International Journal of Management and Applied Science, ISSN: 2394-7926                                                 Volume-3, Issue-5, May-2017 
http://iraj.in 

Radicalisation in Malaysia: Number of Homegrown Terrorists is Rising 
 

125 

Amongst university students, at least 40 students are involved in DAESH – related activities. These students 
from schools and both public and private universities include the ones who sympathize and possess objects 
related to DAESH. The youngest student arrested for his involvement in DAESH was a student from a 
secondary religious school in Sungai Petani, Kedah aged 16. IPT students who are mostly young teenagers and 
still looking for directions and purpose in life, appear vulnerable and are easy targets of DAESH fighters10. 
 

 
 

Source: Data collected and analysed by Malaysia Research Institute of Strategic Studies (MyRISS), Islamic 
University Perlis, Malaysia11 

 
TERRORIST ATTACKS IN MALAYSIA: BOMB EXPLOSION 
 
On 28 June 2016, for the first time Malaysia suffered a terrorist attack in the form of a bomb blast. Such attack 
was last carried out by Kumpulan Militant Malaysia (KMM) and Jemaah Islamiyah (JI) around 1996 – 2002. A 
grenade attack was carried out by ISIS followers at Movida, a famous night club in Puchong, 20 kilometres 
away from Kuala Lumpur City Centre (KLCC) resulting in 3 people injured and properties damaged12.This 
attack shows that the threat of DAESH Militant in the country is real and alarming. DAESH militants have 
entered the second phase, namely attacks and destruction of lives and properties. 
 
Although terrorist attacks in the form of bomb explosions is not common in Malaysia, now it is not a strange 
thing. At one time, Malaysia was thought ashaven from threats of such violent incidents, but now it is not as 
Malaysia has been vulnerably exposed to terrorist activities and threats. 
 
Malaysia is expected to continue receiving threats and harassment by DAESH terrorists based on the 
aforementioned factors. In fact, the police have also admitted there are 10 grenades belonging to these terrorists 
and only 3 have been found13. This logically means a great threat awaits Malaysia, probably waiting for the right 
time to carry out attacks and bombings, especially in strategic areas situated in big cities such as Kuala Lumpur, 
Johor and Penang. 
 
Early this year, Malaysian police detained six men for their alleged involvement in bomb-making during 
separate raids in Pasir Mas, Kelantan. This does not rule out their involvement in DAESH-related militant 
groups14.Police also claimed a few attempted bomb attacks in Putrajaya, Melaka, Alor Star dan Kuala Lumpur 

                                                        
10 Ibid. p.7. 
11Aslam, M.M.,Hafnida, Graduate Research Assitant (GRA) MyRISS. Monthly bulletin, 01/2017, Perlis Malaysia 
12 Retrieved from http://bnonews.com/news/index.php/mobile/id4695 
13 Retrieved from http://www.malaysiandigest.com/news/626697-terror-suspects-in-malaysia-in-possession-of-grenades-
official.html 
14 Retrieved from http://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/asiapacific/malaysian-police-nab-6-suspected-bomb-
makers/3441358.html 
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have been planned by the DAESH militants since 201415.Mohamad Amin, a Malaysian who was detained in 
Southern Philippines last October is an expert in bomb-making for military activities16. 
 
In fact, the Malaysian bordersare also highly potential in contributing to the increased threats of terrorism. 
Sabah underwent Sulu terrorist attacks who come from the Mindanao Province, Southern Philippines; Perlis is 
vulnerable to drug crimes, human and weapon trafficking and separatist groups from Southern Thailand. Johor 
and Singapore are going through issues of overlapping claims, water and a variety of other issues17. 
 

 
 

Source: Data collected and analysed by Malaysia Research Institute of Strategic Studies (MyRISS), Islamic 
University Perlis, Malaysia. 18 
 

 
 
Source: Data collected and analysed by Malaysia Research Institute of Strategic Studies (MyRISS), Islamic 
University Perlis, Malaysia. 19 

                                                        
15 Retrieved from http://www.straitstimes.com/asia/se-asia/malaysian-police-detonate-two-suspected-explosives-found-at-
klcc-basement-carpark-area 
16 Retrieved from: http://www.thestar.com.my/news/nation/2016/10/27/malaysian-bombmaking-expert-caught-in-
philippines/ 
17Aslam, M. M. (2009). Cross Border Terrorism: The Link between Malaysia Militant Group (KMM) and Jemaah 
Islamiyyah (JI)-Connections and the Implications for Regional Security. Paper presented at the Crossing Borders: 
Promoting Regional Law Enforcement Cooperation-European, Australian and Asia Pacific Perspectives, Australian 
National University. 
18Aslam, M.M., Hafnida, Graduate Research Assitant (GRA) MyRISS. Monthly bulletin, 01/2017, Perlis Malaysia.   
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WHAT OUGHT TO BE DONE? 
 
Based on the data presented above, it has been found that Malaysia has a very high risk in the face of threats 
related to terrorism. The rising trend of attacks and threats by DAESH militants is not a matter to be 
underestimated. Various internal and external factors have certainly contributed to this situation. 2016 has seen 
the number of arrests nearly touching 300 and it must be reduced in 2017. 
 
A major concern of most countries in the world is the political landscape in the United States. President Trump’s 
foreign policy is expected to affect an increase in attacks on various countries. Therefore, wise and moderate 
actions are required from all leaders of the world in order to ensure stability and continuity of world peace. If 
appointed leaders fail to understand the importance and need to live in harmony and interact with each other, 
then the world will be on the verge of the third world war. 
 
The effectiveness of de-radicalization movement is a matter that needs comprehensive and thorough study. 
What is happening now focuses more on the prisoners alone. However, families and communities are very 
important elements. Strong family support will definitely ensure de-radicalization efforts bear fruit, while 
families who oppose the government's efforts will witness even worse outcomes. Society is also an important 
component that influences the lives of these prisoners after being discharged from a correctional center. People 
who are always suspicious and have negative perception of this group of individuals will lead them back to 
Jihad according to their perspectives20.  
 
The Malaysian Government has not made improvements in the Islamic education curriculum yet. Jihad topics 
need to stand alone and to be introduced as a single subject on its own. This subject must be made compulsory 
and taught at all levels, primary, secondary school and especially at university level. What is happening today is 
that this subject is only taught at a very basic level without clear emphasis. The concept of Dar as-Salam and 
Dar al-Harb or a peaceful country and a war country must be explained. Similarly, the responsibility of carrying 
out Jihad activities needs to be explained whether it is on the shoulders of individuals or the state21.  
 
To avoid the occurrence of additional number of homegrown terrorists, the government needs to provide more 
'missionaries’ or preachers who are not only certified but also possess vast knowledge about Islam and the Jihad 
concept. The missionaries should be sent to preach and propagate the true Islam at all corners of the country, 
including rural areas and in government-owned or privately – owned learning institutions22. This is indeed vital 
so that the understanding of Islam is derived from reliable sources and authentic. 
 
Totally getting rid of the Jihad concept from the lives of Muslims is an impossible thing to do. But to change the 
way of implementing Jihad is something that can be done. Muslims and the prisoners of such cases need to be 
given the opportunity and space to understand and interpret Jihad through a variety of methods, rather than just 
focusing on the Jihad of war only. If this is not attended to properly, Malaysia’s status as one of the most 
progressive and modern Islamic nation would be self-destructed by its own citizens23. 
 
The last thing that needs to be pondered upon by all parties especially the Malaysian Government and local 
authorities is the coming duration of 2 to 3 years from now. Within the next few years more than 500 prisoners 
linked to DAESH will be released, hence the importance of seriously looking at the knowledge and networks 
they have built amongst them while in custody. Their capability of forming new cells who are more cunning and 
powerful is a really big challenge for Malaysia24.  

                                                                                                                                                                            
19ibid. p.2.  
20In the case of Mohd Rafi Udin, he was detained for six years  (ISA detainees)  from 2002 after involvement in  
Malaysia Militant Group (KMM).  Despite efforts has been done by PDRM dan Prison Department, Rafi Udin managed 
to go Syria from Turkey for another Jihad battlefield. He is now believed, one of the Malaysian ISIS commanding 
officer  who answerable direct to Abu Bakar al-Baghdadi. 
21Liow, J. C. (2004). The Mahathir's Administration War Against Islamic Militancy: Operational and Ideological 
Challenges. Australian Journal of International Affairs, 58(2), 246-247. 
22 Aslam, M. M., 2017. Page: 24. Harian Metro; Kafe Ahad: Kuala Lumpur.  
23 Abas, N. (2005). Membongkar Jemaah Islamiyah: Pengakuan Mantan Anggota JI. Jakarta: Grafindo Khazanah Ilmu.  
24 DAESH detainees has been placed in 13 prisons nationwide. The most detainees is Sungai Buloh Selangor, followed 
by Tapah Perak, Simpang Renggam Johor, Kota Kinabalu Sabah, Kajang Selangor, Sungai Petani Kedah, Taiping Perak, 
Alor Star Kedah, Penang, Sungai Udang Melaka, Bentong Pahang, Sandakan Sabah and Johor Bahru. The only prison 
who kept female detainees is  Kajang Selangor.     
 


