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Introduction 
 

The mass protests against authoritarian regimes in the Middle East from December 

2010 onwards, known as the Arab Spring, found some resonance in the Southeast Asian 

region1. We will look at whether there is a relationship with demonstrations in Indonesia 

and Malaysia.  

 

Indonesia, a “Muslim-majority country”, was governed undemocratically for over 

three decades, similar to the Arabic countries mentioned above2. But a significant uprising 

against “corruption, collusion, and nepotism” manifested itself in 1997, and the economy 

“steadily strengthened after [Indonesian ruler] Suharto’s ouster”, two years later, thus 

stabilising the nascent democracy3. Events in the late 1990s rather than 2011 mirror the 

Arab Spring. 

 

Due to a “cultural bond”, political events within “the Arab world” have always had 

repercussions on Malaysia4. But the country’s Prime Minister during the Arab Spring, Najib 

Razak, used to pride himself with the country’s philosophy of moderation and “national 

unity” as the core tenets of the ‘1Malaysia’ policy, a rhetoric which also served to minimise 

protests occurring parallel to the Arab Spring5. Albeit, there may have been some 

bandwagon effect of Malaysia’s 2011 ‘Bersih 2.0’ rally with a view on the Middle East. 

 

                                                           
1 see Saidin, 2018, 121 
2 see Pepinski, 2012, 1 
3 Derichs, 2012, 7-9; Miller & Martini, 2013, 32; Aras & Ekim, 2015, 1 
4 Bakar, 2012, 743-744 
5 Aras & Ekim, 2015b, 1 
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A View on Indonesia 
 

In spite of corruption and sectarian strain, political rankings have portrayed 

Indonesia as one of “the most democratic of any Muslim-majority countries since the 

2000s”6. In recent years, public support for authoritarianism has been minimal, and 

democracy has solidified7. The economy proved robust and has been showing high growth 

rates8. What is more, both civil society and the political establishment “do genuinely want 

to improve issues of accountability, rule of law, and social justice”9.  

 

When it comes to the consequences of the Arab Spring, rather than mirroring the 

situation in the Arabic countries affected, the much earlier Indonesian “Reformasi” 

movement of Spring 1998 actually parallels the Arab Spring”10. In fact, then-U.S. Secretary 

of State Hillary Clinton lauded “Indonesia’s democratization as the ideal model for the Arab 

Spring”11. 

 

Political ramifications, not least in connection with Reformasi, are such that 

fundamentalist forces are putting pressure on the Indonesian government to introduce 

Islamic law12. Politics in Indonesia have been “characterised by competition between 

different populisms” upholding a system of oligarchy13. Corruption is pronounced14. 

“[S]upport for ... norms of social justice and rule of law” is humble15. In the recent past, there 

have been attacks on economically prominent ethnic Chinese population and Christians16. 

 

Public support for Islamist parties has been comparably low, but some observers 

suggest that in perspective, Islamists might be more fully integrated into politics17. The 

“Indonesian model”, i.e. the transition from authoritarianism to democracy, has been cited 

                                                           
6 Rienner citing Kubicek, 2015, 31 
7 see Salehin, 2013, 91; Freedman & Tiburzi, 2012, 131; Miller & Martini, 2013, 13 
8 Kimura, 2012, 186 
9 Freedman & Tiburzi, 2012, 152-153 
10 Pepinski, 2012, 12-13 
11 Hoesterey, 2013, 56 
12 Maghbraoui, 2016, 765 
13 Hadiz & Robinson, 2017, 488 
14 Freedman & Tiburzi, 2012, 151 
15 idem, 152-153 
16 Moghadam, 2013, 396 
17 Miller, Martini, Larrabee e.a., 2012, 304; see also Pepinski, 2012, 11 



Koch  3 

 

as one to be emulated in the Arab World, with an accommodation of moderate Islamists18. 

Islamist parties have been cautious not to call for a broad “enforcement of Islamic codes”19. 

 
 
 

From Reformasi and Bersih to a Malaysian Spring? 
 

Reformation (Reformasi) in 1998 marked the beginning of “street protest and civil 

resistance in Malaysia”, followed by the peaceful “Clean” (Bersih) movement which 

attracted large youth following20. Launched during the height of the Arab Spring in 2011, 

the Bersih 2.0 rally was perceived by many observers “as an attempt to create a ‘Malaysian 

Spring’“21. However, the impact was punctual and, thus, much smaller than in the Arab 

World22.  

 

Due to government fears, the Pan-Malaysian-Islamic Party (PAS) subsequently 

warned protesters not to attempt the ousting of the elected government, although the 

oppositional alliance incorporating PAS did call for a Malaysian Spring23. The government 

was sharply denounced by protesters24. Bersih 2.0, on 9 July 2011, was subdued by the 

authorities, with many arrests, thousands of injured and one casualty25. The same month, 

the government announced that it would control social media to a larger extent, blocking 

an initial 300 Islamist websites26. 

 

The “student factor”, the high proportion of university attendees in the “anti-

government demonstrations”, worried state officials27. Although oppositional Maria Chin 

and Mohamad Sabu stressed the peaceful fashion of the protests and their being in line with 

previous protests, unaligned with the Arab Spring, political parties did mobilise “youth 

activists”28.  

 

                                                           
18 Carnegie, 2014, 95 & 97; see Hoesterey, 2013, 60-61 
19 Brookings, 2015, 5; see Carnegie, 2014, 101 
20 Saidin, 2018, 123 
21 idem, 121; see idem, 123 
22 idem, 121 
23 idem, 122; Brookings, 2015, 16-17 
24 Brookings, 2015, 16-17 
25 Currie, 2012, 296-297 
26 Freedom House, 2012, 4-6 
27 Bakar, 2012, 743 
28 Saidin, 2018, 122 
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According to research done by Saidin, most young Malaysians back democratic 

elections and stability instead of “civil disobedience” to topple the country’s leadership29. 

More than half of Malaysian activists expressed a neutral or negative attitude towards the 

term “Malaysian Spring” and supported a “democratic political system” in the country, and 

more than a quarter took a neutral position30. Since most stated sympathies for the Arab 

Spring, one must note that a certain overlap between the protests in the Arab world and 

those in Malaysia exists; a total of 49.2 percent of Malaysian activists said they were 

inspired by the Arabellions31. 

 
 
 

Outlook: Shari’ah Law 
 

In a general development, of which Reformasi and Bersih were a public expression, 

levels of support for so-called shari’ah law are high in both Indonesia and Malaysia32. In 

Indonesia, PKS “recalibrated their strategy, pressing for the introduction of as many 

elements of Islamic legislation as possible at the regional level short of calling for the full 

implementation of shari’ah and the Islamic state”33 34. 

 

The majority UMNO party has backed Islamist moves to implement Islamic law in 

Malaysia35. A large fringe of the population seems to be in support of such36. A number of 

Islamists have maintained that the “introduction of shari[‘ah] should be the ‘natural 

outcome’ of a gradual, bottom-up Islamization of Muslim society”, while a political 

theocracy, a so-called Islamic State, is to be created in the long run37. 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
29 idem, 121, 134 
30 idem, 134, 132 & 133 
31 see idem, 127-128 
32 see Rienner citing Kubicek, 2015, 23 
33 Brookings, 2015, 6-7 
34 The appeal for Islamic law has also been advanced by the secular Golkar party (ibid) 
35 idem, 8 
36 idem, 9 
37 idem, 9 & i 
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Conclusion 
 

The Indonesian Reformasi preludes the Arab Spring and the Malaysian, Arab Spring-

inspired Bersih 2.0 was much more isolated than the Arabellions. In the Arab world, Islamist 

parties, in the immediate aftermath of the Arab Spring, won at the ballot boxes38. In 

Indonesia, this did not happen, despite improvements in freedom of expression. Analysts 

have then alluded to the possibility that Arab countries could emulate Indonesia with 

“conservative Muslim parties play[ing more] active roles”39. But Indonesia is unlikely to 

foster this potential development, as it lacks “its own vision for the Middle East” and is 

reluctant to “share its know-how ... in the process of democratic transformation”40. 

 

With regard to Malaysia, the country “balance[s] national unity against its multi-

ethnic composition”, which is an interesting case in point41. But when one takes a closer 

look, there is still a disconnect between official Malaysian political speech and reality 

concerning its human rights record. Munir Abdul Majid, formerly Malaysian Airlines 

chairman, has said: “Sometimes Malaysia is good at sloganeering, but not execution”42.  

 
 
 

Bibliography 
 

Al-Battat, Ahmad Rasmi Suleiman; Som, Ahmad Puad Mat; Ghaderi, Zahed & Abu-

Khalifeh, Ala’a Nimer. “The Effect of the Arab Spring Revolution on the Malaysian 

Hospitality Industry.” International Business Research (Canadian Center of Science and 

Education), vol. 6, no. 5, 17 April 2013. https://bit.ly/2IbJMyA. 2013. Accessed 10 May 

2018. 

Allegra, Marco; Bono, Irene & Rokem, Jonathan. “Rethinking Cities in Contentious 

Times: The Mobilisation of Urban Dissent in the ‘Arab Spring’.” Urban Studies at 50, 

Critical Commentary vol. 50, no. 9, July 2013. https://bit.ly/2G3Q4P1. 2013. Accessed 10 

May 2018. 

                                                           
38 Pepinski, 2012, 1 
39 Miller & Martini, 2013, 16 
40 Aras & Ekim, 2015, 7 
41 idem, 2015b, 1 
42 Gale, 2011, 1 



Koch  6 

 

Aras, Bülent & Ekim, Sinan. “Indonesia and the Arab Spring.” POMEAS Policy Paper, 

no. 6, May 2015. https://bit.ly/2wxbmVG. 2015. Accessed 10 May 2018. 

Aras, Bülent & Ekim, Sinan. “Malaysia and the Arab Spring.” POMEAS Policy Paper, 

no. 7, July 2015. https://bit.ly/2rxAJlh. 2015b. Accessed 10 May 2018. 

Bakar, Osman. “The Arab Spring: Malaysian Responses.” iais.org Viewpoints, 2012. 

https://bit.ly/2rxPOn3. 2012. Accessed 10 May 2018. 

Carnegie, Paul J. “Is Indonesia’s Democratization a Road Map for the Arab Spring?” 

Seton Hall Journal of Diplomacy and International Relations, Fall/Winter 2014. 

https://bit.ly/2wtiNx4. 2014. Accessed 10 May 2018. 

Currie, Kelley. “Asia and the Arab Spring.” Culture and Society, Cultural dialogue, 

2012. https://bit.ly/2rynQHS. 2012. Accessed 10 May 2018. 

Derichs, Claudia. “Tools Increasing And Strengthening Women’s Political 

Participation in the Arab Spring.” In Women’s Empowerment in the Arab Spring, edited by 

Colin Dürkop & Suna Güzin Aydemir. Konrad Adenauer Stiftung, Turkey Office, 2012. 

https://bit.ly/2ryonJS. Accessed 10 May 2018. 

Erikkson, Mikael; Franke, Ulrik; Granasen, Magdalena & Lindahl, David. “Social 

media and ICT during the Arab Spring.” FOI, July 2013. https://bit.ly/2ryCcIl. 2013. 

Accessed 10 May 2018. 

Freedman, Amy & Tiburzi, Robert. “Progress and Caution: Indonesia’s Democracy.” 

Asian Affairs: An American Review, vol. 39, no. 3, 2012. https://bit.ly/2Kbr1Mw. 2012. 

Accessed 10 May 2018. 

Freedom House. “Freedom on the Net 2012. Indonesia.” Freedom House, 2012. 

https://bit.ly/2rzcSkp. 2012. Accessed 10 May 2018. 

Gale, Bruce. “‘Malaysia Spring’: Not so fast...” The Straits Times (Singapore), 16 Nov 

2011. https://bit.ly/2jQoX13. 2011. Accessed 10 May 2018. 

Hadiz, Vedi R. & Robison, Richard. “Competing populisms in post-authoritarian 

Indonesia.” International Political Science Review 2017, vol. 38, no. 4, 2017. 

https://bit.ly/2IsG8Uy. 2017. Accessed 10 May 2018. 



Koch  7 

 

Hoesterey, James B. “Is Indonesia a Model for the Arab Spring? Islam, Democracy, 

and Diplomacy.” MESA ROMES vol. 47, no. 1, 2013, Special Section: Cultural Production in 

the Arab Spring Part I. https://bit.ly/2G4mIA6. 2013. Accessed 10 May 2018. 

Karcic, Harun. “Shariah after the Arab Spring?” Philosophy and Social Criticism 

2014, vol. 40, no. 4-5, 2014. https://bit.ly/2ry3Gh0. 2014. Accessed 10 May 2018. 

Kimura, Ehito. “Indonesia in 2011. A Glass Half-Empty.” Asian Survey, vol. 52, no. 1, 

January/February 2012. https://bit.ly/2KQEv1h. 2012. Accessed 10 May 2018. 

Kubicek, Paul. “Political Islam and Democracy in the Muslim World.” Excerpt by 

Lynne Rienner Publishers. https://bit.ly/2K7fxcT. 2015. Accessed 10 May 2018. 

Liow, Joseph Chinyong. “The Arab Spring and Islamist activism in Southeast Asia: 

Much ado about nothing?” Project on U.S. Relations with the Islamic World at Brookings, 

Rethinking Political Islam Series Working Paper, August 2015. https://brook.gs/2wuJmCi. 

2015. Accessed 10 May 2018. 

Maghraoui, Abdeslam. “Review of ‘Islam and Democracy after the Arab Spring. By 

John L. Esposito, Tamara Sonn, and John O. Voll.” Journal of Church and State, vol. 58, no. 4, 

Autumn 2016. https://bit.ly/2Ix37xE. 2016. Accessed 10 May 2018. 

Miller, Laurel E. & Martini, Jeffrey. “Democratization in the Arab World: A Summary 

of Lessons from Around the Globe.” in Laurel E. Miller and Jeffrey Martini, 

Democratization in the Arab World - A Summary of Lessons from Around the Globe. RAND 

Corporation, 2013. https://bit.ly/2jQnk3r. 2013. Accessed 10 May 2018. 

Miller, Laurel E.; Martini, Jeffrey; Larrabee, F. Stephen e.a. “Lessons from Past 

Transitions and Policy Implications”. In Laurel E. Miller & Jeffrey Martini, Democratization 

in the Arab World: Prospects and Lessons from Around the Globe. RAND Corporation, 2012. 

https://bit.ly/2IrjvQt. 2012. Accessed 10 May 2018. 

Moghadam, Valentine M. “What is democracy? Promises and perils of the Arab 

Spring.” Current Sociology, vol. 61, no. 4, 2013. https://bit.ly/2jL4UkN. 2013. Accessed 10 

May 2018. 



Koch  8 

 

Pepinsky, Thomas B. “The Limits of the Indonesian Model.” Cornell University, 

Department of Government, 13 July 2012. https://bit.ly/2K9v1wS. 2012. Accessed 10 May 

2018. 

Rauch, James E. & Kostyshak, Scott. “The Three Arab Worlds.” The Journal of 

Economic Perspectives, vol. 23, no. 3, Summer 2009. https://bit.ly/2jMfrfB. 2009. Accessed 

10 May 2018. 

Saidin, Mohd Irwan Syazli. “The Arab Spring Through Malaysian Youth ‘Eyes’: 

Knowledge, Perceptions and Influences.” Mediterranean Journal of Social Sciences, vol. 9, 

no. 1, January 2018. https://bit.ly/2Ir5m5N. 2018. Accessed 10 May 2018. 

Salehin, Mohammad Musfequs. “Democracy and Islam: A Tale of Democratic 

Struggle in a Muslim Majority State.” Sociology of Islam 1, 2013. https://bit.ly/2IcmkS6. 

2013. Accessed 10 May 2018. 

Shapiro, Jacob. “The Arab Spring Five Years Later.” Geopolitical Futures Geopolitical 

Pulse, 28 January 2016. https://bit.ly/2Iyoor2. 2016. Accessed 10 May 2018. 

Yusuf, Imtiyaz. “Commentary: The Arab Spring and the model of Islam in SE Asia”. 

McClatchy-Tribune Business News (Washington), 17 January 2012. 

https://bit.ly/2K6ZmvW. 2012. Accessed 10 May 2018. 

 


