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Malaysia has a long history of confronting and successfully defeating militant insurgents 
who employed terrorist tactics to advance their political ambitions. Beginning with the first 
Malayan Emergency (1948-1970) through the Second Emergency which ended with the signing 
of the 1989 Haadyai agreement, the Malaysian government has learned bitter lessons regarding 
what works and what does not in responding to insurgent threats. While there are clear 
differences between the insurgency undertaken by the Communist Party of Malaysia (CPM) and 
the regional and global extremist movements operating now, it is nonetheless possible to draw 
useful lessons and insights to inform today’s responses to terrorism and other forms of political 
violence. 
Understanding the root causes of terrorism is not condoning terrorism  

It is vitally important, in order to craft effective responses, to understand and accept that 
attempting to comprehend the grievances of terrorists is not the same thing as condoning 
terrorism. In order to take useful steps toward undermining support for violent ideologies, it is 
imperative to understand the grievances (real or perceived) that underlie them.  

Over approximately four decades, communist insurgents in Malaysia committed 
tremendous acts of terror against the civilian population. While the Malaysian government never 
accepted the political agenda or condoned the violent means employed by the CPM, it did come 
to realize that they had a potentially strong following, especially among the migrant community 
that constituted their early base of operations. So it undertook to address some of the causes for 
the insurgency’s appeal rather than focus solely on tracking down and punishing the perpetrators 
of terrorist acts. The CPM had convinced a segment of the population in Malaysia that the 
Government had no interest in their welfare and well being. Realizing this, the Government acted 
to liberalize citizenship laws that subsequently opened the way for the various minority groups to 
actively participate in the political, social and economic sphere of the country. Subsequently, 
support for the insurgency, particular from the ethnic Chinese, was affected. The act of giving 
citizenship privileges, while not a counter-terrorism strategy per see, was significant in setting the 
stage for the winning of the war by winning the hearts and minds of the people who had once 
constituted the support base for the insurgency.  
Root causes: Eliminating the root Vs. Cutting the tree  

Since almost all parties seem to deal with the root causes of terrorism, it is pertinent to 
then ask; what then are the actual root causes of terrorism? What explains why one group resorts 
to terrorist violence when the vast majority of others do not? It is imperative to realize that root 
causes of terrorism are both varied and multifaceted. There is no one single cause that leads to 
terrorism. Efforts to counter terrorism that do not take this complexity into account are doomed 
to fail.  

The possible root causes of terrorism include poverty, illiteracy, discrimination, 
inequality, and perceived injustice – just to name a few. These factors, coupled with a lack of 
economic opportunities, breed a sense of hopelessness and helplessness. It is in such environments 
that terrorism and extremism flourish. Detractors of the idea that social, political, or economic 
deprivation is a root cause of terrorism often point out that many terror organizations like Al-
Qaeda consist of members who come from relatively privileged backgrounds: middle or upper-
class, literate, and often, Western-educated. This, they argue, proves that poverty, deprivation and 
illiteracy have little to do with terrorism. 

This interpretation, however, represents an over-simplification of the problem. It is 
important to note that while the leadership cadres of terrorist organizations most often come 
from such privileged backgrounds, the vast majority of grassroots recruits – the so-called foot 
soldiers of terror cells – have limited education, often living their lives conditions of illiteracy, dire 
poverty, and poor economic prospects. It is from these sorts of environments that terrorists in 
Asia are most often nurtured and cultivated.  

That would, to some extent explain the squalid locations chosen by terrorists to establish 
their training camps. Hence, it is pertinent to note that the training camps for 
separatist/insurgent movements in many countries are also situated in the poorest areas of that 
country in question. The extremist educational institutions that are so often cited as the main !  
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promoters of extremist ideologies and behavior gained their popularity and support, in large part, 
because they were the only reliable sources of food, and lodging, and at least minimal education for 
children in such poor communities.  Recruiters from terrorist organizations also cynically and 
continuously target the poor, the unemployed, and uneducated.  Recruiters from terrorist 
organizations also cynically and continuously target the poor, the unemployed, and uneducated 
simply because their economic desperation and political and social isolation makes these people 
more susceptible to radical extremist ideology. 
Doctrine of killing terrorists Vs. Doctrine of killing the recruitment of terrorists  

Efforts to defeat the terrorists must take into account why and how terrorists are being 
recruited. There is a need to identify what are the factors that drive people to be recruited. 
Governments must then address those issues effectively and quickly. 

Malaysia coined the phrase ‘winning the hearts and minds’ of the people during its long 
struggle against the CPM during the First and Second Emergencies. In the course of that 
campaign, the government came to the realization that it would never permanently turn the tide 
against the insurgents without the support of populations of the areas in which the insurgents 
operated. Too often, counter terrorism approaches are rooted in the flawed assumption that there 
are a fixed number of terrorists, and that once the current cadre of terrorists and terrorist leaders 
are eliminated, the terrorist threat will disappear. In reality, the number of terrorists are not finite 
and ironically, counter terrorism efforts can act to increase this number. Hence, counter terrorism 
approaches that focus solely on identifying, disrupting, capturing or killing individual terrorists 
without addressing and alleviating the root causes are doomed. 
Out-terrorizing the terrorist - Always done, seldom works  

A focus on employing kinetic approaches to capture or kill terrorists can achieve short 
term results, but these results are seldom lasting. The idea that sufficient force and aggression can 
impel terrorists to abandon violence and reform their violent ideologies is one that, while common, 
needs serious examining. Israel’s incursion into Gaza under the pretext of disabling Hamas is a case 
in point. The collateral damage that has been inflicted upon the Palestinian civilians has been 
tremendous. The cost of such actions for countering terrorism is that governments risk losing the 
moral high ground and losing the support of the population.  
Terrorist organizations have a much better understanding of this and have often deliberately 
provoked governments into overreacting with the very intention of garnering support and 
diverting attention from their own heinous acts. It is chilling to note that, in the case of Gaza, 
observers have pointed out that the main benefactor of the Israeli intrusion has been Hamas. Focus 
has shifted from Hamas’s acts of firing missiles into civilian areas of Israel toward the extensive 
casualties and humanitarian crisis that has resulted from the Israeli intrusion.  
The issue of “homegrown terrorism”  

It is ironic that while some Western governments are battling terrorists abroad, violent 
extremist ideologies seem to be flourishing within their own countries. According to the, the 
British newspaper, the Telegraph (7 February 2009), the CIA indentified UK-national terrorists as 
the biggest threat to US homeland security in a recent intelligence report to President Barack 
Obama. The report stated that British-born Pakistani extremists entering the US under the visa 
waiver program were the most likely source of another terrorist hit on US soil. British intelligence 
sources have also revealed, according to that report, that a staggering four-out-of-ten CIA 
operations designed to thwart attacks on the US are now conducted against targets in the UK. 

These first generation Western citizens believe, by participating in extremist movements, 
that they are taking steps to redress the injustice and deprivation suffered by their “brothers” 
abroad. In today’s globalized world, borders are blurred, identities are mixed, and sources of like 
religion, race and culture – which used to be highly localized, or at least regionalized – are now 
dispersed throughout the world. What happens in Palestine, Iraq, Somalia, Pakistan, and 
Afghanistan can have violent repercussion not only in those countries but far beyond their 
frontiers, as demonstrated in the case of terrorist bombings in places like Madrid, London, and 
Glasgow.  
Conclusion 

Progress toward a goal – in this case, countering the spread of terrorism and other forms 
of extremist violence – is sometime best served by stopping to reevaluate where we have been. Too 
often, in the efforts to “do something”,  we have not only failed to move ahead, but at times, we 
have regressed into habits of thought and action that have already failed in the past. There is urgent 
need to constantly reassess counter terrorism efforts at the national, regional, and global level to 
ensure that they are continuing to lead us to achieve our ultimate objectives and goals.• 
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