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Several seminars and conferences have been
held on the “region” conveniently called ‘the
Malay world.” One seminar might take “Ma-
lay civilization” as its major topic, while an-
other might deal with the questions of ‘“‘Islamic
civilization in the Malay world.” In the 1970s
Unesco also had ““Malay culture” as one of its
projects. But what is the meaning of the “Ma-
lay world”? Could it refer to the notion of
ethnicity? If it does, then the less than enthu-

siastic attitude of the Indonesian government

to this concept is understandable. Malay is,
after all, only one of the many ethnic groups
in Indonesia. Perhaps we should not look at
it from this narrow perspective. But it cannot
be seen from the political perspective either.
Despite its potential impact on the political
sphere, the ‘“Malay world” might be better
treated initially as a cultural concept. If so,
where does this “world” end and ‘‘the other
world” begin?

The strength of an ideology might be best
seen in the way it solves its internal crises and
responds to external challenges. The unity of
a cultural world is, perhaps, better viewed
from the perspective of its frontier zones. This
is what Jane Drakard attempts in 4 Malay
Frontier. Instead of looking at the notion of
the “Malay world” from its presumed centers,
the Palembang-Malaka-Johor axis or the Pa-
garruyung myth, she takes the history and the
traditional historiographies of Barus as the fo-
cus of her study. Barus (now a small town
on the northern west coast of Sumatra) is a
genuine frontier cultural zone. A coastal town,
Barus had, from as early as the tenth century,

been involved in the long-distance trade of the
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