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Grenadier Guards 
 

Non-World War conflicts 

Indonesia – Malaysia confrontation 1962-66 

 

Indonesia–Malaysia confrontation during 1962–1966 was Indonesia's political and armed opposition to the creation of Malaysia, it is also 

known by its Indonesian/Malay name Konfrontasi. 
 

The confrontation was the result of Indonesia's President Sukarno's belief that creation of the Federation of Malaysia 

represented a British attempt to maintain its colonial rule from behind the mask of independence, in  
respect of its former colonies in south-east Asia. 
 

The term "Confrontation" was first coined by Indonesia's Foreign Minister, Dr Subandrio during January 1963 and 

referred to Indonesia's efforts at that time to destabilise the new federation, with a view to breaking it up. The actual  

war began when Indonesia launched a series of cross-border raids into Malaysian territory, in early 1963. 
 

The creation of Malaysia was the amalgamation of the Federation of Malaya (now West Malaysia), Singapore and the 

crown colony/British protectorates of Sabah and Sarawak (otherwise known as British Borneo, now East Malaysia) in 

September 1963. 
 

The confrontation was an undeclared war with most action taking place in the border area’s between Indonesia and East Malaysia on the island 

of Borneo, then known as Kalimantan in Indonesia. However, Sabah and Sarawak were religiously, ethnically and politically diverse, and 

Indonesian attempts to exploit local opposition to joining Malaysia found little success. 
 

Initial attacks by Indonesian forces into East Malaysia mostly relied on local volunteers, trained and armed by the Indonesian Army. The main 

military force supporting Malaysia were British, and initially their activities were low key.  
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However, with the increasing activity of attacks the British responded with covert operations into Indonesian Kalimantan, under the code name 

Operation Claret which began in 1965.               
 

Operation Claret was initiated by General Walter Walker who was director of Borneo operations, with the agreement 

of British & Malaysian governments. Its objective was to restrict the Indonesian forces based in Kalimantan the 

ability to choose the time and locations of their attacks, by taking the military initiative and forcing the Indonesians 

onto a defensive footing.      
 

Operation Claret in reality had a difficult balancing act to perform in not overwhelming the Indonesians by inflicting 

such casualties as to cause an increase in those activities, whilst at the same time restricting their movements and 

attacks. It was also important for the Indonesians not to lose face, and then claim they were victims of ’Imperialist 

Aggression’.  
 

British military operations involved both special forces and regular infantry, with special forces being used to monitor and gain intelligence of 

Indonesian forces, who might attack Sarawak and /or Sabah. The regular infantry or conventional forces would then act on the intelligence 

gained, to attack or ambush Indonesians forces using a policy known as 'aggressive defence'. 
 

These cross-border operations needed to be 'deniable' as they would have represented a violation of state sovereignty. However, attitudes of the 

day were able to justify them as being in ‘Hot Pursuit’ of attackers. As a result, Operation Claret activities were top secret and have never been 

made public. Some accounts indicated that journalists were aware of the tactics being employed, but throughout this period British casualties 

on Claret operations were publicly reported as being in East Malaysia.  
 

The terrain in Borneo was challenging with very few roads and forces relying on light infantry and air transport, although rivers were used 

there was almost no use of offensive airpower. The British and Malaysian Armed Forces provided a significant element of the effort being 

employed, but other member nations (Australia and New Zealand) from the combined Far East Strategic Reserve stationed then in West 

Malaysia and Singapore also contributed greatly. 
 

During president Sukarno period in office, he had pursued ever closer ties with the PKI (Indonesia’s Communist Party) but the Indonesian 

army itself remained anti-communist. On the 30th September 1965 a number of frustrated army officer along with PKI leaders attempted to 

seize power, killing six of the seven senior army generals in the process. 
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Suharto managed to escape assassination, and as head of strategic command he then led the army in crushing the coup in a matter of days. Over 

the next few months Suharto oversaw the purge of communists, and leftist thinking individual from public life. His efforts were taken-up by 

vigilante groups across the country in what some have described as ‘Grand Massacre’ in which hundreds of thousands are said to have been 

killed. 
 

Suharto rose to become the army chief of staff, and took control of the Indonesian government on 12th March 1966 and almost immediately 

banned the PKI. He then formulated new policies to stabilise the countries economy and political structure, which had fallen into near chaos in 

the last years of Sukarno rule.  
 

By August of 1966 and following Indonesian President Suharto's rise to power, a peace agreement finally took effect as 

Indonesia accepted the existence of Malaysia. 
 

Suharto main policy was called ‘New Order’ which was influenced by American educated economists to reinvigorate the 

economy, attract Western investment and to encourage foreign aid. Heavy emphasis was placed on improving oil 

production, with the profit being used to fund, development, and infrastructure projects. 
 

Although Suharto was careful to follow constitutional reforms his government was based upon its military power, and 

authoritarian in structure. His government was embedded into every part of the economy, it had almost complete control 

over everyday life where little dissent was tolerated. 
 

During his 3 decades in power the economy had grown annually by an average of 7%, he had embarked upon mass literacy programmes, and 

had implemented a successful family planning programme. But by the mid 1990’s criticisms of favouritism and corruption started to surface 

and Suharto began losing support in business, and middle-class circles. 
 

However, during 1997 Indonesia became another victim of the currency crisis sweeping through South-East Asia and the Indonesian national 

currency the Rupiah, collapsed. The resulting financial crisis exposed deep flaws in the country’s economy, to which Suharto resisted change 

and in May 1998 having lost the support of the military, he was forced to resign.  
 

He was succeeded in office by the vice president, B.J. Habibie. 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/constitutional

