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Introduction 
 

Göran Collste 
 
The publication of cartoons of the prophet Muhammad in a Danish paper 
created turmoil all around the world. There are many things to learn from 
these events. One is that we live in an age of globalisation, which implies 
that what happens in one part of the world, have repercussions in other 
parts at a vast distance. Another is that experience of religious offence can 
stir up violent responses. Is also one lesson that there is no longer any 
possibility for peaceful coexistence, tolerance or dialogue between people 
of different confessions? That we are facing a time of a clash of 
civilisations? No, such a conclusion is probably too hasty. However, there 
is a need for knowledge and reflection about under what conditions 
believers of different religions can live together and how dialogue and 
mutual understanding can develop.  
 
In Malaysia ethnic and religious pluralism goes hand in hand. Pluralism 
affects all sectors of society. Obviously it creates tensions but all the same 
Malaysia is remarkable as an example of how different ethnic and religious 
groups peacefully live side by side. In this book, Malaysian scholars write 
about how pluralism affects different areas of their society. They have 
different disciplinary backgrounds and they focus on a variety of aspects of 
religious pluralism: social relations, religious dialogue, legal pluralism, 
pluralism at the marketplace and how pluralism affects educational 
preferences. The authors point both at the possibilities and at the problems 
of religious pluralism in Malaysia. 
 
“Malaysia, truly Asia” is a slogan used by Malaysian tourist authorities in 
order to attract visitors. In their fascinating survey of the Malaysian 
landscape of pluralism, Reevany Bustami, Ellisha Nasruddin and Nusrah 
Samat are mapping the complexities. In fact, various cultures of Asia 
appear as social forces in Malaysia. But how can we apprehend this 
landscape? According to the authors, religious pluralism in Malaysia’s case 
could be viewed as being made up of four dimensions that contribute to the 
complexities behind religious pluralism: [1] political, [2] educational, [3] 
geographical and [4] religious. These four main dimensions are not 
mutually exclusive. 



While they can be viewed from each individual perspective they also 
interconnect with each other, providing a rich picture of pluralism in 
Malaysia. Furthermore, the authors argue that religious pluralism in 
Malaysia can not be understood without reference to ethnic-
demographic, economical and international relations. 
 
Religious pluralism calls for inter-faith dialogue. According to Peter 
Gan, religious traditions are underpinned by two common 
denominators, mysticism and the pursuit of meaning in human 
existence. In order to foster a mutual understanding and respect, 
dialogue on these themes are crucial. However, in present day 
Malaysia outside of convened inter-faith dialogue sessions and 
proselytising endeavours, informal exchanges of faith matters between 
people of different religions are sadly wanting.  This unhealthy taboo 
is created by a fear of offending others or maybe even a fear of being 
jolted out of a dogmatic slumber. 
 
Even the legal regime dealing with marriage and divorce in Malaysia 
is pluralistic in nature.   Noraida Endnut shows how this legal 
pluralism takes several forms.   In the first instance, different systems 
apply for Muslims and non-Muslims in family and matrimonial 
matters.   Laws on these matters are legislated separately.  For non-
Muslims, they are legislated and administered at the federal level.  For 
Muslims, on the other hand, individual states have jurisdiction to 
regulate and administer such matters. This, the author shows, has for 
example implications for lawsuits concerning domestic violence. 
Thus, in domestic violence cases, a proposed legal regime that desires 
generally applicable remedies for all is faced with rigorously guarded 
separate legislative and judicial powers between the state and federal 
bodies.  
 
Noor Nasir Kader Ali writes about the importance of ethnicity in a 
multiethnic marketplace. According to the author, Malay enterprises 
have problems in surviving. In order to understand the problems 
facing Malay enterprises, one need to understand the failure factors 
influencing the Malay ethnic small enterprises. It includes poor 
working capital and management skills, poor inventory control, lack 
of technical skills and operation processes, and analytical data. At the 
same time, what looks like a cold war exists between Malay 
enterprises and Chinese enterprises.  The author concludes that in 
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order to survive in a multiethnic marketplace it is necessary to 
understand the needs of the multiethnic consumers. And to understand 
the needs, one also has to understand the culture, religious believes 
and practices that are associated with the purchase of products and 
services. 
 
In her contribution, Premalatha Karupiah describes educational 
preferences and occupational aspirations of students from late 
secondary school to the end of undergraduate education, focusing on 
how ethnicity influences their educational preferences and 
occupational aspirations. She notices some differences in educational 
preferences and occupational aspirations of Malay and non-Malay 
(Chinese, Indians etc) students. For example, the Malay students have 
higher preference for accountancy, management, education and law. 
The non-Malays have higher preference for engineering, medicine, 
social science and computer science. How can this difference be 
explained? According to the author, the occupational preferences work 
through the influence of family on educational preferences and 
occupational aspirations. 
 
The articles included in this volume are based on presentations at the 
conference Possibilities of Religious Pluralism, held at School of 
Social Sciences, University Sains Malaysia, the 2nd of March 2005. I 
am very grateful to the authors for their contributions and to Dr 
Reevany Bustami for organising the conference. This was the second 
of two conferences with the same theme. Contributions from the first 
conference held at Linköping University is published in Possibilities 
of Religious Pluralism, ed. Göran Collste,  vol. 3, Linköping Studies 
in Identity and Pluralism.  
 
We acknowledge financial support from SIDA and The Swedish 
Research Council as part of the research programme Swedish 
Research Links.  
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 Religious Pluralism: Mapping the 
Complexities in Malaysia 

 
Reevany Bustami 
Ellisha Nasruddin 

Nusrah Samat 
 

'By a global ethic we do not mean a global ideology  
or a single unified religion beyond all existing religions, and  

certainly not the domination of one religion over all others. By a global ethic we 
mean a fundamental consensus on binding values,  

irrevocable standards, and personal attitudes.'  
 

- Hans Küng and Karl-Josef Kuschel 
 

Introduction 
One of the reasons Malaysia makes a good case for the study of 
possibility in religious pluralism is that its background intertwines 
with its foreground. The slogan, adopted by Malaysia’s tourism 
authorities, ‘Malaysia, truly Asia’, despite its limitations given the 
vastness of Asia, may have merits beyond attracting tourists to the 
country. In many ways, these various cultures of Asia appear not only 
as the social setting but also as social forces in the process of shaping 
the end outcomes, rightly or wrongly. This interplay of cultures exists 
as a force of integration as well as tension within the society. Such is 
the dynamic nature of pluralism in Malaysia.  
 
In a regional workshop on ‘Pluralism and Multiculturalism in 
Southeast Asia’, the International Centre for Islam and Pluralism 
(2004) submits that pluralism relates not only to a diversity and multi-
ethnic reality of society but also to the impact of multicultural and 
multi-religious society on civic, religious, educational and 
governmental institutions. Similarly, in examining religious pluralism, 
Collste (2005) argues that, the conditions of coexistence are dependent 
both on the religions and the state as well as its nature, which involves 
many other types of diversity.  Religious pluralism is a condition of 
the existence of more than one religion in the society that does not 
exist in a nation where all the citizens confess one and the same 
religion or none at all.  Societies that are characterized by religious 
pluralism can differ depending on the number of religions represented 
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as well as based on how the religions relate to one another as well as 
how it relates to the state (Collste, 2005).  Wuthnow (2003) refers 
pluralism as the normative evaluation of the diversity (degree of 
heterogeneity among units within a society) and with the social 
arrangements put in place to maintain these normative judgments.  
Nevertheless, the concept of religious pluralism in this article will be 
discussed with reference to religion, specifically the condition 
whereby a plurality of religions exists within the context of Malaysian 
society.  
 
Yet, the character of religious pluralism in Malaysia is neither uni-
dimensional nor is it merely about multiplicity of religions. Albeit 
such a condition may already be complicated, the dynamics are multi-
layered. For this reason, the aim of this article is to map out the 
complexities of religious pluralism within this society.   
 
A Two-fold Objective 
Using a two-fold objective, this article first and foremost, explores the 
whole picture of religious pluralism. This first objective is imperative 
in order to capture as close as possible the real picture of religious 
pluralism within the wider context of the society by charting out the 
‘total’ panoramic snapshot. The premise to this logic is that without 
the map of the total social landscape, one would only understand a 
partial or a distorted picture. Secondly, this paper attempts to provide 
a historical perspective of religious pluralism. The Malaysian history 
may be impossible to be mapped out in detail in an article of this 
length; hence, only relevant developments will be highlighted and 
elaborated. As the first objective is to reveal a wider observation, this 
second objective is to present a kind of a motion picture which 
contextualizes religious pluralism. It attempts to at least offer a sense 
of past and present.  
 
Part I: Exploration of the Wider Picture of Religious Pluralism 
In disentangling a wider social web of religious pluralism, one may 
identify numerous dimensions or elements that may constitute the 
entirety of the picture.   Religious pluralism, in Malaysia’s case could 
be viewed as being made up of four dimensions, that contribute to the 
complexities behind the religious pluralism: [1] political, [2] 
educational, [3] geographical, [4] religious, as shown in the following 
figure. They represent an obvious manifestation of pluralism in 
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Malaysia. Nevertheless, these four main dimensions are not mutually 
exclusive; while they can be viewed from each individual perspective, 
they also interconnect with each other, providing a rich picture of 
pluralism in Malaysia.  
 

Figure 1: Complexities of Pluralism in Malaysian Society 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A. The Influence of Ethnic-Demographic Base  
However, as indicated in the figure, the ethnic-demographic base 
forms an integral part of the foundation enveloping and influencing 
the dynamics of the complexities of pluralism in Malaysia.  
To begin with, Malaysians can be classified into two main cultural 
affinities: those with cultural affinities indigenous to the region and to 
one another, who are known as bumiputera; and the non-bumiputera, 
whose cultural affinities arguably tend to lie outside of the region. It 
should be noted that this dualistic classification is not uncontested. 
Yet, the perceptions of it persist on both sides. The bumiputera 
groups, themselves, comprising 65.1% of the population, are highly 
differentiated. They are categorized into three broad categories: [1] the 
aborigines (orang asli), [2] the Malays and Malay-related, and [3] non-
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Malay bumiputera.  The Malays include those who have settled in the 
country since the 19th century or possibly as early as 14th century (i.e. 
the Javanese, the Banjarese, Boyanese, Bugis, Bajau and 
Minangkabau).  The non-Malay bumiputera consists of ethnic groups, 
which are found in Sabah and Sarawak.  They are the Kadazandusun 
who form the largest single ethnic group with the Murut, Kelabit, and 
Kedayan forming significant minorities that are located in Sabah.  
Meanwhile, in Sarawak, they comprise the Iban, the Bidayuh, the 
Melanau, Kenyah, Kayan and Bidayuh. The non-bumiputera groups 
are mainly the Chinese (26.0%) and the Indians (7.7%), with much 
smaller communities made up of Sinhalese, Eurasians and Europeans.  
 
Political Dimension and Ethnically-Based Political Parties 
The ethnic-demographic base shapes and interweaves with the 
political dimension, resulting in the creation of ethnically-based 
political parties in Malaysia. They include United Malay National 
Organization (UMNO) and Pan-Malayan Islamic Party (PAS), parties 
with almost a hundred percent Malay memberships while a host of 
smaller parties represent ethnic bumiputera tribes in Sabah and 
Sarawak; Malayan Chinese Association (MCA), Democratic Action 
Party (DAP) and Gerakan, parties, which mainly consist of Chinese 
ethnic group; and Malayan Indian Congress (MIC) and a number of 
smaller parties which represent the Indians. These different parties 
epitomize the nature of political landscape, which is anchored to 
ethnic-demographic base. The ruling coalition itself (Barisan 
Nasional) consists of more than ten different parties to arguably create 
a balanced representation of various ethnic groups. Indeed, one of the 
key formulas of pluralism in the Malaysian political reality is for a 
party to join force with various parties with different ethnic 
compositions in the attempt to galvanize the support of all ethnic 
groups in the society. Political pluralism, one may say, manifests itself 
in this manner. Both the ruling and the opposition coalitions have been 
employing this formula and have achieved a degree of success.  
Yet again, although some of these parties openly and perhaps proudly 
state and defend their ethnic branding, others oppose to such a 
categorization and often strive against such a labeling. The problem 
with those opposing the ethnic tag in Malaysia, such as Gerakan and 
DAP, is that contrary to their openly declared aspirations, their party 
memberships have always been overwhelmingly dominated by one 
particular ethnic group.  As a consequence, the construction of 
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political agendas and struggles within these parties frequently 
stemmed from this ethnic-demographic base. In the end, at the very 
least, these parties must show that they have taken into consideration 
this ethnic-demographic base in their policies and practices. 
 
Educational Dimension and Multiplicity of School Systems   
At the primary and secondary school levels, the educational structures 
again reflect and perpetuate the ethnic-demographic base. While 
national schools exist, vernacular schools, which are either Chinese or 
Tamil, provide an alternative stream of formal education. A number of 
these vernacular schools are private or ‘independent’ implying that 
they are completely self-funded and may have separate curriculum 
than that of national schools, whereas others are semi-government, i.e. 
obtaining some of their funds from government ministries.  In 
addition, there are also religiously based schools (or SAR) focusing 
not only on ‘secular’ education but also on Islamic curriculum. To 
further complicate the education dimension, some of the national 
schools are also, convent schools, such as St. Michael’s, St. George’s, 
St. John’s and St. Mary’s, which were essentially founded by nuns and 
churches; hence, may retain some religious orientations. Currently, 
Malaysia government through the Ministry of Education is actively 
planning and experimenting with sekolah wawasan (or vision 
schools). Its purpose is to promote ethnic integration by placing 
national school and vernacular schools within close proximity while 
sharing the same compound and resources, such playing fields and 
courts (Utusan Malaysia, 12/03/2005).  
 
With such multiplicity of educational system at the primary and 
secondary levels, a large percentage of children of particular ethnic 
groups, especially those in vernacular and religious schools will 
hardly have common experience with children of other ethnic groups. 
Furthermore, when an increasing number of Chinese, Indians or 
Malays are being sent into vernacular schools or religious schools, 
there is also an increasingly fewer number of them going to national 
schools. Therefore, a healthy pluralism is unable to successfully 
emerge out of it. Unlike the political structures, whereby the coalition 
to a certain degree draws different ethnic groups together, the 
educational system, except perhaps the vision schools, lacks such as 
compelling push to unify students. That said, this intermingling of 
different ethnic groups might still occur in national schools, where 
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there is sufficient proportion of different ethnic groups attending the 
same school. This is, thus, the present reality within the educational 
dimension. 
 
Geographical Dimension and Challenges to Pluralism 
Another dimension which becomes a challenge to religious pluralism 
is the Malaysian geography. As it appears in the current reality, there 
is a number of segregating geographical characteristics. At this highest 
level is the fact that Malaysia is divided into two parts, east and west, 
separated by South China Sea. This geographical separation leads to 
different cultural heritage; hence, different religious traditions. This is 
part of the reasons that there are non-Muslim bumiputeras who may 
share the same religion, such as Catholicism, with non-bumiputeras.   
 
The geographical complexity extends even within east and west 
Malaysia.  Located in north of Borneo, the terrains and spatial 
constraints in east Malaysia make contacts difficult for various ethnic 
and tribal groups. These constraints further hamper casual social and 
religious exchanges. As for west Malaysia, due to the proximity to 
major ports, the west coast regions have become much more 
developed; thus more opened and perhaps more liberal. The people 
who populate the west coast consist of a mixed group of ethnic 
backgrounds. Yet, most of those who occupy the villages in the east 
coast are Malays. The east coast, where overwhelming majority are 
Malays, has, instead, remained more traditional and perhaps more 
conservative as well.   
 
Another implicit reality in the Malaysian geographical space is that 
the there is also a rural and urban distinction. More than seventy 
percent of Malaysia is populated with forest and wetlands. Majority of 
Malaysians are still living in the rural areas, although this is gradually 
changing. As stated in an earlier paragraph, Malays heavily inhabit the 
rural areas, while the Chinese settled in the urban areas. All these 
geographical characteristics broaden the multifaceted map of 
pluralism in Malaysia. 
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Religious Dimension and Ethnic Factor 
Religion in Malaysia is undoubtedly diverse. Due to the ethnic-
demographic base, Malaysia has become a multi-racial country with 
Islam, Buddhism, Hinduism, Taoism, Christianity and some forms of 
Shamanism, making up the composition of religions in Malaysia. 
Different religions have different interpretation and different schools 
of thought, which contributes more to the complexities issue.  Islam is 
the most widely professed faith in Malaysia, with about 60.4% of the 
total population made up of Muslims. It is also the official religion.  
 
Religion becomes even more complex when ethnicity is factored in. 
Although Muslims are predominantly Malays, there are also Indian 
and Chinese Muslims. Most Chinese are Buddhists and Taoists, while 
a minority are Christians. The Indians are mostly Hindus. Like the 
Chinese, a smaller percentage of Indians are Christians. However, 
there is also a long history of Indian Muslim presence in Malaysia. 
The Christians are not limited to Indians and Chinese. A substantial 
number of non-Malay Bumiputeras who live in east Malaysian states 
of Sabah and Sarawak are also Christians, although many still hold to 
some form of Shamanistic beliefs.  
 
Religion is also a strong dimension in defining social identities. This 
can be seen in the ways in which political power is negotiated in 
certain regions. In Sabah, the political power is shared between three 
identifiable religious-ethnic groups: the non-Muslim Bumiputeras 
(who mostly believe in Christianity or Shamanism), the Muslim 
Bumiputeras and the Chinese (who are often either, Buddhist-Taoists 
or Christians). In Kelantan, an east coast state with more than ninety 
percent Muslims, the Chief Minister who governs the state is also 
known as the party’s spiritual leader. Such production and 
reproduction of social identities creates the perception that ethnicity 
and religion are but opposite sides of the same coin. As a result, this 
interconnection perpetuates religion as a highly relevant and 
significant layer of social reality in Malaysia. 
  
B. The Economic Base 
In Figure 1, the economic base is placed as a foundation together with 
the ethnic-demographic base. This is grounded on the logic that the 
economic base, like the ethnic-demographic base, interlocks with the 
other dimensions of the society. This is also true in relation to the 
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social reality of religious pluralism in Malaysia. In the second part of 
this article, the socio-economic evolution will be further expounded. 
At this juncture in order to present a snapshot of the Malaysian reality, 
three points will be highlighted.  
 
First and foremost, it is commonly known that the economy is mostly 
dominated by the ethnic Chinese. This is even apparent in the streets. 
Chinese businesses stand out and populate most of the urban areas and 
the city centers.  The bumiputeras’ arrival to more modern sectors or 
urban-related enterprises is relatively late compared to the Chinese. 
With some exceptions, bumiputeras traditionally tend to reside in 
agricultural sectors, although the middle-men are usually Chinese as 
well. However, the economic base is the key space of contestation. 
This leads to the next point. 
 
Secondly, the New Economic Policy, or NEP, has somewhat shifted 
the economic plane. It carries with it a two-prong objective: to 
eradicate poverty and to eliminate identification of race with economic 
functions. Under the NEP era, new affirmative regulations, new 
institutional forces and new programs came into being. Bumiputeras 
have started to enter the economic space at higher levels of intensity. 
Although, the success levels are mixed, the results show that jobs, 
opportunities and ownership in at least certain sectors of the economic 
pie has been redistributed towards more equitable ethnic-economic 
proportions. Yet, the economic base is anything but static. Although 
there is progress towards more equitable economy, the power game 
continues. The NEP itself has also being abused by certain groups of 
Bumiputeras to benefit themselves, while neglecting others who are 
equally, if not more deserving. Furthermore, dominance of particular 
ethnic groups within particular sectors of the economy is still 
prevalent. These dynamics at the economic base add to the complexity 
of pluralism in Malaysia.  
 
The third main point that contributes to the rapidity of transformation 
of pluralism is the coming of transnational corporations (TNCs) and 
foreign investors. These TNCs and foreign investors originate from 
different countries, including UK, US, Australia, Germany, France, 
Taiwan, Japan, Korea, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia and many more. As they 
set up operations in Malaysia, they often involve local partners in one 
way or another. When activities of smart partnerships, strategic 
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alliances, acquisitions and mergers involve one particular ethnic group 
or another, it may well reinforce that ethnic group’s economic 
strength. This is due to the financial, operational and marketing 
wielded by these foreign entities. Therefore, as the fluidity and 
diversity of the economic base increases, efforts to balance it become 
more difficult. The complexity involves not only harmonizing the 
locals but also checking on the foreign giants. 
 
C. The International Factor 
In connecting the international or global factors with the complexities 
of religious pluralism in Malaysia, one can analyze from a multitude 
of perspectives. We will discuss it from two main angles.   
 
The first relates to Malaysia’s perception of itself within the 
international community. Malaysian leadership recognizes the fact 
that the relatively small geographical size of Malaysia (about the size 
of United Kingdom) is not necessarily its strength. In addition, 
Malaysia also places itself among the community of developing 
countries. Yet, against this background that Malaysia often plays the 
role of a voice or even a champion for the developing nations. Indeed, 
this is Malaysia’s view of itself.  Indeed, at present, Malaysia has been 
chosen to hold leading positions (i.e. chairman) in various 
international bodies, including Association for South East Asian 
Nations (ASEAN), Non-aligned Movement (NAM) and Organization 
for Islamic Countries (OIC).  On many different fronts, be they 
political, economic, social, environmental or technological, the pro-
developing countries stance advocated by Malaysia has been rather 
consistent. This is so in connection with the United Nations, the WTO, 
the Earth Summit, and the likes.  The pressure rises when the targets 
of criticisms of Malaysia are often the same countries in the West, 
often UK and US. The tension generated from such outspokenness 
usually creates anxiety internally. Some members of the business 
community who have trade relations with these countries would 
usually feel this anxiety. Although they may not represent the vast 
majority of the population, the small group who has this apprehension 
may well be economically or financially powerful since they are 
linked to the foreign investors and foreign transnational corporations.  
 
Nevertheless, Malaysia promotes itself as a business-friendly 
economy. It has attracted records number of foreign investments, 
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many of which are from the countries, which it criticizes. In effect, 
Malaysia has a two-track foreign policy, whereby within the economic 
sphere, it welcomes the ‘West’, yet on a political front, it often 
opposes them.  The duality of approach in foreign affairs to a certain 
degree creates a tension between those who are in favor and those who 
are not; hence, further spicing up the dimensions of pluralism in 
Malaysia. 
  
While the first examines the international factor from within, the 
second perspective is arguably externally generated.  Major events of 
conflicts such as the September 11th tragedy and the wars in 
Afghanistan and Iraq have had an impact on Malaysia’s internal 
dynamics. They have affected the ideological polarity within the 
society.  The US-led response against terrorism has stirred strong 
rhetorical comments from various sectors of Malaysian society. 
Malaysia, being a nation whose official religion is Islam, and with a 
majority of population being Muslims, empathized with the attacks. 
Albeit not completely, the socio-ideological tendencies in Malaysia 
have skewed towards less-moderate positions. Articulating a moderate 
stance is no longer an easy task when the worldview of ‘either you are 
with us or against us’ is being promoted by these conflicting forces. 
This indeed strains pluralism in Malaysia. Since there seems to be 
greater pressure to move towards the more extreme ends of religious 
ideologies, managing religious pluralism in Malaysia becomes that 
much more difficult.     
 
Part II: The Historical Perspective of Religious Pluralism 
 
The Inter-economic separation 
Although the pluralistic society existed even during the Melaka 
Sultanate, the difficulties and problems became more complex under 
the colonial rule. The present state of multi-ethnic, multi-religious and 
multi-cultural society in Malaysia was inherited from the British 
colonization when they introduced the divide and rule policy. This 
policy promoted a segregated pluralistic society development by 
directly or indirectly placing immigrants from China and India to 
certain areas.   
 
It is therefore, most apt to begin the historical discussion with the root 
of the complexities of pluralism in Malaysia: the ‘divide and rule’ 
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policy of the colonial administration, since the discovery of tin in the 
Selangor and Perak state in 1850.  
 
This policy allowed the colonialists to stay in power by dividing the 
society along ethnic lines and exploiting each group separately.  To 
the British, it was obviously a smoother, more efficient, more orderly 
way to control and manage the people.  The strategy of division was 
implemented to form a smooth infrastructure of wealth accumulation, 
one very important element in building a capitalist economy. “The 
creation of a secure and stable state bureaucracy and its necessary 
financial precondition - the emergence and prosperity of European and 
Chinese tin mining capitalism - were central pre-occupations of 
British officials in these years [1874-1905]” (Nonini, 1992, p44). 
Thus, the emergence of separate Chinese-based, Indian-based, and 
Malay-based communities began with the commercial interests of the 
British.  
  
This policy brought forth the pattern of disparity among the ethnic 
groups. The Chinese and the Indians were placed separately in the 
more developed western coastal areas, while the Malays were left in 
the rural parts of the country (Cho, 1990, p33). Hence, Malays come 
to live in rural areas and are represented in all the major agricultural 
sub sectors such as farming, work in rice paddies and on rubber farms 
as well as fishing. However, the Chinese were concentrated in the 
cities and performed more than half of all sales and production jobs 
(Smith, 1983), as well as mining activities; therefore, they have higher 
household incomes than other ethnic groups (Klitgaard & Kartz, 1983; 
Kusnic & DaVanzo, 1980).  While some of the Indians work mainly 
in the small-scale commercial area, generally, the Indians worked in 
rural agricultural areas, especially in the rubber estates, (Suet-ling 
Pong, 1993).   
 
The Educational Superstructure Beefing Inter-Economic Separation 
In order to enhance an economic base that yields British hegemony 
over others, the British colonialists had to maintain the inter-economic 
separation in the society.  In other words, the base necessitated a 
superstructure to perpetuate the nature and the existence of the base.  
The logic of this social dynamic appears systemic and structural in 
nature.  But, the essence within the appearance is also a conscious 
effort to rearrange the socio-ecological habitat.  Among other things, 
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the superstructure emphasised and reaffirmed segregation among the 
ethnic groups.  The British created institutional dams to hold back the 
potential of ethnic forces coming together. 
 
Educational institutions were part of the segregation strategy.  Malay, 
Chinese and Indian schools were established and the three groups 
went into separate schools (Snodgrass, 1980, pp237-241).  Some of 
these schools were opened by the British and some independently.  
The fact is that it happened under the British rule and with British 
approval.  The British also built English missionary schools.  These 
English schools were founded mainly for sons of prominent 
Bumiputras, and wealthy Chinese and Indians who could afford the 
fees (Amin and Cardwell, 1977, p31).  Indeed, this was arguably an 
effort to create an educated elite class, be it Chinese, Indians or 
Bumiputras, loyal to and who sought guidance and direction from the 
British.  In addition, different ethnic schools carried out different types 
of syllabus; for instance, there was more mathematics stressed in 
Chinese schools, while Malays were taught literature and techniques 
of better farming and fishing.  A quotation from an annual report in 
1920 illustrates this colonial mind set: the aim of Malay education 
“…is not to turn out a few well-educated youths, nor yet numbers of 
less well-educated boys; rather it is to improve the bulk of the people 
and to make the son of the fisherman or peasant a more intelligent 
fisherman or peasant than his father had been, and a man whose 
education will enable him to understand how his own lot in life fits in 
with the scheme of life around him” (Snodgrass, 1980, p236).  But 
some argue that at least the British had left behind an educated elite 
group ready to assume responsibilities in both public and private 
sectors (Higgins, 1982, p151). 
 
Related to education, a cultural debate which drew a lot of attention is 
the debate on language.  This debate stirred strong ethnic conflict.  
During the Bargain of 1957, Malay language was promoted to be 
Bahasa Malaysia (Malaysian Language) replacing English as the 
official language, in exchange for citizenship and the right to 
participate in the political process for the then immigrant non-
Bumiputra groups.  This issue of national language again became a 
factor aggravating social unease and ethnic conflict prior to the 1969 
ethnic riot (Young et. al., 1980, p16).  Since the advocacy for Bahasa 
Malaysia was seen as domination of ethnic Malays over the Chinese, 
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two organizations were established in order to keep the protest against 
this domination alive: the United Chinese Schools Committees’ 
Association (UCSCTA) and the United Chinese Schools Teachers 
Association (UCSTA); together, known as Dongjiaozong (Tan, 1992, 
chap 8).  Government policies on education and culture were 
vehemently challenged by them.  Proposing a pluralistic (duoyuan) 
approach to cultural policies, Dongjiaozong asserted that “[t]he 
unitary (danyuan) approach to nation-building based on one language, 
one education system and one culture is rejected as hegemonic and 
inimical to the rights of ethnic minorities” (Tan, 1992, Chap 8).  Kahn 
has also warned against such tendencies towards ‘universalistic 
validity’, arguing that cultural variations are crucial to check on the 
assertions of national identity in Malaysia which represents particular 
cultural traditions (Kahn, 1992, p177).  The issue of national identity 
leads to discussions on politics, the sphere in which different 
contending groups negotiate their interests.  
 
The Rise of Ethnic-Based Political Parties 
Following the strategy of divide and rule, the colonialists allowed and 
promoted the establishment of ethnically based political parties.  This 
development occurred after World War II.   
 
Within a framework of political turmoil and rising nationalism1, 
political parties based on different ethnic groups emerged.  These 
included: Malayan Indian Congress (MIC), which sought to represent 
the Indians; Malayan Chinese Association (MCA), and Democratic 

                                        
1 During World War II, the Japanese fuelled the idea that the British empire was after all 
not invincible (Young, 1980, p14).  Consequently, ideologies of nationalism rose and 
dominated the political climate after World War II.  Among other factors, Asian 
nationalisms were probably one of the most crucial domestic developments that 
precipitated the downfall of the British rule on the Peninsula.  Apart from the growing 
awareness of the failure of British rule, the emergence of these ethnically based political 
parties occurred during the British fight against the rise of Communist movements.   
 
The communist movement also exposed the weakness of the British hegemony. The 
Malayan Communist Party (MCP), an offshoot of the Malayan People’s Anti-Japanese 
Army, decided to go underground to initiate a revolution against the colonial British 
after World War II, when the British determined to return to rule Malaya after 
abandoning it for so long (Young, 1980, p15).  The communist movement, however, 
could not mobilise enough members across different ethnic groups.  The British 
declared a state of emergency in response to the recurrence of violence.   
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Action Party (DAP), parties which mainly represented Chinese; and 
United Malay National Organisation (UMNO) and Pan-Malayan 
Islamic Party (PAS) parties which mainly represented the Malays.  
There is a wide array of literature which provides good accounts of 
these developments2. 
 
The disparity between the ethnic groups was clear by that time.  The 
Chinese occupied the “high ground” in the economy, whereas the 
Malays controlled the political sphere (Cho, 1990, p33)3.   
The political conflict of a segregated society left by the British was a 
time bomb.  The old system of ethnically based politics, economy, 
ideology and education remained unchanged.  Malaya had a 
superstructure which had strong potential to clash with its economic 
base.  This was because the ethnic group which dominated the 
political sphere had very little economic power.  Thus, the Malays 
could make political decisions against the Chinese as a whole to 
favour the Malays economically, while the economic opportunities 
mostly controlled by the Chinese could be manipulated to keep the 
Malays economically subordinated. 
 
 
                                        
2A good description and analysis of the parties’ formations can be found in Ratnam's 
(1965) discussion on party politics.  The discussion includes analysis of various well-
known and lesser known parties: The United Malays’ National Organisation (UMNO), 
The Malayan Democratic Union (MDU), The Malay Nationalist Party (MNP), The All-
Malaya Council of Joint Action (AMCJA), The Pusat Tenaga Ra’yat (Putera), The 
Putera-AMCJA coalition, The Malayan Chinese Association (MCA), The Malayan 
Indian Congress (MIC), The Independence of Malaya Party (IMP), The Alliance, The 
Pan-Malayan Islamic Party (PAS), and The Socialist Front (pp142-174). In Ethnic 
Politics in Malaysia (1980), Vasil provides three chapters (chaps 3, 4 and 5) on the 
formations and developments of several political parties while emphasising his ‘Malay 
political paramountcy’ thesis.  For a briefer account, see Faaland et. al. (1990, pp8-12). 
      
3 Abraham (1997), for example, explains how the Indigenous groups were being 
excluded from the modern sector of the economy while the Chinese were being 
favoured by the Colonial powers; hence, Chinese were in a more advantageous position 
compared to Bumiputras (pp104-136).  In Growth and Ethnic Inequality, Faaland et. al. 
(1990) examines the Bumiputra-Non-Bumiputra disparity and states that the Chinese 
were mostly in the high productivity modern economic sector, occupying more strategic 
geographical locations of the West Coast plain where the infrastructures were more 
developed; thus, they “formed an economic layer below the Europeans in the modern 
sector” and “they benefited from these developments and were in position to take over 
from the foreigners when they later divested themselves following Merdeka [the 
Malaysian independence]” (pp6-7).   
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Ethnic Economic Inequality 
As the history unfolded through colonisation, not only were the ethnic 
groups separated in different geographical locations, but the social 
actors of dominant political and economic institutions were also 
divided and controlled by different ethnic groups (Cho, 1990, pp32-
34).   
 
In addition, Malaysia’s demography - with roughly 55% indigenous 
people (or Bumiputras), 35% Chinese and  10% Indians - dictates that 
the ethnic minorities were large enough to play a significant role in the 
political, economic or social spheres.   
 
Ethnic economic inequality became the centre of discussion by the 
end of the 1960s, as it became increasingly apparent that the majority 
of well-off people in Malaysia were not Indians and Malays.  For 
many decades, the Chinese had been in urban and commercial 
occupations where a lot of wealth was generated as opposed to the 
Bumiputras and Indians who worked in rural villages and plantations.  
The big plantations and industrial businesses were in fact owned by 
the British.  Even as late as 1970, 51% of the agricultural areas and 
50.8% of the industrial fixed assets were foreign-owned.  This 
suggests a disproportionate amount of wealth was extracted from the 
local economy and transferred to foreign ownership.  Aside from the 
foreigners, the Chinese owned the largest economic share among the 
three ethnic groups.   
 
The ethnic time bomb left by the colonialists had not been removed 
after the Malaysian independence in 1957. The economic 
development was lopsided in that the ethnic groups did not seem to 
get a fair share of the economic pie.  To make things worse, the 
economy was going through a downturn.  The Malays experienced 
relative deprivation.  At the end of the 1960s, the average income of 
the Malays was half of the Chinese.  Some 80% of the Malays were 
“still in the rural areas, primarily in traditional agriculture”.  
Furthermore, the proportion of share capital of limited companies held 
by the Malays was only about 2%, while the Chinese held twice as 
much land as the Malays (Young et al., 1980, p20).   
 
It was against this setting that the New Economic Policy (NEP) was 
established beginning 1970, with its overall objective being national 
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unity.  It was based on a two-prong strategy: i) eradicate poverty and, 
ii) restructure society to correct economic imbalances among the 
ethnic groups. 
 
Ethnicity became the basis for the NEP programme and the expansion 
of a bigger and a more representative capitalist class - the promotion 
of commercial and industrial community among Bumiputras.  In 
principle, the NEP was designed to gear up all members of the society, 
especially the Bumiputras, to participate actively in this ‘future’ that 
has yet to be built.  In addition, by process of education, training, and 
recruitment, the NEP also attempted to bring the rest of the society 
into the commercial and economic spheres. With the NEP, public 
enterprises mushroomed and covered a wide range of economic 
activities.  Bumiputera trust agencies were created to “acquire assets 
on behalf of the community” (Gomez, 1994, p3), and they were an 
immediate and effective means to elevate the Bumiputera economic 
status.   Some have argued that this was the reason why the MCA, the 
Chinese political party in the ruling coalition, launched a new wing of 
commercial organisation to advance the Chinese economic interests in 
1968 (Gomez, 1994, p3).  
 
Conclusion 
This article began by mapping out the complexities of religious 
pluralism in Malaysia in order to show the clear picture of what really 
happens in the country.  It explored the four main dimensions that 
contribute to the complexities interconnected with religious pluralism: 
political, educational, geographical, as well as the religious itself. The 
influence of other related factors such as the ethnic-demographic base, 
economic, as well as the international factors, further exemplifies the 
complexities inherent within the four dimensions.   
 
Subsequently, the historical perspective underlying the complexities 
of religious pluralism was explored in the second part of this article, to 
get a clear understanding of the history of the political system, the 
educational system, the current geographical landscape, as well as the 
multi-ethnic communities in Malaysia.   Religious pluralism implies 
various issues and controversies.  Its possibilities have always being 
argued, in which it always originates from the issue of religion.  
However, in Malaysia, while the issue of pluralism intertwines with 
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ethnicity, it is multifaceted and filled with complexities, as described 
in Figure 1.   
 
Malaysia, through its ethnic integration has shown evidence that 
religious diversity is possible in its multi-ethnic communities.  Even 
so, it would continuously require a lot of effort and cooperation from 
various parties.  Dahrun Usman (2004) mentioned that integration is a 
sociology and anthropology process that could not be done in a short 
period but requires a culturalization process and socio-political 
consensus among races. Therefore, further dialogues, seminars, and 
workshops are needed to discuss and elaborate more on how to 
appreciate the complexities of religious pluralism in Malaysia.  
 
 

26 



The Meeting of Religions Along the Axes of 
Mysticism and the Quest for Meaning in Life  

 
Peter Gan 

 
Introduction 
Malaysia’s multi-religious citizenry cannot escape notice.  Like many 
nations whose social composition is chequered with people of diverse 
religious backgrounds, if Malaysia is to maintain her commitment to 
racial and ethnic harmony, interfaith dialogue is indispensable.  Idle 
conversation between acquaintances hikes the relationship a notch 
when common predilections and attitudes are discovered.  This 
instinctive drive to unearth similarities or commonalities extends also 
to religions around the globe.  As a social institution that has existed 
since the dawn of civilization, the notion of religion generally poses 
no recognition difficulties.  We intuitively admit that we are familiar 
with religions in the world and proceed to name Hinduism, 
Christianity, and Islam as exemplification.  However, when prodded 
to identify necessary and sufficient properties of religion, we may find 
ourselves confronting a rather daunting task.  Can Buddhism, 
particularly its Theravada tradition be considered a religion when 
mention of God is all but absent?  Those who oppose the essentialist 
approach to religion have proceeded to problematize the concept of 
religion by acknowledging that despite our vibrant engagement in the 
discourse of religion we have to bear in mind that we ought to refrain 
from any reification or objectification of the concept of religion.  The 
reality of religion makes it refractory to any encapsulation into bold 
and rigid perimeters of definition.  It is the rich diversity within and 
between religions that makes it possible to find counter-examples to 
any proposed definition.  Moreover, attributes cited as essential, may 
to some religions be relegated to the periphery.  Rituals figure 
prominently in popular religiosity of Confucianism, while a small 
minority of Confucianists choose to either jettison the whole panoply 
of rituals or drastically reduce it to make way for a pure commitment 
to the moral precepts of Confucius.  
 
Labouring under a full awareness of the inherent problems of seeking 
commonalities within religions and a sincere cautiousness of not 
drifting into dogmatic pronouncements, I propose to name mysticism 
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and the quest for meaning in human existence as the axial junction 
that form the adhesive substance of identification and individuation 
for religious traditions.  Mysticism and the profound search for 
meaning in life characterize religion and set it apart from the other 
human endeavours, orientations and social institutions.  Undoubtedly, 
morality is also a common element present in religious traditions.  
After all, the moral question of what constitutes a good life is not 
outside the probing ken of religion.  It would be possible to delve into 
the many aspects of morality and ethics that figure strongly in 
religious doctrines and practices.   However, this paper intends to 
confine itself to drawing out the important role mysticism and the 
quest for meaning in life play in offering the substance for interfaith 
dialogue sessions.  Mystical experience is a fundamental precipitating 
force in the birth of religions.  It constitutes a critical and momentous 
encounter; as for instance, Gautama Buddha’s enlightenment or the 
early church’s epoch-making encounter with Jesus Christ.  The 
founding of religion has its roots in a compelling spiritual experience.  
Mysticism pertains to this sort of experience. The distinct contributive 
role religion plays in the moral domain lies in religion’s power as 
inspirer, (from the Latin inspirare – “to breathe” and cognate with 
“spirit”, “spiritual”) the motivating fuel in engaging in moral actions.  
Religious texts are not bereft of allegories, parables, historical 
narratives that portray paragons of virtuous deeds.  Though profound 
mystical experience may be the privilege of a few, the mystics witness 
to the possibility of fulfilling one’s deepest desire for a mystery-filled 
intimacy with the Ground of one’s being.  Not only does the religious 
experience, the principal determining factor in personal conversion, 
endow our scheme of moral priorities with a solid wellspring of 
inspiration, it also impels the transformed individual to engage in 
serious introspective inquiry into one’s life and the direction it ought 
to take.  In this regard, the meaning of life element is a concurrent 
theme alongside mystical experience that brings to the fore the unique 
relevance of religion in human existence.  This is not to say that 
inquiry into the meaning of life is the sole preserve of religion 
(philosophy has a claim on this too), but that expectations of some 
answers to this profound question can legitimately be laid at religion’s 
doorstep.  From the Australian aborigine’s postulation of a Dreamtime 
to account for life’s ultimate purpose and direction, to the lonely 
figure in a chapel pew or serene ashram (retreat centre) entreating for 
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some answers to his current personal predicament, the meaning of life 
issue is incontrovertibly tethered to matters of faith.   
 
Having mysticism and the pursuit of meaning in one’s existence as the 
converging interface for religious traditions opens up opportunities for 
interfaith dialogue.  Dialogue nurtures mutual understanding and 
appreciation of each other’s belief systems.  When ignorance and 
misperceptions engender distrust and conflict, there is just never 
enough dialogue sessions between people of varying religious 
backgrounds.  This activity is so necessary for pluralistic nations.  
Malaysia for instance, with a multi-religious populace is a fertile 
garden for cultivating vibrant and enriching cross-confessional 
exchanges.  Substantial spiritual matter within the spheres of 
mysticism and meaning can become grist for the interlocutors’ mill.  
Just a cursory inspection of mysticism and meaning might convey to 
the viewer the impression that these themes are so weighty that 
discourse upon them would be reserved for the select few.  Certainly, 
the plane of discourse on mystical experiences and profound 
responses to ultimate questions might be rather scholarly, but when it 
comes to spiritual experiences and reflections upon personal and 
worldly goings-on, there are no restrictions to their conversational 
levels.  Religion is not a compartmentalized unit of our lives, 
relegated to ritualism or sacramentalism.  The religious orientation 
suffuses our cognitive, affective, and conative faculties.  It informs 
our conscience and actions.  Our two selected defining ingredients of 
religion have the potential to be the talking point of interfaith dialogue 
at all levels.  We now proceed to a discussion on the phenomenon of 
mysticism and its significance as unifier of religions.  
 
Mysticism 
There is a certain haziness with the term “mysticism” because it is 
often employed with a variety of definitions and evokes different 
connotations in different minds.  To some, it is simply a form of 
confused, irrational thinking; while to the popular mind it is associated 
with obscure psychological states and phenomena, sometimes even 
confusing mysticism with occultism.  The etymology of “mysticism’ 
is said to be of ancient Greek in origin and carried the meaning of “to 
close” or “to shut”.  It referred to the Eleusinian mysteries and that the 
inductee into this esoteric divine knowledge is expected to keep secret 
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whatever he learns.1  The use of the word in Christianity was largely 
due to Dionysius the Areopagite2 and his treatise, The Mystical 
Theology.  Medieval theologians succinctly describe “mysticism” as a 
striving of the soul into God through the urge of love.  This 
approaches mysticism from a theological vantage point.  Others who 
have opted for a psychological approach define it as “the filling of the 
consciousness by a content (feeling, thought or desire) through an 
involuntary emergence of the same from the unconscious.”3  Evelyn 
Underhill claims to have devised a definition, which she feels covers 
all representations of mysticism: “Mysticism is the art of union with 
Reality.  The mystic is a person who has attained that union in greater 
or less degree: or who aims at and believes in such attainment.”4  She 
judiciously left the concept of Reality open to the interpretations of 
mystics and their confessional affiliations. 
 
We can with confidence say that mysticism concerns a particular form 
of experience and a state of consciousness.  Though experience is 
inexorably subjective, there is objective verification to a degree.  
There are two ways to view “objectivity”.  One, the objective is that 
which exists independent of human perception and response.  Physical 
objects would be objective in this sense.  The other is to view the 
objective as that which exists independent of any particular human 
perception and response.  In this sense, greater degree of objectivity 
exists when the experience extends beyond peculiarities of individual 
subjects.5  Mystical experience pertains to this second sense of 
objectivity.  An analogy would be that of colour-perception.  While 
colour does not exist in the external object, independent of the 
perceiver, verification of the objective colour of an object issues from 
some consensus of perception.  To push the analogy further, while 
colour is not an inherent property of the external object, there is some 
external dynamics that collaborates with the subject’s internal 
mechanism of perception to produce colour-perception.  Analogously, 
                                        
1 O. B. Duane, The Origins of Wisdom: Mysticism (London: Brockhampton Press, 
1997), p. 14. 
2 Dionysius the Areopagite (although a pseudonym and sometimes known as Pseudo-
Denis) was actually a 5th century C.E.  Christian theologian who lived in Syria. 
3 see Frank C. Happold, Mysticism (London: Penguin, 1964), pp. 35-38. 
4 Evelyn Underhill, Practical Mysticism (New York: Dutton Paperback, 1915), p. 3. 
5  Jonathan Dancy discusses this form of objectivity as applied to the issue of moral 
facts.  See Jonathan Dancy, “Intuitionism,” in Peter Singer (ed.), A Companion to Ethics 
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1991), pp. 411-419. 
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the Reality referred to by Underhill is not purely the idiographic 
conjuration of the mystic, completely devoid of objectivity.  Mystics 
claim that they experience or encounter an objective reality.  This also 
applies to what Ninian Smart calls non-dual mystical systems6 like 
Theravada Buddhist spiritual training, where there is no relation with 
a personal Supreme Being.  The nirvanic state is not to be construed 
as a phantasm of consciousness.  
 
While some mystics may not feel the need to resort to cross-
referencing for authentication purposes, since they are utterly 
convinced of the veracity of their mystical encounter, when it comes 
to scholarly assessment of such unique experiences, juxtaposing a 
range of testimonies of mystical experience and seeking some form of 
unanimity conduce to a conviction of the objectivity of mysticism.  
Furthermore, there ought to be dialogue between mystics of the same 
faith and between representatives of different faiths.  The presence of 
identifiable affinities not only lends credence to some degree of 
objectivity of mystical experience, but it also forges ties between 
people of different religious persuasions.  While approaching 
mysticism in this manner, we have to caution ourselves against 
assuming that the mystical experiences of different religions are 
exactly identical.  Such a simplistic and fatuous assumption is visible 
in writers who claim that mysticism is that realm which ethereally 
floats above all doctrinal traditions of religion and perhaps even 
antithetical to rituals and doctrines, to form the eternal unifying 
domain into which differences collapse.  Differences in mystical 
experiences are attributable to the religious traditions that constitute 
the infrastructure of any religious experience.  The religious tradition, 
vis-à-vis mystical experience, performs interpretive and causative 
functions.  This implies that not only will the specific tradition furnish 
the interpretive framework within which the mystic interprets and 
articulates his experience, it also determines or brings about that 
experience.  It would be accurate to say that a Daoist meditating on 
the all-encompassing Being of the Dao will most likely not have a 

                                        
6 in Ninian Smart, Worldviews: Crosscultural Explorations of Human Beliefs (New 
York: Scribner, 1983), pp. 63-72, the author distinguishes mystical religious experience 
that is non-dual, imageless and centred on purification of consciousness, from numinous 
religious experience that has a self-Other relationship and all the hallmarks of Rudolf 
Otto’s description of the encounter with the Holy.  
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mystical experience of intense love for the person of Jesus Christ.7  
Recognizing the critical role religious tradition plays in constructing 
mystical experience need not lead us to agree with Hans Penner that 
there are absolutely no grounds for comparative study of mysticism.  
If I read Penner correctly, he takes his critique of mysticism to the 
extent of saying that there is in fact no mysticism as such; that the so-
called mystical experience is in fact reducible to very particular 
cultural aspects of religion.8  The mystic’s experience is mediated by 
the tradition that he is embedded in; but the corollary of this is not the 
stand of mystical illusion, relativism or subjectivism.  It is indeed 
possible to engage in serious interfaith dialogue, articulate as best as 
possible the content of mystical experiences, make comparative 
studies, acknowledge differences and account for particular contexts 
from which experiences issue, and have a keen eye upon meeting 
points or identity-in-difference. 
 
Walter Stace contends that when surveying a broad range of 
testimonies of mystics, we can arrive at an identifying set of common 
characteristics of mystical experience, which also assists us in setting 
mystical experience apart from non-mystical experience.  I would like 
to add that the sui generisness of mystical experience does not imply 
that this particular form of experience in toto is absolutely unlike any 
other psychological experience.  Despite the claims of mystics for the 
uniqueness of their experience, this uniqueness is more a case of 
structural uniqueness; meaning that the mystical experience is made 
up of parts that have non-mystical correlates as for example the 
experience of peace or love in a non-religious form, but it is the 
configuration of these parts that render the experience unique.  
Returning to Stace’s proposed method for mapping commonalities, he 
incorporates Ludwig Wittgenstein’s notion of “family resemblance” 
into his account of commonalities in mystical experiences.  Briefly, to 
illustrate family resemblance, take for instance three items: A is a red 
cube, B a blue cube and C a blue sphere.  A resembles B in that they 
are both cubes; and, C resembles B in that they are both blue, but C 
has no resemblance to A except perhaps that they are two solid 

                                        
7 see C. D. Broad, “The Argument from Religious Experience,” in Louis Pojman, 
Introduction to Philosophy: Classical and Contemporary Readings (Belmont: 
Wadsworth Publishing Company, 1991), pp. 203-204. 
8 see Hans Penner, “The Mystical Illusion,” in Steven Katz (ed.), Mysticism and 
Religious Traditions (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1983), pp. 89-116. 
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geometric figures.  Stace proceeds to say that when we compare 
mystical experiences of different religions there is a mixture of 
identical traits plus cases that are associated by “family 
resemblances”.9  For instance, we might identify ineffability, 
conviction of having a powerful experience, sense of immortality, loss 
of fear of death, intellectual clarity, sense of oneness with the 
universe, as the set of typical traits found in mystical experiences.  
Most religious mystical accounts have present the complete set of 
typical traits listed above, while a few might contain some of them but 
not all.  This fringe cases might be related to each other by the “family 
resemblance’ principle.  Hence, rather than taking an absolutely 
essentialist approach to seeking an eternal and fixed assemblage of 
traits identical to all forms of mystical experiences, we list the core 
features and yet accommodate representations of mysticism that share 
some of those listed traits.  Having the above scheme affords us an 
avenue to counter critics who cite a religious mystical case that does 
not completely fulfil the set of core features.  Our answer would be 
that despite relegating that particular case to the fringe section of 
family resemblances, we are still justified in labelling it as mystical.  
One core feature of mystical experience is intellectual clarity 
conducing to a secure sense of meaning in life.  It is this element that 
comprises my second proposed commonality of religions. 
 
Quest for Meaning in Life 
There is a certain ambivalence when approaching this question of 
meaning in life.  On one hand it is an enchanting inquiry, while on the 
other, it may at best be unanswerable and at worst, as Sigmund Freud 
had quipped, symptomatic of pathology.  For Freud, the value and 
significance of life in the round is just non-objective and so, to be 
preoccupied with them is a sign of psychological dissonance.10  It is 
somewhat difficult to defend such a negative stance towards the 
search for meaning in one’s existence.  Inquiry and speculation are at 
the kernel of one’s being.  To ride roughshod over this human 
predisposition is to all but suggest that we descend to a lower order of 
consciousness.  One would be able to wager that there has never been 
an individual whose intellectual faculty is intact, who never ever 
                                        
9 W. T. Stace, Mysticism and Philosophy (London: Macmillan & Co. Ltd., 1961), pp. 
44-47. 
10 as mentioned in Irving Singer, Meaning in Life: The Creation of Value (New York: 
Free Press, 1992), p. 2. 
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pondered upon or broached the question of meaning in life.  Viktor 
Frankl avers that “man’s search for meaning is a primary force in his 
life and not a secondary rationalization of instinctual drives”.11  For 
Frankl. We are able to withstand the onslaught of all manner of 
challenges when we are securely entrenched in a deep sense of the 
meaningfulness of our life.  He frequently quotes Nietzsche’s 
apopthegm: “He who has the why to live can bear with almost any 
how.”   Traditionally, religion and philosophy have staked their claim 
upon the exploration of life’s meaning.  Each major religion attempts 
to address the issue of ultimate meaning in their doctrinal economy.  
The vicissitudes of life may bring in its waves a sudden swell of 
adversity and force us to take stock of what has thus far transpired, 
agonize over life’s big questions and hopefully emerge a transformed 
being.  Undoubtedly, the route of this search may be chequered with 
potholes, obstacles and misleading dead-ends, but the quest is said to 
be inherently worthwhile for the patient. In this paper I intend to 
explore two possible approaches to the question of meaning in life: the 
traditionalist and the creativity approaches. 
 
The traditionalist approach takes several forms but generally they are 
founded upon the premise that the universe as a whole (which 
includes the human species) has an innate meaning, as if, a hidden 
plan that can be made manifest if we are able to purify our intellectual 
and affective lenses.  Predominantly religious in its complexion, the 
traditionalist way with a positive world-view may propose that God 
has an overall purpose for the universe and it is incumbent upon each 
person to discover how he or she fits into this overall plan of God.  
The other traditionalist approach, with a more pessimistic mood, 
assumes that the world is inherently evil and being placed in this 
crucible of temptations, our game plan is to strive to pass the test and 
receive our reward in the next life.12  The traditionalist sees the 
universe as some kind of a puzzle that can be solved and that the 
                                        
11 Here Frankl distinguishes his “will to meaning” from the Freudian “will to pleasure” 
that plays a prominent role in Freud’s psychoanalysis.  The “will to meaning” 
transcends the rational functions of the ego (secondary rationalization of instinctual 
drives), a major component in psychoanalysis’ construction of the human psyche.  See 
Victor Frankl, Man’s Search for Meaning: An Introduction to Logotherapy (Allahabad: 
Better Yourself Books, 1971), pp. 105ff.  
12 Karl Britton, Philosophy and the Meaning of Life (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1969), pp. 21-49, discusses a few traditional answers to the question of meaning 
of life. 
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answers to the question of the meaning of life is prexistent and 
discoverable.  This fundamental postulate is discernible in for 
instance, the idea of the all-pervading Reality, Brahman, obscured by 
the veil of Maya, universal illusion.  Searching for this Reality entails 
an arduous process of spiritual training whose goal is this realization 
of Brahman.  In fact, many of the major religions construct their 
economy of salvation upon the notion of a predetermined plan of God.  
In some modalities of Christian spirituality, the discernment of God’s 
will assumes an already eternal and fixed intention of God.  For the 
‘anti-world’ approach, the world with all its ambiguities, moral 
depravity, suffering and disorder is bereft of meaning.  True meaning 
resides in the hereafter, in heavenly paradise.  There is here some 
semblance of the Platonic dualism - the separation between the 
imperfect and partially real entities of this sensible realm, and the 
perfect, eternal and absolutely real forms of the world of ideas.  A 
major difficulty with this preestablished hidden meaning is the 
problem of verification.  What would count as evidence for the 
assumption of an inherent meaning and the articulated meaning itself?  
One possible way to address this question is to appeal to what may be 
called, the rationality of the universe, which to some extent can be 
verified by the physical sciences.  The universe operates according to 
an all-encompassing principle of Logos.  Hegelian philosophy treks 
this route.  According to Hegel, the Absolute Reason develops from 
unconsciousness to consciousness via the process of the dialectic.13  
Note that Hegel’s “Absolute” is not the God of classical theism nor 
the triune God of Christianity, even though Hegel (who was brought 
up a Lutheran) claimed that his philosophy underwrites Christian 
dogma.  Hegel’s thesis though, differs somewhat from that of the 
traditionalist (the eternal and immutable hidden meaning of the 
universe).  For Hegel, the progress of consciousness of Absolute 
Reason is something that is dynamic and developing through concrete 
history.  There is no static preestablished plan.  However, the whole 
trajectory of this process overrides its constituent parts.  For Hegel, 
life, more appropriately, the universe has meaning as a Totality.  The 

                                        
13 It is not within the scope of this paper to explicate Hegel’s dialectic of affirmation-
negation-negation of the negation.  However, some inkling of his overall triad of Logic 
(knowledge of Absolute Reason within Itself) – Nature (excursion of the Absolute into 
the inert natural world) – Spirit (return of the Absolute through the process of self-
consciousness), can be gleaned from William Wallace (trans.), Hegel’s Logic: Part One 
of the Encyclopaedia of the Philosophical Sciences (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1975). 
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miniscule components, which include the lives of individual persons, 
are empty of meaning in themselves.   
 
Another possible approach to the question of meaning in life is the 
creativity approach.  This approach diverges from that of the 
traditional by its rejection of the predetermined grand all-
encompassing Plan that in order for the individual to lead a life of 
meaning, such a life must acquiesce in this Plan.  Having an imperious 
overall purpose might transgress the ideal of the human person being 
constitutionally autonomous and self-determining.  However, the 
traditionalist can counter this by stating that a person has the option to 
freely submit to this universal purpose.  The creativity approach 
addresses the question of meaning in life by asserting that each person 
is challenged to create his or her own meaningful existence.  In the 
absence of ultimate universal meaning, the burden of creating 
meaning devolves to the individual person.  Within the particular 
contexts of our lives, with all its idiosyncratic flavour, we craft our 
own meaningful existence, be it a commitment to family, career or 
some moral ideal.14  Since human development is never monochrome 
and uniform, what is meaningful at an early stage of our life may 
cease to be so at a later stage.  In this ideational framework, 
verification of the fittingness of an individual’s crafted meaningful 
existence is inevitably contextual.  Whether the designed meaning of 
life for a person is right or wrong, good or bad, is altogether relative.  
The snag of having this approach lies in the possibility of a person 
having his whole life revolve around what appears to others to be an 
absolutely meaningless enterprise, like perhaps incessantly tearing 
newspapers.  Another horrifying possibility is that of a person who 
finds meaning in indulging in criminal activities.  For both these 
cases, from the perspective of the creativity approach, with its 
‘meaning subjectivism’ we are obliged to say that those individuals 
are living meaningful lives.  A way to circumvent this difficulty would 
be to transmute creativity to what can be called “co-creativity”.  This 
approach recognizes a transcendent universal Reality that is able to 
cradle within itself a dialectic of Being and Non-Being, stability and 
change.  Early Daoist philosophy with its concept of Dao (Ultimate 
Reality) as a dialectic of Being and Non-Being, Order and Chaos, 

                                        
14 Singer, op. cit., pp. 81-88.  Singer enumerates and discusses several examples of 
creating meaningful lives. 
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allows for a co-creativity of meaning between the Dao and the 
person.15  In Daoist mysticism, the notion of Deep Mystery enjoins us 
to not complacently assume that Ultimate Reality is a static 
preestablished entity, but instead to undertake a voyage of both 
discovery and creativity.  In this co-creation of meaning there is a 
larger reference for verification of appropriateness of a meaningful 
life, and so allowing for a more reasonable appraisal of meaning.  
Creation of meaning is not encased within a hermetic capsule of the 
self.  Rather, it is a collaborative effort between the self and the 
dynamic Other and thereby vitiating the pitfalls of meaning 
subjectivism. 
 
Conclusion 
Arguably, the Malaysian psyche, like that of many Asian nations, is 
characteristically religious in its formation.  Although Islam is 
Malaysia’s official religion the state constitution assures freedom of 
practice for the other faiths.  Secularism has not devoured 
devotionalism in this country.  Specific feast days for the major 
religions are declared national holidays.  An interesting phenomenon 
in Malaysia is that religious talk, be it formal or casual tends to be 
confined within the individual religions.  Outside of convened 
interfaith dialogue sessions and proselytizing endeavours, informal 
exchanges of faith matters between people of different religions are 
sadly wanting.  This unhealthy taboo is created by a fear of offending 
others or maybe even a fear of being jolted out of our dogmatic 
slumber.  Both mysticism and the venture into the maze of life’s 
questions ought not to be an individualistic undertaking.  In fact, to 
disregard the role community and institution play, is to set off 
imprudently on to a perilous journey.  The spiritual adventure is not a 
walk in the park; it is a walk in the dark.  As such, the support of the 
community is crucial in order to sustain us in this commitment.  Faith 
is reinforced when people share their experiences and this people are 
not confined to fellow adherents to just one faith.  Let me add though 
that while dialogue, formal and informal, is imperative for a 
religiously pluralistic nation, it is still very much a cerebral exercise.  
For the intrepid, some serious engagement in a spiritual discipline 
outside one’s professed faith tradition can be a salutary foray.  A Zen 
                                        
15 For a good exposition on Daoist creativity see David Hall, “Process and Anarchy: A 
Taoist Vision of Creativity,” in Philosophy East and West (1978), Vol. 28 No. 3. 
University of Hawaii Press, pp. 271-285. 
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Buddhist retreat, the spiritual exercises of St. Ignatius, Sufi meditation, 
Yoga in a Hindu ashram; though the list is endless, the only eligibility 
criterion is an open mind and heart.  Drawn into the tide of 
globalization, the warp and woof of Malaysian culture is gradually 
becoming a tapestry of melding shades of East and West, Malay, 
Chinese and Indian, where borders of contrast fade.  Is it not 
inconceivable that a Malaysian might agonize over what to write on 
the short single line following religion: __________  while 
deliberating to himself, “I go to Sunday mass, ponder upon the 
writings of the Early Daoist mystics, enthralled by disciplined 
practices of Hindu ascetics and occasionally slip into the sandals of 
the agnostic.  So, what single denomination should I write here?” 
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Legal Pluralism and Marriage and Divorce 
in Malaysia 

 
Noraida Endut 

 
Introduction 
The legal regime dealing with marriage and divorce in Malaysia is 
pluralistic in nature.   This legal pluralism takes several forms.   In the 
first instance, different systems apply for Muslims and non-Muslims 
in family and matrimonial matters.   Laws on these matters are 
legislated separately.  For non-Muslims, they are legislated and 
administered at the federal level.  For Muslims, on the other hand, 
individual states have jurisdiction to regulate and administer such 
matters.  In addition, the federal legislature has jurisdiction over 
Muslim matters in areas designated as the Federal Territories. As 
such, there are fourteen sets of Islamic family law statutes applicable 
to Muslims depending on which state jurisdictions they fall under.      
 
Legal pluralism in Malaysia has historical foundation especially in the 
British colonization of the land.  The period after independence saw 
the process of introducing a more distinctive separation in the legal 
treatment of matters concerning family and customs.   Such separation 
becomes constitutionally entrenched and states proceed more 
vigorously with the codification of the Syariah4 and adat5, 
demonstrating states’ legislative powers.   This is further confirmed by 
the important amendment to Article 121 of the Federal Constitution 
which now outlines the exclusive and separate jurisdictions of the 
Syariah courts from the ordinary courts on matters relating to the 
personal and family laws of Muslims. 
    
Historical Background to the Malaysian Legal System 
Malaysia is a federation consisting of thirteen states and specific areas 
designated as the federal territories6.   The states are Perlis, Kedah, 
                                        
4 Unless otherwise stated, Syariah in this article refers to Islamic law as historically and 
contemporarily developed and interpreted from the primary sources by the country’s 
legislature who are given the powers to do so. 
5 Malay customs and customary practices of natives of Sabah and Sarawak. 
6 Federal Territories are areas specifically designated to be under the administration of 
the federal government.   There are currently two Federal Territories—Kuala Lumpur, 
established under the Constitution (Amendment) (No.1) Act 1973 and Labuan, 
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Perak, Penang, Selangor, Negeri Sembilan, Malacca, Johor, 
Trengganu, Kelantan and Pahang which are situated in the Peninsular 
Malaysia and Sabah and Sarawak which are situated in East Malaysia.    
 
In the early period of the Malaccan empire, the justice system was 
based on the ancient Malay customs or adat.   The Malay adat as was 
used in the Malaccan Sultanate was generated from the Adat 
Temenggung7 -- a body of rigid customary laws believed to have 
originated from Minangkabau in the Isle of Sumatra.   The Adat 
Temenggung was said to have been originally matriarchal in nature 
but due to influences from Hindu laws, had completely lost this 
characteristic and had become patriarchal8.   Administrators of justice 
of the adat law in Malacca were the rulers and their officials.   
 
With the reception of Islam by the Malaccan rulers, the justice system 
of the Malay Empire in Malacca became more dynamic.   The Hukum 
Kanun Melaka9 (“Laws of Malacca”) and the Undang-undang Laut 
Melaka (“Laws of the Sea of Malacca”) were two important legal 
sources left by the Malaccan Sultanate.   Before the reception of 
Islam, these laws were wholly based on the Adat Temenggung.   After 
Islam, they were amended quite extensively to include principles of 
Islamic law.    
 
The Hukum Kanun Melaka became an important basis for the 
development of the Islamic law and, consequently, a modified adat 
law, especially with regard to matters of the family, in many states in 
the Peninsular Malaysia.   The bases for the codes in the post-Islamic 
versions were fundamentally mixtures of adat law and the Islamic 
law10.   Elements of adat deemed to be in conflict with religious 
requirements and practices were gradually abandoned.  The Malaccan 
law influenced the codification of Islamic law in the other States in the 
Malay Peninsula.   The Laws of Pahang, Johor, Kedah and Perak in 
                                                                                                                  
established under the Constitution (Amendment) (No.2) Act 1984.   See, also the 
Federal Constitution, Art1(4). 
7 A Temenggung in the Malaccan Sultanate was an official of the government whose 
responsibilities could be equated to that of a Chief of Police.  However, his position in 
the government was relatively high since he was third in command after the Sultan 
(Ruler) and the Bendahara (Chief Minister). 
8 See, e.g., Ahmad Ibrahim and Ahilemah Joned (1995), at 33. 
9 Also known as the Undang-undang Melaka (“Laws of Malacca”). 
10 Mostly from the Shafi’i school of thought. 
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the 17th century were all based on the Risalah Hukum Kanun11.   
These laws evolved to form the Islamic law as is found in various 
states in Malaysia today.    
 
It should be noted that in Negeri Sembilan and several small districts 
in Malacca the Adat Perpatih governed the lives of the Malays in the 
17th century.   This adat also originated from Minangkabau but 
retained its matrilineal nature.   Thus, under the adat, properties, for 
example, devolved to female descendants.   However, this customary 
law was, to an extent, patriarchal.   For example, it deemed a wife’s 
nearest male relative instead of her husband, the head of her family12.  
Adat Perpatih did not develop into a written source of law and with 
the reception of Islam, elements in the custom were modified to reflect 
Islamic teachings.   Adat Perpatih still prevails very strongly in Negeri 
Sembilan.    
 
Early European colonial powers, namely the Portuguese (1511-1642) 
and the Dutch (1642-1824) had policies of minimal interference with 
the local customs and practices.   The British (1824-1957) power, 
however, had more significant influence on the nature of the survival 
of Islamic law in the Malay States.   This is because, through 
mechanisms such as the Resident system13, British officials 
established systems of justice based on English law.  As a result, 
Islamic law was effectively relegated only to the personal and 
matrimonial affairs of persons professing Islam.   The Islamic law, 
moreover, was re-codified on the model of the English statutes14 and 
administered in the ordinary courts by English or English-trained 
judges.   Later, Syariah courts were established but Muslims were able 
to use both these courts and the ordinary courts to litigate personal and 
family matters15. 
 
 
 

                                        
11 A codified version of the Laws of Malacca.   
12 See, Ahmad Ibrahim and Ahilemah Joned (1995), at 32. 
13 See, Noraida Endut (1996), for a detailed account of the influence of the British 
powers, in general, and the British Resident system, in particular, on the survival of 
Islamic law in the Malay States.    
14 See e.g., the Mahomedan Marriage Ordinance 1880 for the Straits Settlements. 
15 See, Noraida Endut (1996). 
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Post-Independent Development 
 
Position of English Law 
The law on personal matters in the States of Malaysia did not alter 
substantially upon Malaysia’s independence in 1957.   By 1957 many 
States had established Syariah courts to administer Islamic law for 
personal and matrimonial matters of Muslims.   All other matters were 
regulated by written laws passed before independence by legislative 
bodies under the Resident system, or by statutes passed by the 
Malaysian Parliament upon independence.   These laws were heavily 
influenced by the English law.    
 
The enactment of the Civil Law Act 1956 (CLA)16 reaffirmed the 
position of the English law.   Section 3 of the CLA provides: 
 

(i) Save so far as the other provision has been made or may 
hereafter be made by any written law in force in 
Malaya, the Court shall: 

 
(a) in Malaya or any part thereof, apply the common 

law of England and the rules of equity as 
administered in England on the 7th day of April, 
1956; 

 
(b) In Sabah, apply the common law of England and the 

rules of equity, together with statutes of general 
application, as administered or in force in England 
on the 1st day of December, 1951; 

 
(c) in Sarawak, apply the common law of England and 

the rules of equity, together with statutes of general 
application, as administered and in force in England 
on the 12th day of December, 1948, subject 
however to subsection (3)(ii): 

 
Provided always that the said common law, rules of 
equity and statutes of general application shall be 
applied so far as only as the circumstances of the 

                                        
16 As revised by the Civil Law Ordinance (Extension) Order 1971. 
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States of Malaya and their respective inhabitants 
permit and subject to such qualifications as local 
circumstances render necessary [emphases added]. 

 
 

(ii) Subject to the expressed provisions of this Act or any 
other written law in force in Malaya or any part thereof, 
in the event of conflict or variance between the common 
law and the rules of equity with reference to the same 
matter, the rules of equity shall prevail. 

 
A growing criticism against the use of the English common law as a 
basis for Malaysian law lies in the argument that English law is no 
longer relevant to hold a precedent position. With Malaysia’s post 
independent development, English precedents are becoming alien to 
its society17.  This is especially true in cases where Malaysian statutes 
require references to English law as it applies at a particular point of 
time18 and do not make corresponding amendment when the law in 
England or the socio-political situation in Malaysia has changed.    
 
Position of Islamic Law 
The Islamic law as practiced at present time is institutionalised as a 
sub-system within a more widely applicable postcolonial legal system 
based on the English law.   Its legitimacy is regulated by the 
conventional English system and does not reflect the Syariah as can 
be understood from a wider disciplinary context.  Its position is further 
entrenched in the Constitution, which means that any restructuring of 
the sub-system requires a more complex process of legislation than for 
ordinary law reform.   The separate administration of Islamic justice 
between the states also means that an introduction of reform requires 
complex negotiations between the federal and State governments and 
amongst the States themselves. 
 
Constitutional Provisions 
The Federal Constitution of Malaysia, adopted upon independence in 
1957, clarifies the position of the states with regard to personal laws.   
Legislative powers are divided into those of the federal legislature for 
                                        
17 See, e.g., Green, L. C. (1963), at xxix. 
18 See, e.g., ss3 and 5 of the CLA and s47 of the Law Reform (Marriage and Divorce) 
Act 1976 (LRA). 
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matters in the Federal List and the State legislatures for matters in the 
State List.   There were, however, matters enumerated under a 
Concurrent List, which can be legislated by either the state or the 
federal legislatures19. 
 
The State List sets out matters which only individual state legislatures 
have powers to legislate.   The list begins with matters relating to the 
personal and family law of Muslims20: 
 

Except with respect to the Federal Territories of Kuala 
Lumpur and Labuan, Islamic law and personal and family 
law of persons professing the religion of Islam, including 
the Islamic law relating to succession, testate and intestate, 
betrothal, marriage, divorce, dower, maintenance, adoption, 
legitimacy, guardianship, gifts, partitions and non-
charitable trusts; wakafs and the definition of and 
regulation of charitable and religious trusts, the 
appointment of trustees and the incorporation of persons in 
respect of Islamic religious and charitable endowments, 
institutions, trusts, charities and charitable institutions 
operating wholly within the State; Malay customs; Zakat, 
Fitrah and Bait-ul-Mal or similar Islamic religious revenue; 
mosques or any Islamic public places of worship, creation 
and punishment of offences by persons professing the 
religion of Islam against precepts of that religion, except in 
regard to matters included in the Federal List; the 
constitution, organisation and procedure of Syariah courts 
which shall have jurisdiction only over persons professing 
the religion of Islam and in respect only of any of the 
matters included in this paragraph, but shall not have 
jurisdiction in respect of offences except in so far as 
conferred by federal law; the control of propagating 
doctrines and beliefs among persons professing the religion 
of Islam; the determination of matters Islamic law and 
doctrine and Malay custom. 

 

                                        
19 See, Federal Constitution, Art74, for the division of legislative powers, and the Ninth 
Schedule for Federal, State and Concurrent Lists. 
20 Federal Constitution, Ninth Schedule, State List, para1. 
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The most significant Constitutional provision relating to the distinct 
position between state and federal laws is Article 121(1A) of the 
Federal Constitution.   The Article amended Article 121 of the 
Constitution with effect from the 8th of June 1988.   Before the 
amendment, Article 121(1) concerning judicial power of the Malaysia 
courts reads as follows: 
 

(1) Subject to Clause (2), the judicial power of the 
Federation shall be vested in two High Courts of co-
ordinate jurisdiction and status, namely –  

 
(a) one in the States of Malaya, which shall be known 

as the High Court in Malaya and shall have its 
principal registry in Kuala Lumpur; and 

 
(b) one in the States of Sabah and Sarawak, which shall 

beknown as the High Court in Borneo and shall 
have its principal registry at such place in the States 
of Sabah and Sarawak as the Yang di-Pertuan 
Agong may determine; 

 
and in such inferior courts as may be provided by 
federal law. 

 
Section 4 of the Courts of Judicature Act 1964 (CJA) provides that: 
 

In the event of inconsistency or conflict between this Act 
and any other written law other than the Constitution in 
force at the commencement of this Act, the provisions of 
this Act shall prevail. 

 
The Act enumerates matters under the jurisdictions of the High 
Courts.   Specific jurisdictions of the High Court include jurisdiction 
under any written law on matters of divorce and other matrimonial 
matters and jurisdiction to appoint the guardians of minors and to 
monitor the guardianship21. 
 

                                        
21 CJA, s26. 
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The position before the amendment of Article 121 was, therefore, that 
Muslims parties were able to bring actions in connection with personal 
matters to either the ordinary courts or the Syariah courts.   This had 
caused considerable problems and uncertainties because frequently the 
decisions of the ordinary courts conflicted with Islamic law as enacted 
in legislation of the States.   A case to illustrate this is Myriam v 
Ariff22.   In the case the parties were divorced under the Islamic law in 
the State of Selangor.   The Kadi23 had given custody of children of 
the marriage, an eight-year old girl and a three-year old boy, to their 
father, the defendant.   The plaintiff later married a man whose 
relationship to the children did not fall within the rule of prohibited 
degree of marriage under Islamic law.   This is a rule whereby, a 
Muslim person is permanently or temporarily prohibited to marry 
another person by reasons of their lineal or marital relationships.   In 
the present case, the implication of this rule is that the plaintiff’s 
husband can lawfully enter into a contract of marriage with her 
daughter (his stepdaughter).  The plaintiff applied to the High Court 
for custody of her children.    
 
On the matter of jurisdiction the High Court judge, Abdul Hamid, J., 
as he then was, held that the order made by the Kadi did not prevent 
the plaintiff from making an application to the High Court.   He relied 
on section 45(6) of the Selangor Administration of Muslim Law Act 
195224, which stated: 
 

Nothing contained in this Enactment shall affect the 
jurisdiction of any civil court and in the event of any 
difference or conflict arising between the decision of a 
court of the Kathi Besar or a Kathi and a decision of a civil 
court acting within its jurisdiction, the decision of the civil 
court shall prevail. 

 
He further held that the matter of custody was within the High Court’s 
jurisdiction by virtue of the Guardianship of Infants Act 1961.   The 

                                        
22 [1971] 1 MLJ 265. 
23 A Syariah court judge.  At present, all states have provided separately for Syariah 
court judges and Kadis.  Kadis are now administrative positions and no longer sit in the 
judiciary.  
24 The Act is now abolished by the Selangor Administration of Islamic Law Enactment 
1989. 
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Act stated that it would not apply to Muslims in states that have not 
legislatively adopted it25.   At the time of the case, Selangor had 
conditionally adopted the Act, thus, it was applicable to Muslim 
persons under the age of eighteen in so far as its provisions did not 
conflict with Islamic law or the Malay customs.   Under the Islamic 
law in the State, a woman entitled to custody of a child would lose the 
custody if she remarried a man whose relationship to the children did 
not fall within the rule of prohibited degree of marriage under Islamic 
law, as long as the marriage subsisted.   The learned judge in the case, 
however, held that the High Court need not adhere strictly to the rules 
of Islamic law and could use its discretion to decide the case on the 
basis of the welfare of the children.   He accordingly made an order 
giving the custody of the boy to the mother and of the girl to the 
father.    
 
In the earlier case of Nafsiah v Abdul Majid26 the plaintiff had extra-
marital relationship resulting in pregnancy.   The defendant had 
promised to marry the plaintiff.   The defendant then refused to marry 
the plaintiff and she brought an action against him in the High Court 
claiming damages for breach of promise to marry.   She also claimed 
aggravated damages on the basis that the defendant had seduced and 
impregnated her.    
 
The learned judge decided that the High Court had jurisdiction to try 
the matter by virtue of sections 4, 24(a) and 24(1)(a) of the CJA.   He 
further relied on section 109 of the Courts Ordinance 1948 which had 
not been repealed by the CJA and which stipulated that in any case of 
conflict or inconsistency between the provisions of the Ordinance and 
those of any other written law at the commencement of the Ordinance, 
the former would prevail.    
 
As regards the applicability of the Malaccan Administration of 
Muslim Law Enactment 195927, he held,  
 

While it is true that the [Enactment] was not in force at the 
time of the coming into force of the [Ordinance], the High 

                                        
25 Guardianship of Infants Act 1961, s2(1). 
26 [1969] 2 MLJ 174. 
27 s119 of this Enactment regulated matters relating to betrothal agreement between 
Muslims. 
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Court undoubtedly had jurisdiction to deal with all matters 
relating to the rights of the parties who come before it, and 
there is no provision in any law which I can find, and no 
law has been referred to me, which excludes the 
jurisdiction of the court. 

 
Both cases resulted in criticisms by Muslims who felt that their rights 
to practice their religion, which necessarily included the application of 
Islamic law on Muslims, were being disregarded when the ordinary 
civil courts constantly ignored the decisions of Syariah court judges or 
the applicability of existing Islamic law legislations28.   Thus, 
amendment of Article 12129 of the Constitution was offered as a 
solution.   The new Article 121 reads: 
 

(1) There shall be two High Courts of co-ordinate 
jurisdiction and status, namely— 

 
(a) one in the States of Malaya, which shall be known 

as the High Court in Malaya and shall have its 
principal registry in Kuala Lumpur; and 

 
(b) one in the States of Sabah and Sarawak, which shall 

be known as the High Court in Borneo and shall 
have its principal registry at such place in the States 
of Sabah and Sarawak as the Yang di-Pertuan 
Agong may determine;  

 
and such inferior courts as may be provided by federal 
law; and the High Courts and inferior courts shall have 
such jurisdiction and powers as may be conferred by or 
under federal law. 

 
(1A) The courts referred to in Clause (1) shall have no   

jurisdiction in respect of any matter within the 
jurisdiction of the Syariah Courts [emphases added] 

 
 

                                        
28 See, e.g., Ahmad Ibrahim (1985), at 50. 
29 See, Constitutional (Amendment) Act 1988. 
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Although the amendment was hoped to resolve problems brought 
about by cases such as Myriam and Napsiah above, the amendment 
has lead to a few other uncertainties.   The foremost of these is the fact 
that the amendment has done away with the phrase “judicial power” 
from its provision.   The exclusion raises the question of whether the 
High Courts still have judicial power or whether the legislature 
intends it to be given to other courts or bodies.    
 
It is submitted that despite the absence, judicial power still vests in the 
High Courts.   This is because a central intention of the amendment 
was to clarify the position of Syariah courts vis a vis the High Courts.   
It is unlikely that it was intended to redefine constitutional emphases 
on separation of powers by enabling the legislature to redistribute 
judicial power.   Despite the absence of the phrase, other provisions in 
Part IX of the Constitution, which regulate matters pertaining to the 
judiciary, “grin ‘judicial power’”30.    
 
In arguing that judicial power still vests in the High Courts it must 
thus be accepted that the Syariah courts, despite being given a special 
consideration under Article 121, are subordinate courts and do not 
form a separate court system even though their structures have now 
developed to include the Syariah High Courts and Syariah Appeal 
Boards.   Moreover, Article 5(4) of the Constitution provides that “in 
the case of an arrest for an offence which is triable by a Syariah Court, 
references in [Clause (4) of the Article] to a magistrate shall be 
construed as including references to a judge of a Syariah court”.   This 
provision suggests that Syariah courts share similar positions as 
Magistrate courts in the structure of the ordinary courts.   It follows 
that the High Courts, under their judicial powers, may exercise 
judicial review on decisions of the Syariah courts.   On the other hand, 
the effect of Article 121(1A) is such that the High Courts may not 
adjudicate matters under the jurisdictions or substitute the decisions of 
the Syariah courts. 
 

                                        
30 Harding, Andrew (1991). 
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Cases decided after the amendment show that the Supreme Court31 
readily adhered to Clause (1A) where conflict regarding jurisdictions 
arose. This is illustrated in the important Supreme Court decision of 
Mohamed Habibullah bin Mahmood v Faridah bte Dato’ Talib32.  The 
case is an appeal against a High Court decision concerning two points, 
one of which is whether the High Court had jurisdiction to adjudicate 
on the respondent’s action where the matter concerned a matrimonial 
offence committed by a Muslim husband against his Muslim wife33. 
 
The respondent, Faridah, had petitioned for divorce on 3rd March 1989 
in the Federal Territory Syariah court on the ground, inter alia, that 
her appellant husband (Habibullah) had continuously battered her 
during their marriage.    The hearing of the divorce petition was 
pending.   Earlier, on 14th February, Faridah had filed a writ of 
summons at the High Court claiming damages and aggravated 
damages for assault and battery and an injunction restraining 
Habibullah and/or his agent from further assaulting, harassing, 
molesting or interfering with her and her family members, using any 
form of communication.  She had also concurrently filed an ex-parte 
summons-in-chambers requesting temporary injunction of similar 
nature against him.   When the ex-parte summons was heard the next 
day Habibullah made an undertaking to the court that he would not 
assault, harass or molest Faridah.   This persuaded the judge not to 
make any order and to adjourn the matter sine die.    
 
On 12th April, Faridah filed an affidavit complaining that her husband 
had continued to harass her and requesting the court to reconsider her 
application for an interim injunction.   On 14th April the judge 
accordingly granted an ex-parte injunction.   On 21st April Faridah 
filed her statement of claims.   On 28th April Habibullah filed a notice 
of motion to set aside the temporary injunction and on 12th May he 
took out a summons-in-chambers to strike out Faridah’s writ and 

                                        
31 Now, the Federal Court.   After independence, the highest domestic court in Malaysia 
was the Federal Court.   On 1st January 1987, the Federal Court was abolished and 
replaced with the Supreme Court.   In 1994, the Court was restructured and renamed the 
Federal Court.   See, Constitution (Amendment) Act 1994. 
32 [1992] 2 MLJ 793.   See also, [1993] 1 Kanun 79 and [1990] 1 MLJ 174. 
33 The other point in question, which is beyond the scope of this article, is whether the 
respondent’s action in tort for personal injury against her husband could stand in the 
light of what was then section 9(2) of the Married Women Act 1957.    
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statement of claims, on the ground, inter alia, that the High Court 
lacked jurisdiction to deal with the matter. 
 
The High Court did not consider the Syariah court had jurisdiction 
over the matter in issue despite provisions of Article 74 and the Ninth 
Schedule of the Federal Constitution.   The learned judge held34: 
 

...[S]ince the plaintiff here is seeking redress against an 
actionable wrong complained against her person, it cannot 
therefore be said that the actionable wrong complained of 
falls exclusively within the jurisdiction of the Syariah 
Court when the legislature of a state has no power to enact 
law relating to such matter.    

 
In striking down this decision, the Supreme Court held that the learned 
judge had erred in deciding that the High Court had jurisdiction to try 
the parties by basing on the question of whether the State legislature 
had jurisdiction to legislate tort matters.   According to Harun Hashim, 
SCJ35: 
 

It is obvious that the intention of Parliament by art 121(1A) 
is to take away the jurisdiction of the High Courts in 
respect of any matter within the jurisdicition of the Syariah 
Court…[therefore,] where there is a challenge to 
jurisdiction, as here, the correct approach is to firstly see 
whether the Syariah Court has jurisdiction and not whether 
the state legislature has power to enact the law conferring 
jurisdiction on the Syariah Court.  The validity of a state 
law can only be questioned in a separate proceeding under 
art 4(3) of the Federal Constitution... 

 
The Supreme Court held that the Syariah court had jurisdiction over 
the matter in question by virtue of section 45(3)(b) of the Selangor 
Administration of Muslim Law Enactment 1952 which provided that 
the Syariah court had jurisdiction to hear and determine civil actions 
and proceedings relating to Muslim parties which concerned, inter 
alia, betrothal, marriage, divorce, nullity of marriage, or judicial 

                                        
34 [1990] 1 MLJ, 174 at 177 
35 [1992] 2 MLJ, 793, at 800. 
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separation.   The Syariah court also had criminal jurisdictions to try 
the appellant for committing matrimonial offences by virtue of 
sections 127 and 12836 of the Selangor Family Law Enactment 1984. 
 
The High Court judge was further held to be wrong in looking at the 
matter “as an action wrong simpliciter”37 and in isolating the matter 
from the nature of the relationship of the parties. Mohammed Azmi, 
SCJ, added that38: 
 

...Once the parties have submitted themselves to the 
jurisdiction of the Syariah Court, and once the Syariah 
Court has taken cognisance of the matrimonial cause on the 
ground of the husband’s misconduct, it would in my view 
be an abuse of process [under a High Court rule] for 
Faridah to go to the High Court and complain over the 
same misconduct... 

 
 
In the appeal, the Supreme Court was referred to another High Court 
case on similar point: Shahamin Faizul Kung Abdullah v Asma Hj. 
Junus39.   The case involved Muslim parties in Penang.   A six-year 
old boy whose mother had died had been placed in the custody of his 
maternal grandmother.   Under the Malaysian Islamic law, a maternal 
grandmother is higher in order of preference than a father as a person 
most entitled to the custody of a male child under the age of seven40.   
The boy’s father applied for a writ of habeas corpus in the High Court 
to gain custody of his son.    
 
In deciding that the High Court had jurisdiction over the matter the 
learned judge had argued, inter alia, that nothing in section 40(3) of 
the Penang Administration of Islamic Law Enactment 1959 gave 
exclusive jurisdiction to the Court of Kadi Besar (the then Syariah 
court) over matters relating to the custody of infants for Muslim 
parties, thus, the High Court would have similar jurisdiction.   In 

                                        
36 s127 is on ill-treatment of wife and s128, on failure to give justice to wife. 
37 [1992] 2 MLJ, 793, at 802. 
38 ibid., at 807. 
39 [1991] 3 MLJ 327. 
40 See, Penang Islamic Family Law Enactment 1985, s81(2) and corresponding sections 
in the Islamic Family Enactment of other States. 
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further support of his decision he referred to sections 4 and 23 of the 
CJA, which effectively provided that the CJA prevailed over other 
statutes in cases of conflict.    
 
In reversing these points, the Supreme Court in Faridah held, first, 
that under section 40(3)(b) of the Penang Administration of Islamic 
Law Enactment 1959 the Syariah Court in Shahamin had jurisdiction 
to hear civil actions and proceedings of Muslim parties on matters 
relating to, inter alia, the maintenance of dependants, legitimacy, 
guardianship or custody of infants.   Thus, by virtue of Article 
121(1A) of the Constitution, the High Court would not have 
jurisdiction to try the parties.   Secondly, the CJA expressly excluded 
the Constitution from the effect of its section 4.   Moreover, 
Constitution was the supreme law of the land by virtue of Article 4(1).   
Thus, no statutory provision, however precisely worded could nullify 
a constitutional provision41.  

 
In summing up the Supreme Court’s decision on the point of 
jurisdiction, Harun Hashim, SCJ, concluded42: 
 

Taking an objective view of the Constitution, it is obvious 
from the very beginning that the makers of the Constitution 
clearly intended that the Muslims of this country shall be 
governed by Islamic Family Law as evident from the Ninth 
Schedule to the Constitution... 
 
Indeed, Muslims in this country are governed by Islamic 
personal and family laws which have been in existence 
since the coming of Islam to this country in the 15th 
century.   Such laws have been administered not only by 
the Syariah Courts but also by the civil courts.   What art 
121(1A) has done is to grant exclusive jurisdiction to the 
Syariah Courts in the administration of such Islamic Laws.   
In other words, art 121(1A) is a provision to prevent 
conflicting jurisdiction between the civil courts and the 
Syariah Courts. 

 

                                        
41 [1992] 2 MLJ 793, at 803. 
42 ibid., at 803-804. 
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Faridah settles the battle of jurisdiction between the ordinary courts 
and the Syariah courts with regard to personal matters of Muslims.   It 
clarifies the meaning and purpose of Article 121(1A) with regard to 
the conflicting issue.   It has been suggested43 that Article 121(1A) 
could be made more effective with the abolition or amendment of the 
relevant statutory provisions that had been the recurrent grounds for 
controversy.   This suggestion, inter alia, recommended the abolition 
of section 4 of the CJA, the amendment of the relevant sections of the 
Guardianship of Infants Act 1961 and section 112 of the Evidence Act 
(on the presumption of legitimacy) so as not to apply to Muslims 
where corresponding provisions have been made in the Islamic law 
statutes of each State. 
 
Conclusion 
The legal system in Malaysia is the product of two important legacies: 
the Islamic law and the English law.   Through colonisation the 
English law has become a dominant influence in the development of 
the legal system.   However, Islamic law, which formed the earliest 
comprehensive system of law in the country, has persisted over the 
lives of Malaysians.   The dominance of English law is likely to 
continue although Islamic law may regain a firmer and wider position 
in the legal system.    
 
Pluralism in the legal system, however, has caused considerable grey 
areas of personal and family laws.   It affects parties to a marriage in a 
specific manner especially in the light of cross-cultural problems such 
as domestic violence.  In domestic violence cases, a proposed legal 
regime that desires generally applicable remedies for all is faced with 
the rigorously guarded separate legislative and judicial powers 
between the state and federal bodies.   Plurality in the legal system 
further necessitates the separate examination for Muslims and non-
Muslims in efforts for reform of matrimonial laws in Malaysia.   

                                        
43 Ahmad Ibrahim (1989), at xix. 
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Malay Companies' Survival in a Multiethnic 

Marketplace: A Consultant's Perspective 
 

Noor Nasir Kader Ali 
 
 
1. Introduction 
In a multiethnic nation like Malaysia, understanding the multiethnic 
culture, race and religious belief and its acceptance into the business 
system in Malaysia is vital to the survival of Malay ethnic small and 
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) and growth of the Malaysian 
economy. In 1991, SMEs percentage of contribution to Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP) is 20% and increase to 40% by 2000. 44 
However, major contributor to the GDP comes from Chinese ethnic 
group. Realizing the need for economic development (as well as the 
weakness of Malay ethnic), Malaysian Development Plans were 
developed. Part of the objectives includes development of Malay 
enterprises. The results were not overwhelming. Many of the small 
enterprises are still struggling with their survival in a marketplace. 
This paper focuses on the survival of Malay small enterprises in a 
multiethnic marketplace.  
 
In order to understand the survival of Malay enterprises, one need to 
understand the failure factors influencing the Malay ethnic small 
enterprises. It includes poor working capital and management skills, 
poor inventory control, lack of technical skills and operation 
processes, and analytical data. At the same time, cold war existed 
between Malay enterprises and Chinese enterprises. It shows how 
Chinese ethnics control the market and putting pressure on other 
ethnics from entering the market.  
 
In order to overcome the failure factors, this paper evaluates the 
success factors of four Malay small enterprises using the strategic 
success factors. The question then, what does it takes to survive in a 
multiethnic marketplace then? The conclusion looks at some 

                                        
44 Source: Ministry of International Trade and Industry (MITI) 
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techniques are recommendation for small entrepreneurs as a guide to 
survive in a multiethnic marketplace.  
 
2. Failure Factors Influencing Malay Small Entrepreneurs  
Small businesses emerged because of some technical skills acquired 
from experiences and expertise in their related nature of business. 
Most of the Malay small businesses are family type businesses 
managed by family members. They will then try to expend their 
business base on trial-an-error basis. The common problems faced by 
Malay SMEs include:  

i) Working capital and cash flow issues 
ii) Inability to engaged skilled labor 
iii) Raw materials and its related issues 
iv) Insufficient space and infrastructure  
v) Poor production operation process and technology 
vi) Lack of managerial and technical skills 
vii) Ineffective marketing strategies 
viii) Unsystematic logistics and distribution 
ix) Lack of analytical information and management decision  
 making 
x) Social and cultural factors 
xi) Red tapes and other external factors 

 
2.1 Working Capital and Cash Flow Issues 
 Capital injected is usually marginal, and cash flow is tight. The 
studies made by Chee (1986) found that SMEs have inadequate 
working capital and difficulty to obtain loans from commercial banks. 
This is due to poor planning and management deficiencies. Diah 
(1985) and Shahadan (1990) also indicated SMEs inability to raise 
working capital and obtaining business loans from financial 
institutions. Hassan (1992) found that SMEs are not able to raise funds 
via loans due to inadequate collateral and inability to provide and 
convince financial institutions about their performance. Broom and 
Longenecker (1975) indicated that small businesses in United 
Kingdom and United Stated also face similar problems like lack of 
working capital and inability to obtain credit facilities from financial 
institutions.  
 
The author found that all the above sightings are a common problem 
amongst small-sized entrepreneurs, especially Malay ethnic small 
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enterprises than the Chinese ethnic.45 The government on many 
occasions has called upon financial institutions to support SMEs, but 
one of the major stumbling blocks is for the small-sized entrepreneurs 
to fulfill the bank’s requirements for loan application. Majority of the 
Malay small enterprises are not able to provide collateral like landed 
property, fixed deposits or guarantors due to their background history 
comes from poor or average family46. Sound capital injection has 
always been an issue amongst Malay small enterprises. 
 
Another major issue commonly found amongst small-sized 
entrepreneurs, specifically from Malay ethnics, is the lack of complete 
financial information about their business. Financial statements are 
compiled at the end of the year for income tax submission purposes47. 
It is also found that small entrepreneurs do not see that financial 
performance and data collection is vital to evaluate and identify the 
weakness about business performance. It is a tool to strategize 
business activities and to improve the business processes. It indicates 
lack of knowledge about business management. This is also true 
amongst Chinese and Indians Small Enterprises. But, other ethnics 
seem to be able to better survive and better control their cash flows.  
 
2.2 Inability to Engaged Skilled Labor 
Hashim (2002) discovered that “SMEs have to compete with large 
companies for skilled workers. SMEs blamed the large companies for 
pinching away their skilled workers offering them better wages and 
working conditions”. Mohd Jan, Che Sab and Shaari (1990) also 
reported that small businesses are having difficulty in retaining skilled 
workers. This is also a common issue amongst Malay entrepreneurs. 
Many of the labor-intensive small enterprises prefer to engage foreign 
laborers from Indonesia, Bangladesh, and Vietnam. Foreign labor 
reduces the rate of employee turnover as well as cheaper labor rate 
costs. 
 

                                        
45 Inability to obtain loans from commercial banks are the most common issues faced by 
Malay small enterprises in the states of Perlis, Kedah, Penang, Kelantan, Trengganu, 
Langkawi, Melaka, and Negeri Sembilan. 
46 Source: Consultancy meetings with small business enterprises found in the states 
mentioned in Note 2. 
47 Source: Various consultancy meetings with clients in Malaysia.  
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On the other hand, there are SMEs that pinch skilled supervisors from 
large companies to become managers in their companies. Pinching of 
employees is happening between SMEs and large corporations. Malay 
small enterprises will hunt for Malay supervisors to become 
Managers. Chinese small enterprises will search for Chinese ethnic to 
join them. Race, culture and religious believe, and trust is the key 
factors to such a trend for small enterprises. From economic and 
management perspective, it is a question of what a company can offer 
to various levels of employees, giving them better opportunities for 
growth, working experience, comfortable working environment, better 
wages and the ability to lock in skilled employees within an 
organization. Some small enterprise that can’t afford to lose a key 
employee will offer share equity within the organization.  
 
2.3 Raw Materials and its Related Issues 
Chee (1986) revealed that difficulties to obtain stocks, higher costs for 
raw materials are common issue amongst small businesses. Shahadan 
et al (1990) found that lack of suppliers of raw materials, distance in 
logistics and distribution, and inability to obtain credit terms are the 
common issues amongst SMEs including Malay small entrepreneurs.  
 
The author’s experiences also found lack of supplies to small 
entrepreneurs due to priorities of stock supply is given to major 
customers as well as regular customers. From racial perspective, 
Chinese suppliers prefer to deal in cash sales with Malay customers 
due to the fact that Malay small enterprises have very tight cash flows.  
 
Malay small enterprises incur higher purchase costs of materials due 
to purchases are in small volumes. This again is due to lack of 
working capital. The implication is that cost per unit increases, sales 
volume reduces if selling price is high or lower profits if sales price is 
lowered.  
 
Price war between small enterprises erupted. Chinese enterprises 
would coordinate amongst themselves for a larger volume purchase at 
a much lower price from the manufacturer. This gives them an edge in 
the price war. On the other hand, the Malay small entrepreneurs are 
having difficulties to coordinate large volume purchase due to lack of 
trust among them. As a result, the Malay small and medium-sized 
enterprises are incurring higher costs for raw materials.  
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There are also cases found where Malay small entrepreneurs are not 
getting a fair deal in price negotiations with the wholesalers or 
manufacturers who are mainly from Chinese ethnics. The wholesale 
industry is dominated by the Chinese ethnic group. As a result, 
majority of Malay entrepreneurs will have to pay more compared to 
Chinese entrepreneurs. The Malay small entrepreneurs will have to 
acquire knowledge on negotiation skills and coordinating the purchase 
via a group of enterprises or via an association. 
 
When product volumes are scarce, or demand exceeds supply, 
Chinese manufacturers will prioritize sales to Chinese retailers. In the 
housing industry in Penang, especially in the distribution of shop-lots 
of a strategic location, the developer will hold off sales of bumiputra 
lots to the Malays until the holding period expires, and later sell it to 
the Chinese buyers.48 This is one of the ways the Chinese businesses 
dominated some of the large strategic shopping malls in Penang. The 
same approach applies for housing units and apartments. More and 
more Malays have to migrate out from Penang and buy apartments in 
the neighboring states like Kedah. The approach is to build expensive 
apartments and double storey units that the Malay community can’t 
afford to purchase. 
 
2.4 Insufficient Space and Infrastructure  
Chee (1986) reported that small businesses are having the issue of 
insufficient space, inadequate land and building to operate and expend 
their businesses. As a result, smaller firms tend to operate in 
residential areas without valid licenses.  
 
The author has a different view. Interviews with small business 
entrepreneurs49 revealed that lack of capital injection, smaller working 
capital, costs cutting on overhead are the reasons why most small 
entrepreneurs would prefer to operate from homes, or residential 
areas. Some would share the shopping lots with other owners for 
starters. Until they are stable and can afford the rentals for a full shop 
lot unit, they will continue to operate in residential areas. Currently, 
                                        
48 Cases found are from bumiputra individuals who were rejected from purchasing shop-
lots in Bukit Jambul Komplex, and Prangin Shopping Mall in Penang. They succeeded 
to purchase the unit after obtaining a judgment from court. 
49 Interview entrepreneurs in northern parts of Malaysia. 
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many residential units that are located facing the main road have been 
converted to commercial units. This allows for a good rental fee from 
business entrepreneurs compared to residential units. 
 
2.5 Poor Production Operation Process and Technology 
Ghazali and Shaari (1988) reiterated that small businesses seldom use 
the latest technology for their production operation. Mohd Jan, Che 
Sab and Shaari (1990) “indicated that small businesses are unable to 
upgrade their technology and become innovative because they 
employed traditionally low level technology and have limited 
accessibility to new technology”. Chee (1986) reported that small 
firms commonly use outdated technology. Hashim (2002) reiterated 
small firms don’t have the trust on new technology while others can’t 
afford the cost. 
 
The author is of the opinion that financial constraints and inability to 
obtain financial support from financial institutions50 are the major 
factor for inability to use latest technology for their production 
operation. Furthermore, insufficient marketing strategies, poor sales 
volume, and tight cash flow forces Malay small enterprises to 
purchase used technological machineries. Simplicity in usage and low 
maintenance costs are the other criteria small enterprises. Some 
enterprises are unable to improve their machineries while others took 
several years before improved technologies are implemented. 
 
2.6 Lack of Managerial and Technical Skills 
Lack of managerial and technical skills was the most common 
problems faced by small enterprises. Chee (1986) reported that most 
entrepreneurs have a low level of formal education and limited 
training in management principles. Shahadan et al. (1990) indicated 
that SMEs only have basic managerial skills, little formal education 
and lack of experience in the related field.  
 
This author viewed that small-sized entrepreneur specifically Malay 
small-sized enterprises have limited technical skills and some basic 

                                        
50 In many instances it has been found that financial institutions in Malaysia are not risk 
takers. They are not prepared to support good viable projects of small businesses due to 
the fact that applicant do not have track record with the bank, the bank is not familiar 
with the management team, the bank approve 30% of the required loan amount applied. 
Cash flow is understated and it won’t be long before the struggle begins.   
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managerial skills. They started with a number of customers, a few 
family members to assist them in the business. They lack planning and 
marketing strategies, and unsystematic production process flow.  
 
2.7 Ineffective Marketing Strategies 
Chee (1986), in his study found that some small firms lack knowledge 
of marketing techniques. Mohd Jan et al. (1990) also found that SMEs 
inability to generate sales due to lack of marketing strategies. 
Shahadan et al. (1990) indicated that pricing, customers’ late payment, 
lack of quality products; poor promotional strategies are the some of 
the marketing constraints.  
 
This author found through his consultancy practices in the states of 
Perlis, Penang, Langkawi, Kelantan, Kuala Lumpur, Selangor and 
Melaka indicate that majority of the small-sized enterprises lack 
marketing techniques and strategies. Majority of them do not see 
promotional costs as opportunity to boost sales. Instead, they view it 
as additional overheads that reduce their profits.  
 
High marketing charges and agencies that distribute competitor’s 
products are also a constraint. The larger marketing agencies are not 
so keen to distribute products from small enterprises due to inability to 
supply large volumes as well as inability to meet the quality 
requirements of super and hypermarkets. Small entrepreneurs affected 
are mostly the Malay ethnics.  
 
2.8 Unsystematic Logistics and Distribution 
Many small enterprises do not have proper logistics and transportation 
for distribution. Small entrepreneurs from Malay ethnic use their 
personal motor vehicles for distribution of their products to reduce 
costs51.   
 
Many Malay small enterprises lack the knowledge in distribution, 
poor support from suppliers in delivery, pressure from customer for 
quick delivery, incur unnecessary costs, difficulty to locate channels 
of distribution and agencies, charges from agencies are too high and 
many other unforeseen circumstances in the distribution world. Malay 

                                        
51 Cases found in biscuits manufacturing, cooking oil packaging, frozen food 
manufacturing, bakery shops and cordial drinks managed by Malay small entrepreneurs. 
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entrepreneurs resort to self-distribution within the vicinity, getting 
support from other Malay retailers, and selling on cash basis or credit 
terms within the next delivery (7 to 14 working days). Such approach 
makes a very slow growth in revenue and no room for expansion into 
the larger market segment. This is the dilemma of many Malay 
entrepreneurs. 
 
2.9 Lack of Analytical Data for Management Decision Making 
Very few Malay small entrepreneurs collect data about their business 
and analyze them for improvements.52 Either they are too busy in 
trying to expand their market or lack the knowledge to analyze. Bank 
balances becomes their means of measuring their business 
performance. Some would also look at their monthly sales revenue.  
Many are not able to evaluate financial statements, production 
performance, inventory management, overhead costs evaluation, 
product costing, mix-products performances, and so forth.  
 
2.10  Social and Cultural Factors 
Majority of the Malay small entrepreneurs are in the food related 
industries like restaurants, night-market trading, and mini-
manufacturing of agricultural products, frozen food, bakeries, mini 
markets and groceries. Others tailored their operations in boutiques, 
laundry, manufacturing furniture, transportation, packaging, and many 
more. The essence of what ever their nature of business may be, the 
small enterprise are dependent on the Malay community for the 
survival of their businesses. The cultural differences and religious 
believe are the major contributor to their survival in food related 
industries and restaurants. This makes their market segment being 
small.   
 
The culture and tradition in Malaysia is almost closely influenced by 
religious practices and believes. Islamic principles influence the 
cultural practices and as such influence the types of products 
purchased by the Malay community. For example, Islamic principles 
require that all food consumption have to be halal (the food contents 
and the manufacturing processes does not violate the Islamic 
principles and practices). As such, the Malay community would prefer 

                                        
52 More than 90% of cases interviewed could not provide proper financial statements 
about their business. 
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to purchase meals from a Malay restaurant. However, many Malay 
food processing industry are not able to penetrate Chinese or Indian 
consumers. If there are, it is marginal.  
 
On the other hand, various types of food processing industries, 
especially canned food products produced by Chinese ethnic are 
making sure that their products are certified “Halal” by JAKIM.53 This 
is one of the ways for Chinese SMEs to capture the Malay consumers.  
Canned foods, frozen foods, biscuits, drinks, and all types of foods 
found in Malaysian supermarkets, mini markets, grocery stores, and 
food manufacturing industries are encouraged to obtain a Halal 
Certification from JAKIM (NST; 2001). The Malay community is 
more confident of purchasing “halal” products approved by JAKIM. 
The action taken by Chinese entrepreneurs further stiffen the 
competition between the ethnic SMEs. 
 
Malay traditional clothing worn during the festive seasons or official 
functions like “baju kurong”, “baju kebaya”, “kebarong”, worn by 
Malay women, or “baju melayu” for men are normally produced by 
Malay tailors. Now, Chinese tailors that have mastered the industry 
and entered the market producing the “baju kurong” and “baju 
melayu”. But, we have yet to see Malay ethnic tailors producing the 
“Cheongsam”, one of Chinese traditional clothing. 
 
Night markets are usually mobile from district to district, or town to 
town, and are monopolized by Malay retailers in a community where 
Malays are the majority. On the other hand, districts where Chinese 
ethnic are the majority in that community, they normally dominate 
night markets. Again the ethnic community would influence the ethnic 
retailers that would participate in the night market segment. This is 
also due to the culture and religion that influence the type and nature 
of business being practiced in the community. There is no evidence to 
date that indicate such nature of business is capable of expanding into 
a larger corporation. 
 

                                        
53 JAKIM – Malaysian Islamic Development Department is responsible for approving 
and issuing the “halal” logo to companies and industries that apply for the said logo to 
be displayed on all their products. JAKIM “halal” logo is registered and approved by 
the Intellectual Property Corporation under the Trade Marks Act 1976. (Siti, 2004) 
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Majority of the mini markets and grocery stores are owned and 
managed by Chinese SMEs. If the business existed in a Malay 
majority community, the owners would employ many Malay 
employees to boost up its sales. It helps in the form of better 
communication, enhancement of buyer-seller relationship and most 
important is the cheaper price and trust the consumer would prefer 
during negotiation and purchase. This again reduces the opportunity 
for Malay Mini markets to compete in this industry.  
 
2.11 Red Tapes and Other External Factors 
Government contracts and tenders for contractors are the other source 
of market segment that the Malay small entrepreneurs would look 
into. Payments from government are assured. These contracts and 
tenders are offered to “Bumiputra” contractors whereby Malay 
contractors are the majority. The Chinese contractors would enter into 
a partnership with Malay contractors, or register a “bumiputra” 
company as their proxy to capture the government contracts. 
 
The competition stiffens between Malay entrepreneurs and Chinese 
contractors, to catch the government contracts. The Government 
imposes various types of procedures and policies to be fair to all 
applicants. Yet, some contractors would use their “influential 
contacts” from within to obtain the contracts. The government’s 
bureaucratic and red tapes tightened to reduce bribery. The red tapes 
and bureaucratic procedures slow down the approval process. 
Payments were slow and many could not complete the project phases 
on time due to poor cash flow movements. This forces many Malay 
small contractors to abandon the projects.  
 
 Finally, it is not just a question of higher productivity and quality 
products, timely delivery, competitive pricing, and good after sales 
services, but the stakes require you to market the professional ethics to 
the decision makers. It requires the strengths of historical 
performance, strong financial backup, proven records, and 
professional ethics internally and external to the organization. Here is 
where many Malay small enterprises lose in the race to the corporate 
giants.  
 
Recently in June 2005, the government announced that all small 
contractors are required to merge in groups of 5 or more in order to 
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secure a contract with the government54. This is a move by the 
government to strengthen the Malay ethnic capable contractors and 
eliminate the non-performers. The challenge is on the Malay small 
contractors to team up with the appropriate teams to survive in this 
industry.  
 
3. Cold War – How SMEs  From Chinese Ethnics Control The  

Market 
 
3.1 Variation in Price Quotes 
Wholesale trading in Malaysia dominated by SMEs from Chinese 
ethnics. As such, the price quoted to a Chinese retailer versus a Malay 
retailer would vary with the Malay retailer paying for higher price.  
 
3.2 Over-billing and Under-delivered 
In terms of deliveries, any businessmen would look for opportunity 
bigger profits.  Retailers with poor record keeping will end up being 
over-billed by wholesalers unaware. At the same time, poor checking 
at incoming will result in quantities under-delivered and paying more 
for less.  
 
3.3 Mentor-Mentee Schemes 
Main contractors would support their ethnic group suppliers in line 
with “mentor-mentee” schemes that existed within the ethnic 
community. Unless otherwise one has a good relationship with the 
management, one will not have a chance even though his past 
performance proven to be capable. This is why bribery is one of the 
techniques use to capture the contracts.  
 
3.4 Buyers Pressuring Suppliers 
Some purchasing officers who do not get his stake from the suppliers 
can put pressure on the suppliers on its deliveries or require the 
suppliers to deliver only in very small volumes per location to all of 
its location in Malaysia. This will result in the supplier losing its 
profits on transportation costs.  
 
 

                                        
54 The announcement was made by Dato’ Samy Velu, Minister at the Ministry of Road 
and Transport.  
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3.5 Cold Storage Suppliers’ Products 
Another manipulative way is to cold storage the products, hidden 
somewhere in the warehouse. After a few months, the products were 
reported as bad, turned sour, and not saleable. The supplier will have 
to cut losses and pull out its products.  
 
3.6 Buyers Making Excuses to Reject 
Some Malay suppliers were found to be rejected from the authorized 
vendors’ lists of some supermarkets with the excuse that the Malay 
suppliers were not able to supply the appropriate volumes, unable to 
deliver on time, poor packaging, poor quality, pricing is too high, not 
competitive in the market, and so forth. Demand for inconsistent 
volumes, shortening the delivery time, frequent change in demand 
plan on last minute deliveries, unreasonable requests for change in 
packaging makes it difficult for suppliers to coupe with the 
requirements.  
 
3.7 Suppliers’ Poor Performance 
The Malay Class F contractors (the lower end contractors) are also 
facing difficulty to penetrate into other ethnic group consumers. Some 
of the reasons given include poor quality of finish products produced, 
late in deliveries, and costs are too high. Malay ethnic suppliers need 
to improve on their performance, especially in comparison to Chinese 
ethnic customers. 
 
4. Examples of Success Factors in Malay Small Enterprises 
 
4.1 Moulding Industry – Other Ethnic Partner 
One manufacturing company produces screws and nuts for motor 
vehicle industry in Penang comprise of 95% Malay ethnic ownership. 
They pulled in a Japanese partner as one of the shareholders and 
operations director. The Japanese partner’s task is to penetrate into a 
few Japanese motor vehicle industries situated in Selangor. In this 
case, the owners use personality characteristics (need for achievement 
and propensity for taking risks of a different ethnic partner), combined 
with sociological factors (perception of desirability to improve and 
techniques to penetrate the market), demographic factors (gender and 
age of a different ethnic partner) and organizational context (using 
strategies, distinctive capabilities combining local technology and 
Japanese technology) to capture the external environment of different 
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ethnic group (the Japanese and local customers in Selangor).55 This 
indicates that all the three strategic factors for entrepreneur’s success 
are required to achieve its objectives. 
 
4.2 Hardware Store – Gaining Respect from Chinese Ethnic Suppliers 
Another example is a hardware store situated in Perlis, north of 
Malaysia. The owner, a Malay ethnic, is able to build his business and 
blooms amongst the Chinese hardware stores. He expands the size of 
his hardware store, and later venture into manufacturing of bricks. His 
store is able to command respect from his Chinese suppliers from Alor 
Star, Penang, Ipoh and Kuala Lumpur. His secret includes “trust your 
suppliers and customers as how they trust you”. He delivers to the 
required timeliness by the customers and provides quality products 
and services that match the price that has been paid for. In this case, 
all of personality characteristics like locus of control, propensity for 
taking risks with other ethnics, commitment to work and satisfy other 
ethnic needs, flexibility with culture and religious believe, tolerance 
for ambiguity and skills in organizing under pressure. He uses 
distinctive capabilities like volume purchase, good credit terms 
received, and a good paymaster. This attracts external environment 
like different ethnic suppliers and customers to have a business deal 
with him. Good relationship, reputation, trusts, on time delivery to its 
customers attracts large corporations to acknowledge him as their 
suppliers. He also has to be skillful in collection (distinctive 
capabilities and organizational structure) from his customers. 
 
4.3 Packaging Industry – Building Trust with Other Ethnic Customers 
One packaging company that packaged cooking oil in Kelantan is 
currently manage by a female Malay ethnic. She formally was 
operating a mini market in the same state. She later changes her career 
into packaging industry. Her major customers are supermarkets owned 
by Chinese ethnics. Imagine the risk factor involved. To succeed, she 
has to have strong personality characteristics like, a high need for 

                                        
55 Hashim (2002) introduces Strategic Success Factors for SMEs that comprise of 
Entrepreneurial Characteristics, Organizational Context and External Environment. 
Entrepreneurial Characteristics consist of personality characteristics, sociological 
characteristics and demographic factors (Dollinger, 1999; Zimmerer and Scarborough, 
1998). External Environment consists of general and task environment (Griffin, 1987). 
All the three strategic factors are required to achieve company’s objectives especially 
when it involves multiethnic business negotiations.  
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achievement, propensity of taking risks, locus of control and all of the 
other personality characteristics. Her experiences in operating the mini 
market where her competitors (Chinese ethnics) are now her 
customers. Her distinctive capabilities from organizational context 
include exposure in packaging industry, very good relationship with 
her competitors (now customers), respecting different ethnic cultures 
and religious believe, building trusts with inter and intra-ethnic 
suppliers and customers contribute to her success. The friendship and 
trust between the parties make it easier to conclude a negotiation in 
the distribution of her cooking oil products.  
 
4.4 Restaurant industry – Gaining Trust of Other Ethnic 
A Malay ethnic restaurant specializing in fish curry and prawn 
noodles, is a family business operating in Bertam and Bayan Lepas, 
Penang. Even though the business is for the Malay ethnic market 
segment, but the owner continues to pursue in attracting other ethnic 
group especially Chinese ethnic. The quality was improved, the recipe 
improvised to suite multi-racial taste, and the layout presented was 
redesign to provide comfort to its customers. Even though it is not as 
impressive as a first class restaurant, but he managed to lure other 
ethnic group via the wonderful taste of the food served. The revenue 
per annum increases from RM312,000 (2001) to RM 780,000 (2004). 
Finally, gaining trust from customers is important to generate repeat 
customers as well as luring new customers to the restaurant. In this 
case, the personality and sociological factors are limited. 
Organizational context include adoption of strategy to fulfill the needs 
of customers using the distinctive capabilities mainly relative to 
culture, race and religion in serving the seafood and noodles, were the 
two factors of organizational context. The key is to be able to satisfy 
multiethnic customers’ needs by blending the limited factors available 
to match the external factors, especially the customers with the 
support of suppliers. Understanding socio-cultural factors like 
customary practices and value that characterize the needs of society 
plays an important role to attract more customers. Positioning the 
business location requires merging economic, socio-cultural and 
political factor from general environment with the regulators (task 
environment). This indicates that to achieve any business decision-
making, there has to be some form of matching between the three 
strategic factors, namely entrepreneurial characteristics, organizational 
context and external environment.  
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5. Conclusion: What Does It Takes To Survive In A Multiethnic 
Marketplace?  
What does it take to survive in a multiethnic marketplace? One must 
understand the needs of the multiethnic consumers. To understand the 
needs, one has to understand the culture, religious believes and 
practices that are associated with the purchase of the products and 
services. Following which one has to build the relationship within the 
multiethnic community. Your business existence is apparent to the 
community.  
 
Strategic business plan should include the three strategic factors, 
namely entrepreneurial characteristics blending with organizational 
context to fulfill the needs of external environment to a level the 
business is accepted within the community. In the process of blending 
the three factors, explore the cultural practices and religious believes 
that may affect the acceptance of the products in the market. Market 
your products giving enough consideration to economic, 
technological, socio-cultural and political factors in general 
environment. The signal of acceptance is when the products turnover 
at customers’ premise is moving faster than before.  
 
Once accepted, build the trust. Examples shown by successful 
entrepreneurs indicate that trust with your suppliers and customers are 
one of the key factors to the success of your business. Trust in the 
form of quality products, products that perform to the satisfaction of 
your customers. Deliver according to your promise. Set reasonable 
prices acceptable to the community. Control your actions that do not 
contradict with cultural and religious practices. Consumers would 
very much appreciate if a manufacturer can provide avenues of 
product improvement that is associated with the daily lives of the 
community, their cultural practices and religious believes. Make 
consumers understand the added value for the purchase of the 
products. Such innovativeness and creativity would further enhance 
the trust between the multiethnic consumers, retailers, manufacturers 
and the society as a whole. This gives a competitive advantage or 
distinctive capabilities to expand the business operations and penetrate 
into other market segments, luring future multiethnic consumers. 
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Students' Educational Preferences and 
Occupational Aspirations: A Study in a 

Multi-Ethnic Society 
 

Premalatha Karupiah 
 

Introduction 
Tertiary education is an important aspect of our modern lifestyle and it 
plays an important role in the process of making occupational choices 
(Butler, 1968). According to Powlett and Young (1996), transition 
from school to work is an important period in adolescence and young 
adulthood because during this period, seeming irrevocable decisions 
have to be made by the individuals. These decisions usually have 
long-term implication on one's life.  
 
In Malaysia, the people and the government both place much 
importance to higher education as it is seen as an important means of 
social mobility and economic advancement (Lim, 1993 cited in Pope, 
et al., 2002). This paper describes educational preferences and 
occupational aspirations of students from late secondary school (form 
five56) to end of undergraduate education focusing on how ethnicity 
influences their educational preferences and occupational aspirations.  
 
After form five, students have the option of either continuing their 
education or seeking for employment. Those who wish to continue 
their education can either enrol in a pre-university programme such as 
matriculation or Sijil Tinggi Persekolahan Malaysia (STPM) or enrol 
in various programmes in colleges or polytechnics. STPM is 
equivalent to A’ Levels. Matriculation programmes are one or two 
year programmes to meet the requirement for the entry into local, 
public universities. STPM on the other hand is a two-year programme 
which is conducted in selected schools and colleges and can be used to 
meet the entry requirement into local, public universities (Ministry of 
Education, 2002).  

                                        
56At the end of form five, students sit for a general examination known as Sijil 
Pelajaran Malaysia (SPM), which is equivalent to the GCE O’ Levels.  

70 



Occupational aspirations and educational preferences have often been 
the focus of researchers from various fields of study57 (Arthur, Hall 
and Lawrence, 1993; Pavalko and Bishop, 1996). Many researchers 
have identified family background as an important influence on 
educational preferences and occupational aspirations (see Blau and 
Duncan, 1957; Empey, 1956; Haller, et al., 1974; Sewell and Shah, 
1968; Sewell, Haller and Straus, 1957; Schwarzweller and Lyson, 
1974). In addition to this, students’ academic performance is also 
often related to their educational preferences and occupational 
aspirations (Otto and Haller, 1979; Sewell, Haller and Straus, 1957; 
Wilson and Portes, 1975; Werts, 1967). One major criticism of studies 
in this field is that the samples used in many studies were made up of 
white males and excluded minority groups. In recent years, there have 
been more studies which highlight the differences between various 
ethnic groups (Patton and McMahon, 1999). Qian and Blair (1999) 
showed that there is a difference in the variables which influences 
educational aspirations of student from different ethnic groups. Dillard 
and Campbell (1981) that the relationship between Black adolescent 
are very different from those of Puerto Rican and Anglo adolescent. 
Seyfrit et al. (1998) in a study in Alaska concluded that the effect of 
ethnicity are rather indirect and can be explained in terms of variables 
related to one’s family. 
 
Data and Methods 
The data for this study were collected in 2001 using questionnaires 
from groups of students at three educational stages. The students were 
randomly selected using multi stage cluster sampling. The first sample 
consists of form five students from the states of Penang and Kedah58. 
For this group of students, 560 questionnaires were distributed. The 
response rate was 95 per cent giving a sample of 533 students. The 
second sample consists of first year undergraduate students from 
Universiti Sains Malaysia. A total of 541 questionnaires were 
distributed and 503 questionnaires were returned (response rate of 93 
per cent). The third sample consists of final year undergraduate 

                                        
57 Different researchers, however use different terms to refer to these two concepts. 
Many studies on educational preferences, for example, use terms such as educational 
aspirations and educational plan (Pavalko and Bishop, 1996). Similarly, studies on 
occupational aspiration use terms such as occupational choice, occupational preference 
and career choice (see Herr, 1982; Isaacson and Brown, 1997; Kelly, 1989).  
58 Penang and Kedah are two states in the northern region of Malaysia. 
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students from Universiti Sains Malaysia. Here, 533 questionnaires 
were distributed and 500 questionnaires were returned (response rate 
of 94 per cent). 
 
These questionnaires were used to collect data regarding students’ 
individual, family characteristics and details regarding students’ 
educational preferences and occupational aspirations. Individual 
characteristics include variables such as Gender (male or female) and 
Ethnicity. Ethnicity consists of two major categories which are 
Bumiputra (which consists of Malays and natives from Sabah and 
Sarawak)59 and non-Bumiputra (which consists of Chinese, Indians 
and other ethnic groups). Academic Performance, for form five 
students, is a score based on their previous examination in school. For 
first year and final year students, Academic Performance is a score 
based on the results used for entry to the university. Family 
characteristics include variables such as father’s education, mother’s 
education, father’s occupation, mother’s occupation, and family 
income. These variables were used to create a score for family socio 
economic status (SES) 
  
Educational Preferences refers to the bachelors’ degree programme 
which the students were planning to pursue. Educational Choices, for 
first year and final year students refer to degree programmes the 
students were enrolled in60. Educational Preferences and Educational 
Choices consist of nominal categories of educational programmes 
preferred or chosen by the students. These categories have been coded 
into numeric values based on the requirement of entry for each 
programme. As the actual value used as entry requirement is 
confidential, each programme is given a score based on the actual 
value. In this study, a particular programme is considered as having 
higher prestige/more prestigious based on these entry requirements. 
For example, a programme that requires higher entry requirement is 
considered as having higher prestige, and vice versa. Occupational 
                                        
59 Sabah and Sarawak are states in East Malaysia. 
60 In Malaysia, while applying for a place in a public university, students are required to 
state five preferred degree programmes (according to the order of preference) in the 
application form. Even though most students are offered a programme which is listed as 
one of their preferences, the Unit Pusat Universiti (central body responsible for the 
enrollment of students for bachelors’ degree programme in all the public universities in 
Malaysia) might offer student a programme which they did not state as one of their 
preferences. 
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Aspirations refers to the occupation which the students were planning 
to pursue after completing their degree programme. The nominal 
categories of occupations were later given a score based on the 
findings of a separate survey by the researcher. In this survey, the 
respondents ranked twelve occupations (which were the occupations 
aspired to by the three groups of students). Each occupation was then 
given a score based on the ranking of all the respondents61.  
 
Findings 
Three types of analysis were done using the data collected in this 
study: frequency distribution, cross tabulation and multiple regression. 
For form five students, 53 per cent are female and 47 per cent are male 
students. This sample also consists of 60 per cent Bumiputra and 40 
per cent non-Bumiputra students. For first year students, 62 per cent 
students are female and 38 per cent are male. Fifty six per cent of first 
year students are Bumiputra and 44 per cent are non-Bumiputra. Sixty 
six per cent of final year students are female while 34 per cent are 
male. Fifty seven per cent of final year students are Bumiputra and 43 
per cent are non-Bumiputra. 
 
The form five students preferred nine major programmes while the 
first year and final year students preferred 11 different programmes. In 
addition to this, the students aspired to twelve different occupations 
(see Tables 3 to 8 in the appendix). All other educational programmes 
or occupations have been recoded as ‘Others’ due to very small 
frequency in each category. The values shown in Table 3 to 8 are 
column percentages. Cramer’s V values between Educational 
Preferences; Occupational Aspirations and Ethnicity are shown at the 
bottom of the tables. The Cramer’s V value between Educational 
Preferences and Ethnicity are 0.25 (p<0.01), 0.27 (p<0.01) and 0.31 
(p<0.001) for form five, first year and final year students, respectively. 
In addition to this, the Cramer’s V values between Educational 
Choices of first year and final year students with Ethnicity are 0.40 
(p<0.001) and 0.14*, respectively. The Cramer’s V value between 
Occupational Aspirations and Ethnicity are 0.38 (p<0.001), 0.23 

                                        
61 This was done because at the time of data collection and data analysis of this study no 
prestige score of occupations in Malaysia were available to the researcher. The 
researcher is unable to discuss in detail how the scores were obtained in this paper due 
to space constraint.  
* The value was not significant at 0.05 level. 
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(p<0.01) and 0.22 (p<0.01) for form five, first year and final year 
students, respectively. These values generally show weak association 
between the two variables. However, a more detailed analysis of the 
contingency tables shows some differences in the educational 
preferences and occupational aspirations of the students from the two 
ethnic groups. 
 
Among the form five students, the Bumiputras, have higher preference 
for accountancy, management, education and law. The non-Bumiputra 
form five students have higher preference for engineering, medicine, 
social science and computer science. First year non-Bumiputra 
students are more likely to prefer pharmacy, science and computer 
science when compared to Bumiputra students who are more likely to 
prefer accountancy, education, arts and social science. The 
comparison between Bumiputra and non-Bumiputra final year 
students shows that, Bumiputra students are more likely to prefer 
medicine and pharmacy while non-Bumiputra students are more likely 
to prefer science, accountancy and management. Other than these 
programmes, Bumiputra and non-Bumiputra students have almost 
equal preferences.  
 
Comparing the Occupational Aspirations of form five students it is 
clear that, there are some major differences between the two ethnic 
groups. Bumiputra students are more likely to aspire to be 
accountants, teachers, and civil servants. The non-Bumiputra students 
are more likely aspire to become doctors, engineers, IT professionals 
and architects. First year Non-Bumiputra students are more likely to 
aspire to be pharmacists, engineers, IT professionals and managers 
while higher percentages of Bumiputra students aspire to be teachers 
and civil servants. As for the final year students, higher percentages of 
non-Bumiputra students aspire to become engineers, accountants, 
business persons, and managers while the Bumiputra students are 
more likely to aspire to become pharmacists, lecturers and civil 
servants. It is interesting to note that in all three educational stages 
becoming an engineer is highly preferred by non-Bumiputra students 
while becoming a civil servant is highly preferred by Bumiputra 
students.  
 
In addition to this, the researcher also looked for differences between 
Bumiputra and non-Bumiputra students who are doing specialised 
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courses such as engineering, pharmacy and computer science, and 
compared their occupational aspirations. When we compare the first 
year Bumiputra and non-Bumiputra students, the percentage of a 
student enrolled in a particular programme aspiring to the occupation 
specifically related to the programme is almost similar. For example, 
almost all the first year Bumiputra and non-Bumiputra students 
enrolled in pharmacy, engineering and computer science aspire to 
become pharmacists and IT professionals and engineers, respectively. 
However, a rather different trend is seen among final year students. 
For example, 84 per cent, 73 per cent and 43 per cent of Bumiputra 
students enrolled in pharmacy, computer science and engineering 
programme aspire to become pharmacists, IT professional and 
engineers, respectively. On the other hand, 63 per cent, 77 per cent 
and 74 per cent of non-Bumiputra students enrolled in pharmacy, 
computer science and engineering aspire to become pharmacists, IT 
professional and engineers, respectively. The most obvious difference 
is in engineering. Thirty three per cent of Bumiputra engineering 
students aspire to become lecturers while another 14 per cent of 
students aspire to become teachers.  
 
The overall findings of this study show that family SES and students’ 
Academic Performance are important variables which influence 
students’ Educational Preferences and Occupational Aspirations at all 
three educational stages. Multiple regression models 1 to 862 shown in 
Tables 1 and 2 gives an insight on how variables related on students’ 
family (such as SES) and variables related to the individual 
characteristics (such as Academic Performance and Gender) influence 
students from different ethnic groups. Models 1 to 4 do not show 
much difference between Educational Preferences and Occupational 
Aspirations among Bumiputra and non-Bumiputra first year students.  
 

                                        
62 Multiple regression models for form five students’ Educational Preferences and 
Occupational Aspirations were not included in this paper because all the models gave a 
value of R2 less that 0.05 when compared across Ethnicity.  
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Table 1: Multiple Regression Models for Educational Choices and Occupational 
Aspirations of first year students 

Educational Choices Occupational Aspirations  
Model 1: 
Bumiputra  

Model 2: Non-
Bumiputra 

Model 3: 
Bumiputra 

Model 4: Non-
Bumiputra 

Independent 
variables 

B ß B ß B ß B ß 
Constant  -6.15***  -3.45**  -0.39  -1.01  

Academic 
performance 

0.13*** 0.49 0.09*** 0.35 0.09*** 0.53 0.10*** 0.65 

SES 0.21*** 0.25 0.31*** 0.28 0.14*** 0.27 0.11* 0.16 
R2 0.42 0.31 0.49 0.56 

*p<0.05           **p<0.01          ***p<0.001 
 
 
Models 4 to 8 shows that there are some differences among Bumiputra 
and non-Bumiputra final year students. There is some influence of 
Gender on non-Bumiputra students’ Educational Preferences and 
Occupational Aspirations when compared to Bumiputra students. 
Female non-Bumiputra students have lower Educational Preferences 
and Occupational Aspirations when compared to male non-Bumiputra 
students. This trend is not seen among Bumiputra students among the 
first year students. 
 
 
Table 2: Multiple Regression Models for Educational Choices and Occupational 
Aspirations of final year students 

Educational Choices Occupational Aspirations  
Model 5: 
Bumiputra  

Model 6:  
Non-Bumiputra 

Model 7: 
Bumiputra 

Model 8:  
Non-Bumiputra 

Independent 
variables 

B ß B ß B ß B ß 
Constant  -5.521***  -1.15  0.39  1.16  
Academic 
performance 

0.143*** 0.46 0.11*** 0.36 0.07*** 0.52 0.07*** 0.54 

SES n.r. n.r n.r. n.r 0.15*** 0.27 0.14** 0.20 
Gender 0=male; 
1= female) 

n.r. n.r -1.59*** -0.24 n.r. n.r -0.51** -0.18 

R2 0.21 0.23 0.40 0.47 
*p<0.05           **p<0.01          ***p<0.001 
n.r. shows that the particular variable was not included in the model.  
 
 
The analysis done in this study shows that ethnicity influences 
students’ educational preferences and occupational aspirations in two 
ways. First of all, the influence of ethnicity can be seen in the 
preference towards particular educational programme and aspirations 
towards particular occupation. For example, Bumiputra students 
consistently have higher aspirations to become civil servants and non-
Bumiputra students consistently have higher aspiration to become 
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engineers in all three educational stages. Secondly, influence of 
ethnicity is different among final year students. There is some 
influence of ethnicity in the gendered selection of educational 
programme and occupation among final year non-Bumiputra students. 
The influence of ethnicity can also be seen in the aspiration towards 
specialised occupations, for example, only 43 per cent of Bumiputra 
final year students who are enrolled in an engineering programme 
aspire to become an engineer. This trend is not seen among the first 
year students or the final year non-Bumiputra students. 
 
Discussion and Conclusion 
There have been many researches on the influence of ethnicity on 
educational preferences and occupations aspirations. However the 
extent of the influence of ethnicity on educational preferences and 
occupational aspirations is often seen to be mixed (Mau and Bikos, 
2000). This can explain why the influence of ethnicity is not seen 
consistently in all three educational stages. The nature of data in this 
study and the small size of ethnic sub sample available in this study 
limit the researcher from performing more sophisticated analysis to 
identify how ethnicity plays a role in influence students’ educational 
preferences and occupational aspirations.  
 
It can, however, be hypothesised that in Malaysia’s collectivist 
culture, the role of ethnicity in influencing educational preferences 
and occupational aspirations would seem to operate in the family 
system. According to Seyfritt et al. (1998), the effect of ethnicity is 
often indirect and can be explained in terms of variables related to 
family. This explains why, in this study, ethnicity only shows some 
influence while the overall findings shows the strong influence of 
variables related to family. The cultural values specific to each ethnic 
group is transferred to their children in the form of parents’ 
expectation which in turn influences their educational preferences, 
educational choices and occupational aspirations. Leong (1985) 
suggested that in traditional Chinese culture, an individual’s career 
choice is expected to fulfil the family’s expectation. This can also be 
said to apply to other ethnic groups in Malaysia. The important 
difference is in the expectation of the family. Different ethnic groups 
may have different expectation; thus, motivating their children to 
choose different types of educational programmes and occupations.  
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The influence of ethnicity on occupational aspirations on final year 
students can also be influenced by other reality factors. Among the 
three groups of students, the final year students are the closest into 
making real occupational choices; therefore their aspirations may be 
influence by reality factors such as existing trends in labour market 
(e.g. sex stereotyping of occupations or certain occupations are 
dominated by an ethnic group) and labour market demands on certain 
occupations.  
 
As conclusion, it can be said that, ethnicity has some influence on 
students’ educational preferences and occupational aspirations. The 
influence is often indirect and works through the influence of family 
on educational preferences and occupational aspirations. The 
influence of ethnicity is different at different educational stages.  
 
Limitations of this Study 
In the two ethnic groups discussed in this paper, there are a few sub-
groups (e.g. non-Bumiputra consists of Chinese, Indians and other 
ethnic groups). The small size of sample did not allow the researcher 
to do specific analysis for each of these sub-groups. While these sub-
groups may have similarities, each sub-group may have unique 
characteristics. This sample did not allow the researcher the 
opportunity to explore these unique characteristics and how these 
characteristics might influence educational preferences and 
occupational aspirations. Another limitation of this study is that, it 
focuses on students who are enrolled in a bachelors’ degree 
programme in a public university in Malaysia. Other types tertiary 
qualification or institution has been excluded from this study. 
 
Keeping these limitations in mind, the interpretation and 
generalization of the findings of this study has to be done with 
caution. This study used a random sample therefore the findings that 
are statistically significant can be generalised to the populations from 
which the samples were drawn. However, generalisation beyond these 
populations can only be done with similar populations and not all 
groups of adolescents or young adults. 
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Appendix 
 

Table 3: Educational Preferences by Ethnicity (Form Five Students) 
Ethnicity (per cent) Educational 

Preferences Bumiputra Non-Bumiputra  
Total (per cent) 

Accountancy 21.2  12.8 17.8 
Engineering 13.3  23.6 17.5 
Medicine 11.5  17.9 14.2 
Computer science 11.5  14.9 12.9 
Management 13.7  8.2 11.4 
Social science 5.8 9.7 7.4 
Education 9.4  4.1 7.2 
Law 7.6  4.1 6.1 
Science 4.3  3.6 4.0 
Others 1.8  1.0 1.5 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 

V=0.25, p<0.01; n=473 
 

Table 4: Educational Preferences by Ethnicity (First Year Students) 
Ethnicity (per cent) Educational 

Preferences Bumiputra Non-Bumiputra  
Total (per cent) 

Medicine 7.8   8.2   8.0   
Pharmacy 3.2   11.8   7.0   
Engineering 8.2   8.2   8.2   
Computer Science 13.2   21.8   17.0   
Science 7.1   10.0   8.4   
Accountancy 6.0   3.2   4.8   
Management 3.2   2.7   3.0   
Education 15.3   6.8   11.6   
Social Science 17.8   12.3   15.4   
Arts  6.8   3.2   5.2   
Architecture 8.9   7.7   8.4   
Others 2.5   4.1   3.2   
Total 100.0   100.0   100.0   

V=0.27, p<0.001; n=501 
 
 
Table 5: Educational Preferences by Ethnicity (Final Year Students) 
Educational Preferences Ethnicity (per cent) Total (per cent) 
Medicine 21.4 4.2 14.0 
Pharmacy 11.2 7.9 9.8 
Engineering 10.2 9.8 10.0 
Computer Science 7.7 8.9 8.2 
Science 11.2 17.3 13.8 
Accountancy 2.8 10.7 6.2 
Management 1.4 5.1 3.0 
Education 1.4 5.1 3.0 
Social Science 11.6 12.6 12.0 
Arts  5.6 6.5 6.0 
Architecture 4.9 5.1 5.0 
Others 1.8 1.9 1.8 
Total 100.0   100.0   100.0   

V=0.31, p<0.001; n=499 
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Table 6: Occupational Aspirations by Ethnicity (Form Five Students) 

Ethnicity (per cent) Occupational Aspirations  
Bumiputra Non-Bumiputra  

Total (per cent) 

Doctor 10.7 17.4 13.3 
Engineer 11.4 32.6 19.6 
Accountant 19.3 6.0 14.1 
Manager 7.2 5.4 6.5 
Lawyer 6.2 4.3 5.5 
IT professional 6.2 9.8 7.6 
Teacher 13.4 6.0 10.5 
Architect 3.4 7.6 5.1 
Business person 8.6 6.0 7.6 
Civil Servant 9.7 1.6 6.5 
Others 3.8 3.3 3.6 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0  

V=0.38, p<0.001; n=474 
 
 
Table 7: Occupational Aspirations by Ethnicity (First Year Students) 

Ethnicity (per cent) Occupational Aspirations  
Bumiputra Non-Bumiputra  

Total (per cent) 

Pharmacist 6.1 8.2 7.0 
Engineer 11.4 13.3 12.2 
IT professional  5.0 13.2 8.6 
Accountant 3.9 2.7 3.4 
Architect 11.1 11.0 11.0 
Teacher 22.5 11.9 17.8 
Business Person 9.6 10.5 10.0 
Lecturer 9.3 10.0 9.6 
Manager 6.1 9.6 7.6 
Civil Servant 13.2 6.8 10.4 
Others 1.8 2.7 2.2 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 

V=0.23, p<0.01; n=499 
 
 
Table 8: Occupational Aspirations by Ethnicity (Final Year Students) 

Ethnicity (per cent) Occupational Aspirations  
Bumiputra Non-Bumiputra  

Total (per cent) 

Pharmacist 9.4 4.7 7.4 
Engineer 7.3 9.3 8.2 
IT professional  6.6 7.9 7.2 
Accountant 1.4 3.7 2.4 
Architect 7.3 6.1 6.8 
Teacher 19.6 17.8 18.8 
Business Person 10.1 16.4 12.8 
Lecturer 17.1 13.6 15.6 
Manager 5.2 9.3 7.0 
Civil Servant 12.6 5.6 9.6 
Others 3.1 5.6 4.2 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 

V=0.22, p<0.01; n=500 
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Abstract 
 

Collste, Göran (ed.) Religious and Ethnic Pluralism in Malaysia. 
Linköping Studies in Identity and Pluralism. No 4. Linköping 
University Electronic Press. Linköping 2006.  
ISBN 91-85523-89-5 (print), ISSN 1651-8993 (print), 
www.ep.liu.se/ea/iap/2006/004/  (WWW), ISSN 1651-9000 (online) 
 
 
In Malaysia ethnic and religious pluralism goes hand in hand. 
Pluralism affects all sectors of society. Obviously it creates tensions 
but all the same Malaysia is remarkable as an example of how 
different ethnic and religious groups peacefully live side by side. In 
this book, Malaysian scholars write about how pluralism affects 
different areas of their society. They have different disciplinary 
backgrounds and they focus on a variety of aspects of religious 
pluralism: social relations, religious dialogue, legal pluralism, 
pluralism at the marketplace and how pluralism affects educational 
preferences. The authors point both at the possibilities and at the 
problems of religious pluralism in Malaysia. 
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