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ABSTRACT

As a country which is composed of plurality of religions, the dilemma of religious
diversity cannot be avoided in Malaysia. People of different religions and races may
have demonstrated a commendable ability to accommodate each other as co-operation
and tolerance are often slogans in the context of national integration. Regrettably,
misunderstanding, differences of opinion and prejudices have tarnished the national
integration agenda among Malaysians. In this regard, maintaining the harmonious
relationship within the multi-religious community of Malaysia is important for the
stability and progress of the nation state. This study is undertaken to look into beliefs
and practices of a contemporary Chinese Mahayana Buddhist community in Kuala
Lumpur and Selangor with a view of finding ways of promoting inter-religious
harmony in Malaysia, bearing in mind the crucial role and position of the Chinese
community in the Malaysian politics and economy. This research aims to make a
modest contribution to the inspiring vision of inter-religious harmony by highlighting
the spiritual and ethical similarities between Islam and Mahayana Buddhism,
notwithstanding the major doctrinal differences between the two religions. The
similarities found between Islam and Mahayana Buddhism produce acknowledgement
and respect of one another on both sides. The findings of this study show that Islam
and Buddhism share a lot of similarities on various aspects related to values and
practices, such as on their devotion to the essence of religion, the practice of morality
which focuses specifically on the practice of precepts, and the practice of compassion
in both religions. To conclude, it is important for the majority community i.e.
Muslims, to realize the existence of some common values in the other religious
communities in contemporary Malaysia. Therefore, the way the Buddhist community
in Malaysia practises their religion needs to be studied objectively in order to find
ways of promoting inter-religious harmony in Malaysia.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

1.1 INTRODUCTION

Malaysia as a modern nation-state is unique because of the pluralistic nature of its
society, which comprises people of diverse races, ethnic groups, cultural, linguistic,
and religious background. Its population consists of followers of the world major
religions including Islam, Buddhism, Hinduism, and Christianity. Ethnicity and
religion are the central elements of social identities in Malaysia. The' meaningfulness
of the relationships is determined by kaum or bangsa (race, ethnicity), of which
Malay, Chinese, and Indian are the main official categories. Religion is a key aspect
of ethnic identity and communal solidarity in Malaysia. The Malaysian Constitution
defines “Malay” as one “who professes the religion of Islam.”! Consequently,
individuals of Malay ethnicity are automatically identified as Muslim, regardless
whether they are practicing Muslims or not. On the other hand, ethnic Chinese are
largely Buddhist although large numbers are Christians, Muslims and followers of
traditional Chinese religions. Likewise, ethnic Indians are mostly Hindu, although
there are significant numbers of Indian Christians, Muslims, and Sikhs.? According to
the 1957 Constitution of Independence or Merdeka, “Islam is the religion of the
Federation™ and allthe Sultans are the Heads of their states as well as the Heads of the
Islamic religion of the Malaysian Federation. Islam is granted privileges over the other

religions and the Malays are also granted special right in the social, political and

! Legal Research Board, Federal Constitution, Article 160(2) (Kuala Lumpur: International Law Book
Services, 2001), at 25.

2 Susan E. Ackerman and Raymond L.M. Lee, Sacred Tensions: Modernity and Religious
Transformation in Malaysia, (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 1997), 15.

3 Legal Research Board, Federal Constitution, Article 3(1), at 2.



economic sphere. Though Islam is the religion of Malaysia, the Constitution
guarantees all citizens the freedom to profess and practice his or her own faith, as well
as the right to propagate their faith.*

The statistics of 2010 from the Department of Statistics Malaysia® shows that
Buddhists are the second largest population in Malaysia.® Buddhism is among the
oldest religions in Southeast Asia introduced by trade and conquest. History recorded
that Buddhism came to the Malay-Indonesian Archipelago around 5" century CE.” Of
the three major traditions in Buddhism namely Theravada or Hinayana, Mahayana,
and Vajrayana, the Theravada tradition spread from India to Southeast Asia with a
significant presence today in Sri Lanka, Myanmar, Thailand, Cambodia and Laos. The
Mahayana tradition spread from India to central and eastern Asia and is dominant
today in China, North and South Korea, Mongolia, Japan, Taiwan, Vietnam, and
Singapore. The Vajrayana tradition is developed out of Mahayana and is found in
Tibet, Bhutan, Nepal, and Mongolia.®

Historically, Vijay Samarawickrama mentioned that “there is evidence that
Mahayana Buddhism had begun to spread in Malaysia by 5" century CE and
flourished until the 8" century. During this period much of the region was under the
control of the Srivijaya kingdom, the first great Indonesian kingdom which controlled

the Strait of Melaka, the port kingdoms of both the Malay Peninsula and much of

# Legal Research Board, Federal Constitution, Article 11(1).

5 Population Distribution and Basic Demographic Characteristic Report
2010<http://www.statistics.gov.my/portal/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=1215%3A
population-distribution-and-basic-demographic-characteristic-report-population-and-housing-census-
malaysia-2010-updated-2972011&catid=130%3 Apopulation-distribution-and-basic-demographic-
characteristic-report-population-and-housing-census-malaysia-2010&Itemid=154&lang=en> (Retrieved
21 December 2011).

® The population of Malaysia in 2010 is 28.3 million, (Bumiputera is 66.7%, Chinese is 24.6%, Indian
is 7.4%, and others 1.3%) and (Islam is 61.3%, Buddhism is 19.8%, Christianity is 9.2%, Hinduism is
6.3%).

7M. Kamal Hassan and Ghazali Basri (eds.), “Chronology,” The Encyclopedia of Malaysia: Religions
and Beliefs, (Singapore: Archipelago Press, vol.10, 2005), 8.

8 C. Amore, R. and Ching, J., “The Buddhist Tradition,” in World Religions: Eastern Traditions, edited
by G. Oxtoby, W. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), 215-216.



