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ABSTRACT

After almost sixty years of independence in a multiracial, multicultural and multi-
religious country, it seems Malaysians have yet to properly mature regarding the ways
in which they interact with adherents of other religions. Today, we can witness the many
religious issues occurring in Malaysia which illustrate the lack of understanding and
tolerance of each other. It seems that religion is the cause of conflict. This research is
about the diversity of religions in Malaysia which focuses on measurement and
evaluation of the level of awareness of Malaysians and respect towards other religions.
For the purpose of this study, the discussion revolves around Islam, Hinduism,
Buddhism and Christianity, and covers the Kuala Lumpur area. This research comprises
library research and fieldwork and contains textual and contextual aspects. The textual
aspect explores the Islam, Buddhist, Hindu and Christian perspectives on religious
awareness and tolerance. Various secondary religious materials were used to gain
insights into the teachings of various religions concerning tolerance towards others. The
research does not discuss the theological aspects of any living religion in Malaysia in-
depth; rather, it focuses on the human-to-human relationship in an environment of
diverse religions. The contextual aspect of the research analyses the attitude of Kuala
Lumpur respondents towards other religions. From a total population of 7.6 million in
Kuala Lumpur, a random sample size of approximately 400 was deemed relevant for
this study taken from both Muslim and non-Muslim respondents. The data were
analysed using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS). The result of the
study found that Kuala Lumpur respondents have a high level of general knowledge
about other religions (49.0%), a moderate level of observation towards adherents of
other religions (69.3%), a high level of awareness towards other religions (63.2%), a
high level of importance of understanding other religions (49.8%), and a moderate level
of attitude towards understanding other religions (50.2%). These results show that the
respondents in Kuala Lumpur are aware and do respect people of other beliefs. In fact,
they have a good religious relationship with other people within their religions and
outside. The majority of the respondents also agreed that lacking understanding of other
religions causes religious intolerance. However, the results also found that, even though
the attitude and understanding of the respondents towards other religions are considered
high, they do not really interfere, touch upon, or discuss openly about religion in their
social interaction.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

1.1 BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY

Malaysia is a multi-faith, multicultural, multiracial, and multi-ethnic country. Its major
living religions are Islam, Christianity, Hinduism, Buddhism, Sikhism, and Chinese.
Because of the religious diversity in Malaysia, the researcher is interested to see the
level of awareness and respect of Malaysians towards adherents of other religions.
Awareness means knowledge or understanding of a subject, issue, or situation, and the
ability to notice things® while respect means to show that you understand the importance
of something by not doing anything against it?.

Not too long ago, many Malaysians were shocked by an application to use the
word Allah as a translation of God by the Christians in their publications. On February
16, 2009, a judicial review filed by the Roman Catholic Church, led by Archbishop
Murphy Pakiam, named the Home Ministry and the government as respondents to seek
among others, a declaration for the ministry to prohibit the use of the word A/lah in the
Herald publication because it is deemed illegal®. Such an application was not previously
requested, and many Malaysian Muslims considered it as an attempt to create confusion
and to challenge the sanctity of Islam.

In Shah Alam, on August 29, 2009, approximately 200 Muslim protesters

comprising mostly of residents of Section 23 and outsiders, marched from the Shah

! Michael Rundell, Macmillan English Dictionary for Advanced Learners: International Student Edition,
(United Kingdom: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2002), 81.

2 1bid., 1207.

% The Sun Daily, “Verdict on Use of “Allah” Word, Altantuya Murder Case on Monday,” 21 June, 2014,
1.



Alam mosque to the Selangor State Secretariat building carrying a severed head of a
cow, protesting the relocation of a 150-year-old Hindu temple from Section 19 to
Section 23*. Some of them spat, cursed, and swore while stepping on the head of a cow.
A cow is considered sacred to Hindus and should be given respect. This was a shameful
event because the procession was organised by a group of Muslims who are supposed
to be more tolerant towards other religions.

As for the cases targeting Muslims and Islam, on July 11 and 12, 2013, Tan Jye
Yee, 25, and Vivian Lee May Ling, 24, were jointly charged with publishing a seditious
photograph on their Facebook page, ‘Alvin and Vivian - Alvivi’ at
https://www.facebook.com/alvivi.swingers, with the caption, “Selamat Berbuka Puasa
dengan Bak Kut Teh... wangi, enak, menyelerakan!!!” (Happy Breaking Fast with Bak
Kut Teh... fragrant, delicious and appetizing!!!) and a halal logo which caused anger
among Muslims for their lack of sensitivity towards Islam and Muslims.

Another case of insensitivity occurred on the holiday resort, Sedili Besar, Kota
Tinggi, Johor Bahru on August 10, 2013, where a group of Buddhists from Singapore,
used the resort’s surau for their religious ceremony with the permission of the resort
owner. A guest of the resort was shocked when he realised the Buddhists were praying
in the surau as he wanted to perform the Asar prayer®. Since the building is specifically
named surau, it was not supposed to be used for activities other than Islamic religious
ceremonies. This case highlighted the ignorance of others to other religions. Although
historically, Christians and Jews are allowed to pray in the masjid, as Muslims are also
allowed to pray in a church or synagogue; this historical perspective is not applicable

in the Malaysian context.

4 The Sun Daily, “Hisham Calls for Calm over ‘Cow Head’ Incident,” 31 August, 2009, 1.
® The Sun Daily, “Police Receive Six Reports on Use of Surau by Buddhists,” 13 August, 2013, 1.



After 58 years of independence in a multicultural country, it seems as if
Malaysians have yet to properly mature with regard to the ways in which they interact
with the adherents of other religions. Irrespective of religion, Muslims and non-Muslims
in Malaysia are supposed to be considerate and aware of religious sensitivities of those
with whom they live. Knowledge, understanding, awareness, and good attitude towards
others are important to provide and generate better citizens and to become an exemplary
country with diverse religions.

The purpose of this research is to gauge the need of Malaysians to understand
each other. This research proposes the basic need for both Malaysian Muslims and non-
Muslims in dealing with adherents of other religions, especially as citizens in a
multiracial country. This research evaluates the awareness of other religions among
Malaysians in Kuala Lumpur. With the objective of promoting mutual respect for other
religions, this research seeks to instill religious harmony and tolerance among
Malaysians as a whole.

Since this study is about Malaysia wherein the major religions are Islam,
Buddhism, Hinduism, and Christianity, the attitudes towards other religions will be

analysed from texts relevant to each faith.

1.2 STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

The research aims to explore the awareness of Malaysians about the religious diversity
in Malaysia. Today, there are many religious issues occurring in Malaysia which
illustrate the lack of understanding and tolerance of the religion of each citizen. From
the above examples, it seems that religion is the cause of conflict. However, this is

contradictory to the teachings of Islam, Buddhism, Hinduism, and Christianity.



Therefore, this study proposes to examine the underlying factors of intolerance and/or

lack of awareness towards other religions.

1.3 RESEARCH QUESTIONS
This research seeks to answer the following questions:
1. What does Islam say about religious awareness and tolerance?
2. What do Buddhism, Hinduism, and Christianity say about religious awareness
and tolerance?
3. What is the actual attitude of Kuala Lumpur respondents towards other

religions?

1.4 OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY
This research has the following objectives:
1. To describe the Islamic perspective on religious awareness and tolerance
2. To explore the Buddhist, Hindu, and Christian perspectives on religious
awareness and tolerance

3. To analyse the attitude of Kuala Lumpur respondents towards other religions

1.5 SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY

There are many researches in comparative religion about the issues of understanding
other religions, religious diversity, interfaith relations, interreligious dialogues, and
religious tolerance and harmony. However, the aspect of assimilation and understanding
such as awareness, application in daily life, and practicality of the knowledge gained
from other religions are rarely measured. This research thus focuses on the level of the

awareness of Malaysians of other religions.



This research measures the level of the knowledge and understanding of
Malaysians about their religion and the religion of other citizens and residents living in
Malaysia. It is also meant to gain insights about their relation and treatment of people
who belong to other religions. The researcher assumes that awareness of the others will
produce better citizens; for example, citizens who are tolerant, and understanding of
others. This assumption is tested to determine whether awareness and knowledge of the
religion of other citizens and residents will produce good citizens or whether it is

irrelevant.

1.6 SCOPE OF THE STUDY
The study measures the level of awareness of other religions of Malaysians. For the
purpose of this study, the discussion revolves around Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, and
Christianity only. The study is limited by its chosen sample population. The population
selected for this study covers only those living in Kuala Lumpur. The areas that were
selected for this study include Bukit Bintang, Titiwangsa, Setiawangsa, Wangsa Maju,
Batu, Kepong, Segambut, Lembah Pantai, Seputeh, Bandar Tun Razak, and Cheras.
Neighbouring states are not included in this research. Hence, the results cannot be
generalised to areas outside Kuala Lumpur.

This study seeks to gain insights about whether awareness necessarily leads to
tolerance. The research does not discuss the theological aspects of any living religion
in Malaysia in depth; rather, it focuses on the human-to-human relationship in an

environment with diverse religions.



1.7 METHODOLOGY OF THE RESEARCH

This research employs a qualitative methodology. However, a survey was used to
procure information for analysis. Various secondary religious materials were used to
gain insights about the teachings of various religions concerning tolerance towards
others. In addition to this, a survey was conducted in selected areas in Kuala Lumpur
about awareness and respect towards other religions. It required the random distribution
of designed questionnaires to Kuala Lumpur respondents for the purpose of collecting
relevant information that can ascertain the best answer to the research questions. The
data were analysed by means of statistical analysis using the statistical tool Statistical
Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS).

The sample size for this research was calculated using Raosoft®. From a total
population of 7.6 million in Kuala Lumpur, a sample size of approximately 400 was
considered relevant for this study. The respondents for this research were categorised
into several categories which have been divided into 200 Muslim respondents and 200
non-Muslim respondents. A random sample was taken from both Muslim and non-

Muslim respondents.

1.8 LITERATURE REVIEW

The materials reviewed in this section comprise researches on religious harmony,
religious tolerance, religious freedom, controversial issues, and dialogues among
different adherents in Malaysia. The aspects of review are educational, political, social,

and legal. The literature reviewed is arranged chronologically and categorized into

6 Raosoft is sample size calculator which can be accessed online.



themes which are social aspect, educational aspect, and political aspect of religious

awareness and tolerance.

Social Aspect of Religious Awareness and Tolerance

A Ph.D. thesis entitled Non-Muslim Response towards Zslam in Malaysia: A Case Study
in Kuala Lumpur’ excellently describes the understanding and awareness of non-
Muslims about Islam and Muslims in Malaysia. It provides an analysis of some
misconceptions and misunderstandings faced by non-Muslims towards Islam.

Islam and Tolerance explains the meaning of tolerance in the Malaysian context
as an exemplary multi-faith country. The second chapter contains the discussion by the
former Prime Minister, Tun Dr. Mahathir Mohamad. He discussed the importance of
instilling tolerance among Malaysians through better understanding of Islam and other
religions by citing examples from Prophet Muhammad salla Allghu ‘alayh wa sallam
in dealing with people of other religions. There is a dialogue session with Tun Mahathir
regarding the multi-religiousness of Malaysia. The book seeks to promote social unity
regardless of belief or faithe.

Articles regarding Islam in Malaysia were also reviewed. Three articles entitled
The Islamic State or the State of Islam in Malaysia®, Islam in Malaysia: Between

Rhetoric and Reality!®, and The Issue of Isiamic State in Malaysial!, mention the

7 Osman Abdullah @ Chuah Hock Leng, “Non-Muslim Response towards Islam in Malaysia: A Case
Study in Kuala Lumpur,” (Ph. D. dissertation, International Islamic University Malaysia, 1991), 1-25.

8 Mahathir Mohamad, “Improving Tolerance through Better Understanding” in Islam and Tolerance,
edited by Syed Othman Alhabshi & Nik Mustapha Nik Hassan (Malaysia: Institute of Islamic
Understanding Malaysia, 1996), 15-42.

® Patricia A. Martinez, “The Islamic State or the State of Islam in Malaysia,” Contemporary Southeast
Asia, vol. 23, no. 3, (2001): 474-503.

10 Omar Farouk Bajunid, “Islam in Malaysia: Between Rhetoric and Reality,” NIAS Nytt, no. 4, (2004):
6-7, 19.

11 Ibrahim Abu Bakar, “The Issue of Islamic State in Malaysia,” The Journal of Political Science, vol.
27, (2009): 77-85.



superiority of Islam in the Federal Constitution. These articles provide views on
challenges, problems, public perceptions, and recommendations in building and
resolving good interreligious relations for a multi-ethnic country. The most important
point in these articles are the analyses on the effects of the declaration made by Tun Dr.
Mahathir Mohamad on September 2001, that Malaysia is an Islamic country. These
articles explain the positive and negative impacts of the announcement that affects inter-
faith relations which are supposed to be guided by the Constitution.

The articles entitled Malaysia: Dilemmas of Integration'?, Whither, Malaysia?
A Multicultural Country at the Crossroads®®, and The Evolving Face of Religious
Tolerance in Post-Colonial Malaysia: Understanding Its Shaping Factors®*, provide
views on relations and interactions of the Malays, Chinese, and Indians. These articles
highlight issues which occur among these three communities that might affect their
relations such as the issue of Allah, cow-head protest, and the seizure of the Bible. The
authors of the articles offer recommendations to enlighten inter-religious affairs in
Malaysia. These articles are relevant for this research for the purpose of making a
comparison between Malaysia and other multi-cultural countries.

An article entitled Non-Muslim Views about Zs/am and Muslims in Malaysia: An
Empirical Study®® analyses several views that can be categorized into positive, non-
interference, and negative. The views were generated based on the non-Muslims’
educational backgrounds and dealings with Muslims. The article also provides

statistical data on non-Muslim perceptions about Islam, Islamic literature, and Muslims.

12 David Seah, “Malaysia: Dilemmas of Integration,” Parliamentary Affairs, vol. 53, no. 1, (2000): 189-
197.

13 Christoph Marcinkowski, “Whiter, Malaysia? A Multicultural Country at the Crossroads,” Islam and
Civilisational Renewal, vol. 1, no. 4, (2010): 705-709,750-751.

14 Osman Bakar, “The Evolving Face of Religious Tolerance in Post-Colonial Malaysia: Understanding
Its Shaping Factors,” Islam and Civilisational Renewal, vol. 2, no. 4, (2011): 621-638,765.

15 Thameem Ushama & Abdul Rashid Moten, “Non-Muslim Views about Islam and Muslims in
Malaysia: An Empirical Study,” Intellectual Discourse, vol. 14, no. 2, (2006): 203-215.



It explores the effect of stability of the country in relation to the interaction among the
three major communities in Malaysia.

Another book on religious tolerance in religious diversity is Religious Pluralism
in Democratic Societies. The second chapter of this book written by Hussin Mutalib
agrees that religious tolerance and diversity are not alien to Islam. Hussin gives an
understanding of Islam and Malays in Malaysia and Singapore, specifically their
political affairs. The author concludes his discussion by stressing that the role of the
State in both societies is crucial for the effective management of religious pluralism?®.
This book also covers the topic of religion in Malaysia, freedom of religion, inter-
religious dialogue, religious conflict, and challenges and prospects for religious
pluralism.

The work of Muhammad Nur Manuty and Wan Ji Wan Hussin entitled Polemik
Isu Kalimah Allah: Antara Targhib dan Tarhib!’ is reviewed specifically to explain the
controversial issue of using the word ‘Allah’ as a translation of God by the Christians
in their books. The authors explain non-Muslims’ rights, cause of prohibition, and the
Islamic perspective on the issue. The work also provides the cause, solution, and the
press statements about the issue. This book explains the misunderstanding that occur in
Malaysia with regard to the relationship of different religions. The book is designed to
educate Malaysian Muslims and non-Muslims about optimism (al-targhib) and

pessimism (al-tarhib) when facing such issues.

16 Hussin Mutalib, “Religious Diversity and Pluralism in Southeast Asian Islam: The Experience of
Malaysia and Singapore” in Religious Pluralism in Democratic Societies: Challenges and Prospects for
Southeast Asia, Europe, and the United States in the New Millenium, edited by K. S. Nathan (Singapore:
Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung (KAS), 2007), 35-60.

1 Muhammad Nur Manuty & Wan Ji Wan Hussin, Polemik Isu Kalimah Allah: Antara Targhib dan
Tarhib, (Kuala Lumpur: Penerbitan Ilham Baru, 2010), 57-112.



The articles entitled The Rule of Law and Legal Pluralism in Malaysia®® and
Legal Provisions and Restrictions on the Propagation of Non-Zslamic Religions among
Muslims in Malaysia'® examine the aspect of social integration, national security and
national unity in a multi-racial country, within a firmly controlled federation. These
articles ascertain that multiculturalism in Malaysia is bound by three justifications
related to the special status and position of Islam in Malaysia, the key role of Malay
Rulers in preserving the sanctity of Islam, and the nature of Islamic teachings and the
maxim that apostasy is a crime. These two articles provide comprehensive solutions for
the dilemmas, challenges, and problems in religious diversity in Malaysia according to

the rule of law.

Educational Aspect of Religious Awareness and Tolerance

A review of the educational aspect of multiculturalism in Malaysia is conducted on the
articles entitled Education Policies and Practices to Address Cultural Diversity in
Malaysia: Issues and Challenges®, Educational Development and Reformation in
Malaysia: Past, Present and Future?!, Interracial Bridging Social Capital among
Students of a Multicultural University in Malaysia??, and The Actualization of the
Malaysian National Education Philosophy in Secondary Schools: Student and Teacher

Perspectives® which examine the effects of racial interaction and socialization in the

18 Constance Chevallier-Govers, “The Rule of Law and Legal Pluralism in Malaysia,” Islam and
Civilisational Renewal, vol. 2, no. 1, (2010): 1-14.

19 Zuliza Mohd Kusrin, Zaini Naschah, Mohd al-Adib Samuri, & Mat Noor Mat Zain, “Legal Provision
and Restrictions on the Propagation of Non-Islamic Religion among Muslims in Malaysia,” Kajian
Malaysia, vol. 31, no. 2, (2013): 1-18.

20 Suseela Malakolunthu & Nagappan C. Rengasamy, “Education Policies and Practices to Address
Cultural Diversity in Malaysia: Issues and Challenges,” Prospects, vol. 42, no. 2, (2012): 147-159.

21 Rahimah Haji Ahmad, “Educational Development and Reformation in Malaysia: Past, Present and
Future,” Journal of Educational Administration, vol. 36, no. 5, (1998): 462-475.

22 Ezhar Tamam, “Interracial Bridging Social Capital among Students of a Multicultural University in
Malaysia,” Journal of College Student Development, vol. 54, no. 1, (2013): 85-97.

23 Shafeeq Hussain Vazhathodi al-Hudawi, Rosy Lai Su Fong, Mohammed Borhandden Musah, &
Lokman Mohd Tahir, “The Actualization of the Malaysian National Education Philosophy in Secondary
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Malaysian school system and higher education. There is an agreement that the education
of people of diverse demographic backgrounds in Malaysia has a direct influence on
their socioeconomic development. Therefore, for this research, the level of
understanding of religious diversity is also related to the educational background of the
respondents.

Another thesis related to this topic is entitled Inter-Religious Dialogue in
Malaysia: A Study of the Dialogue Designs and Their Effect on the Level of
Understanding and Prejudice. This thesis explores the way inter-religious dialogues are
conducted in Malaysia. It studies the effectiveness of the dialogues for increasing
understanding and reducing prejudice. The importance of the relationship building
process through inter-religious dialogue was also discussed. This study also proposes a

model for inter-religious dialogue in Malaysia (i.e. the elite and grassroots model)?,

Political Aspect of Religious Awareness and Tolerance

A thesis entitled The Islamization of Politics in Malaysia: How Religious Political
Opportunities and Threats Influence Religious Framing and Counterframing?
historically researches the inter-religious and inter-cultural relations in Malaysia and its
development throughout the trials and tribulations of building a multi-ethnic state in
Malaysia. Social contract, religious freedom, Malay-Muslim rulers, Bumiputeraism,
Islamic revivalism, political accommodation, and religious and racial division are also

mentioned.

Schools: Student and Teacher Perspectives,” International Education Studies, vol. 7, no. 4, (2014): 57-
69.

24 Arfah Ab. Majid, “Inter-Religious Dialogue in Malaysia: A Study of the Dialogue Designs and Their
Effect on Level of Understanding and Prejudice,” (Ph. D. dissertation, International Islamic University
Malaysia, 2013), 240-243.

% Wan Kamal Wan Napi, “The Islamization of Politics in Malaysia: How Religious Political
Opportunities and Threats Influence Religious Framing and Counterframing,” (Ph. D. dissertation,
Southern Illinois University Carbondale, 2007), 1-13.
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Another set of articles relevant to this study include The Challenge of Building
a Multi-Ethnic State in Malaysia?, National Security and Malay Unity: The Issue of
Radical Religious Elements in Malaysia?’, The Politics of Accommodation and the
Problem of Nation-Building in a Plural Society: The Case of Malaysia?®, and Religion,
Human Rights and Constitutional-Contract Politics in Malaysia?®. They pertain to the
contributions and competition of political parties such as UMNO®, PAS® and DAP??,
non-governmental organizations such as ABIM?33, JIM3* and SIS®, and inter-faith
commissions such as IFCM®, IRC*” and MCCBCHST?¢,

Many works have focused on religious diversity in Malaysia, yet no in-depth
research has been conducted on the awareness of Malaysians in order to measure their
assimilation of understanding other religions. No statistical data has yet to be
documented as a measurement of religious awareness among Malaysians. The works
differ in their approaches and methodologies. This research comprises library research
and fieldwork and contains textual and contextual aspects. The fieldwork will support

the library research in the evaluation and analysis of this research.

% Dicky Sofjan & Ewa Trojnar, “The Challenge of Building a Multi-Ethnic State in Malaysia,”
Hemispheres, no. 26, (2011): 147-161, 180.

27 Kamarulnizam Abdullah, “National Security and Malay Unity: The Issue of Radical Religious
Elements in Malaysia,” Contemporary Southeast Asia, vol. 21, no. 2, (1999): 261-282.

2 Harun Ruhanas, “The Politics of Accommodation and the Problem of Nation-Building in a Plural
Society: The Case of Malaysia,” Islam and Civilisational Renewal, vol. 1, no. 4, (2010): 577-594,749.
29 Marzuki Mohamad, “Religion, Human Rights and Constitutional-Contract Politics in Malaysia,”
Intellectual Discourse, vol. 16, (2008): 155-186.

30 UMNO is United Malays National Organisation or Persatuan Kebangsaan Melayu Bersatu.

31 PAS is Parti Islam Se-Malaysia or Pan-Malaysian Islamic Party.

32 DAP is Democratic Action Party or Parti Tindakan Demokratik.

33 ABIM is Angkatan Belia Islam Malaysia or Muslim Youth Movement of Malaysia.

34 JIM is Jamaah Islah Malaysia.

% SIS is Sisters in Islam.

36 |IFCM is Interfaith Commission of Malaysia.

37 IRC is Inter-Religious Council.

38 MCCBCHST is Malaysian Consultative Council of Buddhism, Christianity, Hinduism, Sikhism, and
Taoism.
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