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CULTURAL DIVERSITY IN MALAYSIA AND THE 
RECONCILIATION FOR INTEGRATION 

The clash between Hindu and Islam keeps them apart, but relatively 
Malaysia displays a moderate and tolerant model for both believers to 
live together and respect the mosque and the temple’s existence. The 
embedded Islam and the influence of Hinduism in the past resulted 
in the fusion of cultural mosaic that knits society. However, a few 
social deficits are stable tensions that may turn into conflict if they 
are ill-managed. Thus, the need to create and recreate a platform of 
integration is essential.  The idea of preserving the cultural heritage, 
including the mosques and temples, the freedom to practice, and 
other fundamental rights protected by the Constitution, nurture the 
self-attachment feelings. This article applies a qualitative analysis 
using secondary data for historical narratives to discuss the social 
cohesion and reconciliation concepts about the cultural mosaic 
between Hinduism and Islam. In sum, the Federal Constitution, 
religious festivals, foods, and places are reconciliation processes to 
bridge the social cohesion gaps in a multiethnic society, packaged in 
tourism industries yet politically contested. 
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Introduction

Europeans’ arrival transformed the physical Malay-archipelago, and it had 
redefined the social, economic, and political reality of the Malay world.1  
Although the Anglo-Dutch Treaty of 1824 signed in London marked the 
division of control over countries between British in Malaya and Dutch in 
Indonesia, the British’s official intervention in Malaya began with the signing 
of the Treaty of Pangkor in 1874. Starting from the 1920s British brought in 
massive laborers from South China (Fujian, Guangdong, Hainan, Guangxi 
provinces) and mostly from Southern India to Malaya either by forced or 
indentured policy to work at British plantation and mining. Malaya turned 
into a plural society with ethnic categorization, and segregation was necessary 
for the British to control the country and the market.2 This article introduces 
a reconciliation concept as an integration platform as a new analysis tool in 
explaining the relationship of a multiethnic society in Malaysia that relatively 
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has the least tendency towards ethnic violence.
 The ethnic categorization and profiling had diminished the intra-ethnic 
differences, which created a contestation until today. The Indian communities 
were categorized according to linguistic groups such as Tamil, Malayalee, 
Telugu, Sikh, and Punjabi. The Indian community found in Malaya based 
on Singapore census 1957 was Tamil from Southern India, Singhalese from 
Ceylon, and Bengali, Gujerati, Pathan, and Pakistani from Northern India.3 
These intra ethnic communities from India and Ceylon were labeled as Indian 
by the British. A similar issue appeared to the intra Chinese groups, including 
Cantonese, Hokkien, and Hakka. Low4 argued that the Opium war precipitated 
the commercial engagement between China and the British; hence the prospect 
of the tin mining industry and agriculture attracted Chinese laborers to come to 
Malaya. The British gave a single Chinese label to all Chinese migrants despite 
their origin and linguistic differences of Cantonese, Hokkien, and Hakka.5 As 
a result, the single label of Indian and Chinese became the British category in 
its census population in 1891.6 Mahmood argued that the implementation of 
define and rule categorization separated the natives from migrants and set the 
scope of rights, access to resources, and entitlement.7

 Before the colonial period, Malaya was already a civilized nation 
through the chronicle of Malacca.8 Therefore, the British recognized the current 
system at that period, which held the Malayan community, and officially 
occupied Malaya ceded from the Dutch in 1824 after the Dutch-British Treaty. 
British intervention in the state administration was through a representative 
system called the British Resident, an advisor to the Sultan of the state.9 Based 
on this brief historical background, the host and the settler society concept 
is fundamental to review Malaya’s transformation from pluralism to plural 
society. The communities in the metaphysical Malay world were pluralist due 
to trading activities, the absence of distinct boundaries, and the people were 
moving in and out of nusantara.10 
 The host society concept also applied that the indigenous Malay 
community consisted of complete social strata and hierarchy up to the King 
down to the slave. While the settlers were the Chinese and Indians brought 
to Malaya as laborers. Chinese laborers were absent of the nobles, Mandarin 
(Gentry), farmers (Nong), craftsman and artisan (Gong), merchant (Shang), 
and slave as defined within the Chinese social strata. Meanwhile, the Indian 
was absent of the Brahmin, Kshatriya, Vaisya because of the British herded 
Indians’ indentured system with little regard for their origin, caste, religion, 
or linguistic group.11 Thus, the incomplete social strata led to the absence of 
ingenuity of social hierarchy and status, including knowledge and skills. The 
lack of social caste or social strata created opportunities for these communities 
to hybridize with the locals.  Some converted, married, and carried new 
identities called the amalgam - ‘Peranakan.’ 12 
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 Furthermore, The Malay Federation of 1948, as the necessary 
foundation for the Federal Constitution of Malaysia of 1957, outlined the 
definition of Malays, the Malay language, the Malays monarchy’s power in 
Article 152, Article 153, and Article 40.13  It reflects the legal recognition of the 
Malays as the origin of the land.14 The other non-Malays’ rights are preserved 
and protected through Article 5 to Article 10 of the Federal Constitution. In 
some parts of the world, the host and settler society concept witnessed the 
settlers becoming the landowner. They controlled the economy and resources, 
socio-political structure, dominated the host society, and later promoted 
multiculturalism to recognize their existence. 15 

The Indianization Process

Before the colony, the Malay Archipelago’s trading activities had contributed 
significantly to the anthropological aspect of the culture, belief, and norms in 
this region. The Malay world or the Malay Archipelago consists of Malaya, 
Indonesia, Singapore, Thailand, Cambodia, and the Philippines.16  Hinduism 
came to the Malay world in the second and seventh centuries through trade 
activities, especially for the quest for silk, herb, and spices. The Indian 
traders brought the Brahman (Hindu clerics) on board as a missionary. 17 The 
Hinduism influence found in the Javanese empire of Sriwijaya and Majapahit in 
Indonesia, the Lembah Bujang temple in Kedah, the literature of Mahabharata 
and Ramayana, and the devaraja18term used to describe the King, and the 
Sanskrit symbol on material such as regalia, palaces, sculpture, inscriptions, 
statues, and tombstones.19

 Krom,20  Vlekke,21  and Van Leur22 emphasized that Hinduism’s 
dominant influence was retained in the Malay Archipelago through a few 
aspects, including the monuments, Sanskrit inscriptions, and acculturation in 
languages, shrine, tombstones, fashion, and attires.23 Denison and Nathan24 
argue that the Indian diaspora due to migration in the past and modern time 
are the reasons for a continuous association between India and Malaysia other 
than the earliest evidence of Hindu and Buddhist presence and influence in the 
forms of fragmentary inscriptions in the fourth and fifth centuries in Northern 
states of Kedah and Penang.
 Before the colony, Malaya already exposed and inherited norms and 
cultural values of Hinduism. During the colonial era, three principles governed 
the colonial policy towards foreign laborers, including the acquisition of 
plentiful, diversified, and cheap supply of labor for colonial and capitalist 
enterprises with limited assurance for protection and freedom. The Southern 
Indians were the preferred workforce because they were malleable, diligent, 
obedient with less qualm, or religious susceptibilities that allowed low cost 
to maintain their foods.25 Other Indian merchants’ groups were from Bengal, 
Golconda, Coromandel, and Gujarat. They were the powerful Muslim 

Article: Kartini Aboo Talib @ Khalid and Shamsul A.B.

Jebat  Volume 47 (3) (December 2020) Page | 310



merchants responsible for the spread of Islam in Southeast Asia. These Indian 
Muslims were given land and space to build their mosque. The tracing of a 
classic example of the blending of the Malay and the Tamil Islamic traditions 
was the vital work of a writer named Munshi Abdullah, of mixed Arab, Tamil, 
and Malay descent. 26 

Embedded Islam in the Malay world

Western scholars like Krom,27 Vlekke,28 and Van Leur29 gave an overwhelming 
highlight to Hinduism’s influence. On the contrary, Al-Attas30  and Mohd 
Zariat31 argue that these scholars’ arguments sidelined Islam’s significant power 
and Islamization process in the eleventh century. The Islamic civilization 
successfully converted most communities in the Malay world from Animism, 
Hinduism, and Buddhism into Islam, and the importance of Islam prevailed. 
In the past, the reliable feudal system had rewarded Islam because once the 
Sultan converted to Islam, the entire Malay community followed as a symbol 
of loyalty and devotion to the Sultan. Another element that continued to prove 
that a majority accepted Islamization in the Malay world was the insertion 
term of Islam, Muslim and the Malay in the Federal Constitution stipulated in 
Article 3, Article 60, and Article 160.32 
 Like Hinduism and Buddhism before, Islam found its home in the 
Malay world, while the local societies already had their belief systems and 
religions before the arrival of other religions. Thus, Islam is embedded like 
Hinduism and Buddhism in the ancient metaphysical Malay world that later 
molded civilization with indigenized norms and values.33 The embedded Islam 
in the Malay society is different from how Islam is perceived and practiced in 
the middle-east or Punjab region. Furthermore, the embedded Islam allows 
Islam to accept local norms and values that fit the Islamic rule. Such tolerance 
motivated the locals to accept Islam in the Malay world without coercive force. 
 Moreover, the prevalence of Islam exhibits in the Federal Constitution 
of Malaysia in Article 3(1) provides that Islam is the Federation’s religion, but 
the freedom of religion is protected. These features do not, however, convert 
Malaysia into a theocratic or Islamic state.34 Malaysia has a written Constitution 
that under Article 4(1) is the supreme law of the Federation.  The decision 
holds in Che Omar Che Soh v. PP (1988) that though Islam is the religion 
of the Federation, it is not the fundamental law of the land, and Article 153 
of the Federal Constitution states the constitutional tolerance and moderation 
that safeguards the Malay privileges simultaneously protects the non-Malays’ 
rights. 35
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Reconciliation: a path to unity?

A few factors outlined as a result of Indianization, embedded Islam, and 
colonial heritage. First, the influx of immigrants from China and India with a 
significant population left the indigenous Malays with no choice but to accept 
the Chinese and Indians as part of the nation.  Second, the consequence of 
the British’s define and rule as well as divide and rule approached had further 
segregated the society into plural society with little interaction among them 
and a distinct demographic profiled along the employment line and spatial. The 
Malays were peasants and fishermen who lived in the village, the Chinese were 
urban dwellers working as traders and miners, and the Indians were laborers 
placed at the commercial plantations with barb-wired security.
 Third, accommodation acknowledges the diversity that each ethnic 
possesses, and accommodation also means that the society is vernacular in 
socio-economic aspects, including ethnic division, educational system, spatial, 
employment, religion, languages, norms, and values.36 Thus, pluralism and 
primordial sentiments are analyzed by Furnivall as the gist for conflict.37 This 
assumption explains the constant ethnic conflict in Sri Lanka that caused more 
than 500,000 deaths and reconstruction from damages amounted to billions of 
US dollars from 1964 until 2012. 38  
 Malaysia was marked with ethnic conflict way back in 1969 due to 
the economic disparities of the indigenous Malays compared to the economic-
dominant of minority Chinese.39 Consequently, after the racial uprising of 
1969, the Malaysian government established the New Economic Policy (NEP) 
in 1971 with two-fold objectives as a pathway to national unity. The first 
objective was to eradicate poverty regardless of race, and the second objective 
was to restructure society to eliminate the identification of race with economic 
function.40 Many criticized that NEP applied positive discrimination41 that 
allowed the indigenous Malays and Bumiputera to own 30 percent of share 
ownership. 
 Ironically, the question over the remaining 70 percent ownership 
revealed when Chua42 argued that the minority Chinese was economically 
dominant, controlling over 80 percent of the country’s wealth. Government 
initiatives, namely NEP and the series of Malaysia Plan, contributed to rapid 
development growth in Malaysia. However, the UN expert’s new finding 
revealed that Malaysia’s poverty rate based on the household income was 
undercounted. The error was due to the standard set of household income 
at RM980 per month, which was inaccurate because the household income 
of RM2000 barely survived in urban and rural areas due to the high cost of 
living.43

 Due to economic disparity, unity is still an unachieved dream. Thus, 
Shamsul & Anis coined the word social cohesion to explain Malaysia’s reason 
to maintain a relatively peaceful multiethnic society. 44 Malaysia is a nation 
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of intent that dreams of achieving unity because its identity is questionable 
due to its variety. In the assimilation model, namely Indonesia, Thailand, 
Vietnam, and the Philippine, the national identity is built based on uniformity 
with one national language and identity. The assimilation process demands a 
mandatory removal of ethnic origin and forces the minority to assimilate with 
most indigenous social culture and structure.
 On the contrary, the accommodation process requires a different 
means of recognition to accept ethnicities’ identity. Malaysia is a state 
without a nation that intentionally promotes diversity as an identity. This 
narrative is also a support indicator to choose social cohesion as a term 
that defines Malaysian society. The multiethnic society can cohesively live 
and work together, although they are not united socially in terms of identity. 
Social cohesion leaves space for explaining ethnic interests and differences, 
which are fundamental in reviewing the ‘stable tensions,’ which refers to the 
condition where problems that lead to a possible ethnic conflict are on high-
alert. However, the pressures are unlikely to be accumulated into violence. 
For instance, the Reformasi 1998 and the Bersih movement of 1.0 to 4.0 did 
not transform into a coup de tat in protesting the government. Such anticlimax 
conditions are due to the consistent economic growth, high social mobility, 
equal access to education, public services, reliable health care providers, and 
preservation of human rights.45 
 Based on KITA’s study, data collected from 5,530 respondents in 
the town hall dialogues held in fourteen states all over Malaysia outlined that 
nine identified indicators could turn this society from peace to conflict if the 
issues were ill-managed. These social deficits in stable tensions are ethnicity, 
religion, languages, education, spatial development, federalism, politics and 
governance, intergenerational gap, and gender.46 The social cohesion concept 
allows such a negotiation mechanism applies as a reconciliation process to 
manage social deficits. This principle of bargaining, negotiation, and mediation 
(BNM) inherited from the British, established by Sir Malcolm MacDonald 
through Community Liaison Committee (CLC) in 1949, offered to resolve 
the grievances of minorities over the setting up of the Federation of Malaya 
Agreement of 1948.47

 Malaysian government continuously adopting the BNM formula 
through ethnic representations from political parties and non-governmental 
organizations. This reconciliation48 mechanism builds a cohesive relationship 
to manage stable tensions. This social structure and history constructively 
motivate Malaysia to pursue integration to knit and tide the colorful cultural 
rubrics of diversity as the national unity identity. Thus, the reconciliation 
process is the feasible concept and practice explaining social cohesion and the 
need to continue creating an integration platform to manage the multiethnic 
society.
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The cultural diversity

Hinduism’s influences in the embedded Muslim society through tepung tawar 
ceremony, henna, mahendi, and acculturation of foods and languages exhibit 
that the social cohesion process is moving, and it motivates Malaysia to put 
more effort into interweaving this colorful heritage. At present, the influence 
of Islam and Hinduism mingled with the societal norms and culture made 
Malaysia unique. The Malay-Muslim features of the Constitution are the 
basis for balance.  Other suitable provisions protect a multiethnic and multi-
religious society. The safeguarding articles in the Constitution offset the Malay 
privileges to protect the interest of different communities. 
 In Malaysia, mosques, temples, churches, and gurdwaras mark 
the landscape. For example, in Selangor, Hindu temples’ existence is a lot 
more than the mosques.49 The nature of Hinduism, a polytheistic belief that 
consists of diverse demi-gods and goddesses, result in a variety of temples. 
The respect towards various religious beliefs encourages the government and 
society to allow the Hindu followers to build their different God and Goddess 
kovil or temples. There are 1459 Hindu Temples in Selangor and a few largest 
temples, such as Sri Nagara Thandayuthanapi, Sri Shakti Dhevasthan, and 
Sri Subhamaisya Swami. The Hindu Temple of Lord Murugan in Batu Caves 
Selangor is the biggest Hindu temple outside India that receives millions of 
tourists every year, particularly during Thaipusam.50

 Moreover, during Thaipusam, the Hindus break and smash thousands 
of whole coconuts on the street along two miles to the temple in every state 
in Malaysia. This celebration requires a lot of tolerance from other non-
Hindu communities as the massive piling of coconut shells and the closed 
down of road or detour for such religious ritual. Here is the everyday-defined 
reality that Malaysians are displaying in accepting diversity. Such a religious 
ceremony becomes a cultural capital making through state tourism package for 
foreigners to experience the ritual. The same approach promotes appreciating 
the celebration of Kwan Ying Goddess for the Buddhists, along with Federal 
recognition for all religious festivals. 
 The reciprocal of religious tolerance between non-Muslim and 
Muslims is displaying through the accepting recital of prayers in an open event, 
bazaar Ramadhan, and Hari Raya. Furthermore, other than religious tolerance, 
the vernacular school systems allow the Chinese and Tamil schools to exist 
with government support. The Chinese and Tamil programs are broadcast 
on national TV and Radio to cater to each community’s demand. On these 
occasions, there is a great deal of cross-cultural intermingling, and diversity in 
Malaysia was not a matter of choice, but it was forced upon the country by the 
colony as historical facts that defined the contemporary realities. 51

 The unique diversity also displays that cultural and religious pluralism 
are tolerated and celebrated. Legislation has been introduced to provide for 
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Muslim and non-Muslim religious institutions. A few entitlements, namely, 
financial allocations, land gifts, tax exemptions, work permits to foreign priests 
and missionaries, and national holidays recognized all religious festivals. 52 
Also, missionary hospitals, schools, bookshops, and hostels abound. Shad 
Faruqi53 argues that the institutions promote tolerance, not from the absence 
of faith but its living presence. The right to worship is available not only to 
individuals but also to groups and associations. For example, Article 11(3) and 
12(2) stipulated that every religious group has the right to manage its affairs, 
establish and maintain institutions for religious purposes, acquire and own 
property and administer it [Article 11(3)]; establish and maintain institutions 
for theological education [Article 12(2)].54 
 The reconciliation mechanism within the social cohesion process 
consists of a top-down and bottom-up approach. The former manifested in 
government policy that vertically goes down to the people in managing wealth 
redistribution. For instance, the New Economic Policy (NEP) of 1971 was 
established after a race riot’s tragedy in 1969. The first objective to eradicate 
poverty proves to be successful, referring to the World Bank’s assessment 
report that states less than one percent of Malaysian households live in extreme 
poverty.55 However, the absence of a more specific definition of poverty leaves 
the policy to be criticized.56

 The second objective of restructuring society by eliminating ethnic 
identification with economic function is still progressing. The pronounced 
objective to restructure the community leads to create, expand, and consolidate 
the Malay capitalists and middle classes by increasing the indigenous capital 
ownership and ethnic proportions in professional occupations.57 Although 
government official statistics58 exhibit that NEP has achieved the employment 
restructuring agenda, the indigenous Malays and Bumiputera are still slightly 
underrepresented in some lucrative professionals like medicine, accountancy, 
and architecture. The debate over the ethnic disparity in the economic context 
continues, but the idea of having the top-down authoritative approach as a 
reconciliation platform to bridge the socio-economic gap amongst ethnic is 
fundamental to foster unity. 59  
 The latter, which is the bottom-up approach, refers to the everyday-
defined context. For instance, the Indian Muslim’ mamak’ restaurants attract 
people from various ethnic demography to eat authentic foods like roti canai, 
chicken tandoori, tosei, capati, and vadeh, and the mamak restaurants become 
a famous place for soccer fans to gather and eat while enjoying the games on 
the big screen device which most mamak restaurants have. The twenty-four 
hours service a day and free wi-fi make the mamak restaurants favorable by 
Malaysians and tourists. Olmedo & Shamsul60 argue that the mamakization 
is a socio-economic construct that combines sociability and economy that 
magnifies social cohesion where a moment of unity captures amongst 
multiethnic customers in sitting, eating, and talking in one place.61   
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Place attachment and self-belonging

Within the ‘third good place’ argument by Oldenberg,62 places like mosques, 
temples, shrines, community centers, and restaurants are the third good places 
where people interact with other people. Such description meets Bourdieu’s 
social capital argument, including both empirical and abstract elements.63 The 
former form includes consumption practices, while the latter is the embodied 
form interpreted in a phenomenological sense, which requires an interpretation 
of how the people create meaning and expressions. The sacred places have 
become the integration platform to be respected and attended for many reasons, 
including meditation, congregation, bridal ceremony, ritual celebration, and a 
capital reason for tourism activity.
 Furthermore, DiMaggio & Mohr,64 Robinson & Garnier,65 Jonsson,66 
and De Graaf et al.67 argue that the embodied cultural capital displayed in 
individuals, namely values, ambition, and attitudes towards cultural variables 
non-numerical elements counted through practices, appearances, and 
expressions. Therefore, tolerance towards other religious rituals and values 
and celebrating different religious festivals and holidays are the indicators of 
place attachment and a sense of belonging that protect society. Consequently, 
the maintenance of mosques, temples, or kovil in Malaysia creates a resilience 
of longevity for the culture and belief system to perpetuate through tourism. 68  
 Based on the United Nations World Tourism Organization (UNWTO), 
tourism is one of the world’s largest growing industries that create more than 
200 million jobs in global employment.69 Malaysia is promoting the cultural 
tourism package with the highlights of worship places. The tourism package 
attracts tourists to experience the idea of belief, life, and spiritual balance while 
appreciating the ethnoreligious observation.  Furthermore, the cultural tour and 
holiday packages are trending in most countries, including Indonesia (Candi 
Borobudur), India (Rajasthan, Jaipur, and Agra), Thailand (Ayutthaya, and 
Kanchanaburi), and Cambodia (Angkor Wat).

Conclusion

The relatively harmonious relationship between Islam and Hinduism in 
Malaysia is constructively tolerated. The Federal Constitution, foods, and 
religious-tourism become the reconciliation tool for managing diversity, 
differences, and competing interests. Ethnic competition and tensions are 
managed using the mediation of bargaining and negotiation formula, and 
this reconciliation process reduces the likelihood of conflict. However, the 
social cohesion narrative has to diversify to meet the current demand of 
super-diversity – the super influx of migrant population of over 2.7 million. 70 
The super-diversity communities of new immigrants, including refugees and 
asylum, may result in a new demand for worshipping places to cultivate self-
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belonging.
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