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ABSTRACT 

Malaysian society has by and large been analyzed by scholars and observers around the world with a “competing 
values” approach.  Contrasting multicultural and unicultural models are increasingly influential. In this age of 
globalisation voluminous digital information and ideologies are exchanged around the globe. Contesting 
viewpoints have become more marked amongst the younger generation as they tease, if not challenge, 
perceptions of the way they live in their own country. In this context, an understanding and appreciation of 
young Malaysians’ role and responsibility in nation-building not “out of context” but in a structured education 
curriculum is necessary.  At Sunway University College we experiment with an inter-disciplinary, cross-cultural 
approach to teaching subjects on Malaysian citizenship and nationality, and state religion. Adopting a blended 
pedagogy we engage our learners in national identity construction. Drawing on Perry’s intellectual 
developmental scheme, Baxter Magolda’s epistemological reflection model, and Kolb and Fry’s Experiential 
Learning Cycle,  this paper presents our pilot findings in an experiment on activating our young citizens through 
national identity construction.    

Keywords:  Nation-building, active citizens, inter-disciplinary, cross-cultural, blended pedagogy 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 

 

“. . . our society wants schools to make students more creative and [at the 
same time] more obedient, more critical and [at the same time] more 
grounded in traditional values, more specialized and [at the same time] 
more well rounded, more able to select the right answer on a standardized 
multiple-choice test and [at the same time] more able to think of alternative 
answers” (Boostrom, 2005).  

The teaching paradox penned by one educator in the paragraph above aptly describes the 
present authors’ concerns as educators of compulsory subjects in nationalising citizens at 
the tertiary level of education.  As a private provider of tertiary education, Sunway 
University College (Sun-U) is accredited by the Malaysian Qualifications Agency (MQA) 
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(www.mohe.gov.my, www.mqa.gov.my).  The compulsory subjects curriculum initiated by 
Parliament through the Higher Education Act 1996 forms part of the accreditation process.  
All fulltime Malaysians enrolled at Private Higher Education Institutions (PHEI), from 
certificate to diploma to degree levels, are required to take subjects on national citizenship 
and nationality (Malaysian Studies), state religion (Islamic Studies for Muslim students) and 
moral (Moral Studies for non-Muslim students).  This is a calculated step in the state’s 
attempt at liberalising Malaysia’s higher education without jeopardising its construction of 
the Malaysian national identity.  Underpinning this accreditation process is the Malaysian 
Studies lecturer’s task of making citizens out of students and moulding citizens into 
nationals who are able to address challenges of globalisation.    

To prepare for the workforce these budding nationals must be equipped with 
relevant industrial skills which promote competitiveness and individuality.  Yet as citizens 
they are trained to put family, religion, state and society before the individual person.  As 
teachers of Malaysian Studies (MPW 1133) and Islamic Studies (MPW 1123) respectively, 
the present authors are constantly challenged to resolve these seemingly irreconcilable 
differences.  On one hand, students are learning to construct an identity of the self – their 
individual identity.  Here lies their projection of one’s self-worth and values, and to a certain 
extent personal likes and dislikes.  On the other hand, these young learners are coming to 
terms with their group identities.  As members of a family, citizens of a state and society, 
and followers of a religion, they are faced with the prospect of rejecting or integrating some 
of these collective values into their identity construction as an individual.  As P. M. King 
and Marcia B. Baxter Magolda accurately put it, “the achievement of self-authorship and 
personal authority should be heralded as a central purpose of higher education” (King and 

Baxter Magolda as cited in Ignelzi, 2000, p. 10).    
The challenge of bridging individuality and collectivity among young Malaysian 

students underlies this exploratory study. The aim of this paper is to share with its readers 
the findings of an experiment carried out by the present authors on developing active 
citizens through the construction of nationality.  This exercise, running from January to 
April 2009, involved Tang’s MPW 1133 learners with the support of Yazilmiwati and her 
MPW 1123 Islamic Studies students.   
 

 

PROBLEM STATEMENT 
  
Generally, there are three common ways that Malaysians have chosen to actively express 
their citizenship.  The first is through the democratic voting process.  As the News Straits 
Times Press (NSTP) Research and Information Services unit observes, casting the ballot is 
“in the Malaysian political system . . .  one of the most important ways in which the people 

can express their political hopes and dissatisfactions” (Elections in Malaysia, 1990).  
Except on two occasions – in May 1969 and in March 2008 – the people have voted to 
provide the ruling coalition with two-thirds majority in Parliament.  Since 1990, Kelantan 
on the east coast of the peninsula has remained the only state under opposition rule It 
appears that when demonstrating dissent, or hope depending on how one sees it, older 
constituents demonstrate their preference for Parliamentarians from the opposition leaders 
like such as Karpal Singh and Lim Kit Siang.  In this respect, an active citizen suggests 
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criticisms of state policy implementation through political representation as attempts at 
promoting better governance. 
 The second way of expressing active citizenship is by voicing grievances on blogs 
and other forms of e-interactions.  From the eve of the March 2008 elections, Malaysians 
have also participated in street demonstrations with but often without police permit.  This 
mode of expression is more prevalent among younger Malaysians (Chandra Muzaffar, 
2008).   Even before the 2008 elections, both the Barisan Nasional and member parties of 
the Pakatan Rakyat identified the importance of winning young constituents’ support.  The 
Malaysian Chinese Association (MCA), Parti Gerakan Rakyat Malaysia (Gerakan) and 
(Democratic Action Party (DAP) have been largely unsuccessful at attracting membership 
among these citizens then (Elections in Malaysia, 1990).  Perhaps this is because as the 
NSTP observes, “younger people generally have weaker attachments to political parties” 
(Elections in Malaysia, 1990, and Gomez, 2006). The third way is through what can be 
understood as pragmatic politics.  These citizens not only pay their income taxes on time but 
also find justifiable means to align with the government policies for the sake of political 
stability and national wealth.  
 Denied entry into the first route due to reasons of age and possibly rejecting the 
third route as “blind loyalty,” young Malaysians pursuing tertiary education are increasingly 
drawn to the second route of expression, namely e-interactions.  This attraction can be 
detected among young Malaysians in some of Tang’s MPW 1133 classrooms. Information 
available in non-mainstream e-sources was consumed and reproduced during student 
presentations on subject issues like Malay special rights and national economic policies. 
Constructive criticisms or building arguments were hardly made. The government was 
viewed simply as “black” or “white.”  Only after lecturer’s feedback was provided would 
students make improvements to their written work based on the earlier presentation.  This 
form of “editing” did not, however, guarantee progression in the students’ critical thinking 
ability.  For they were required to submit their papers for end of semester assessment.  
Unless this summative evaluation is revamped to include a pre-submission reading, the 
students could choose not to integrate lecturer’s feedback with their own constructed 
viewpoints.  
 This problem of confining themselves to their “own [constructed] reality” is not 
restricted to students but involves humans in general.  During the process of “meaning-
making,” to borrow Robert Kegan’s (as cited in Ignelzi, 2000, p. 5) term, humans normally 
filter out information which does not fit into their constructed reality.  They also tend to 
persistently seek out additional supporting evidence to strengthen their case. Not only that, 
this reality is only co-constructed or shared because their “sense of meaning-making resides 
in other people and sources.” (as cited in Ignelzi, 2000, p. 7). Kegan refers to this level of 
knowledge construction as Order 3 consciousness. In a teaching and learning environment, 
however, it is the educators’ responsibility to facilitate students’ moving into Order 4 
consciousness.  By opening up students’ minds to new and perhaps true realities, lecturers 
are developing students’ ability to “differentiate a self-standard apart from, but in relation to 
other people and sources” (as cited in Ignelzi, 2000, p. 8).  Here lies the possible 
achievement of self-authorship and personal authority. 
 A guided democracy like Malaysia would not unwelcome active citizenship and 
critical viewpoints among its increasingly young population.  This is especially so if they 

are to become the main beneficiaries of the state’s nation-building efforts.  At present 
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some 61% of Malaysians are not older than 30 years old (Hng, 2004).  Throwing blunt 
and biased judgments in a citizenship and nationality classroom by quoting alternative 
media does not seem to be a desired path for the young to journey nonetheless.  One useful 
and time-effective way, unlike insisting on a pre-submission reading of student assignments, 
to overcome this problem of passionate but uncritical citizenship is to engage learners in 
knowledge construction. A student-centred activity to construct a contemporary i.e. 21st 
century national identity offers the MPW 1133 learners an opportunity to perform higher 
order thinking.  For they are required to evaluate the different perspectives of identity 
construction such as state, society, religion and self just as a jeweler assesses a multi-faceted 
diamond.  In the process they also discover the connection between their own viewpoint, 
presumably modern but not necessarily so, with the seemingly traditional ones coming from 
family, religion and society for instance.   
 At the same time this citizenship and nationality learning becomes more meaningful 
as the young citizens can claim ownership over their constructed nationality.  Equally 
rewarding for the lecturer teaching this subject is that students neither find their creativity 
curbed nor do they feel like disobedient “kids” when making “anti-establishment” 
statements. 
 

 

SIGNIFICANCE OF STUDY 
  
It is useful to point out at this stage that lessons from our past histories reveal that as late as 
the first decade or so after independence, there was still no clear indication from the policy 
makers of what constituted a national identity.  As a matter of fact, Tunku Abdul Rahman 
had “disallowed” the usage of the word “bangsa.” He was committed to the construction of 
the “Federal citizenship” instead.  As a Malaysian historian puts it: 

““Federal citizenship” meant membership of a nation, like a membership of 
a club with rights and duties.  Nationality, however, meant a national 
identity, which was something else.  The Alliance parties failed to spell out 
the features of Malayan’s nationality in the Constitution because they were 
uncertain how to define its national identity” (Cheah, 2002, p. 5).  

However, the 1955 Merdeka Bargain, born out of inter-ethnic cooperation and 
compromise for the sake of achieving independence, did briefly outline the underlying 
principles of the Malayan identity.    It is best known among Malaysians of later generations 
as a document securing non-Malay acknowledgement of Malay special rights in areas such 
as national language, state religion and economic advancement opportunities, in exchange 
for Malay recognition of non-Malay citizenship rights to vernacular education and to 
worship in particular.  In fact, after the May 13 1969 riots the bargain grew into “a binding 
and cast-iron social contract which became sacrosanct to control or prevent communal 
differences” (Cheah, 2002, p. 51).  That event further strengthened the bargain as a 
framework of operations for integrating the non-Malay citizens into the society by way of 
acculturation. Hereafter, any attempt at dislocating this framework is seen as a potential risk 
to the nation’s stability.   
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Yet in 1971, shortly after the riots, the National Cultural Policy was introduced to 
the Malaysian public.  Stemming from what seemed to be an assimilationist tendency of 
some quarters, it resulted in a series of debates between the state and the society which 
lasted well through the 1980s.  The policy contradicted the spirit of the Merdeka Bargain on 
two main points. Firstly, the policy advanced uniculturalism as it proposed to make both 
Malay and Islamic cultures as the dominant culture for Malaysians.  Secondly, it recognised 
only “salient” cultures of “others” [non-Malays] as Malaysian culture (Mandal, 2008).   

Due to its “forced assimilation” tendencies, the National Culture Policy was openly 
rejected by organisations of ethnic minorities as threatening their rights to cultural existence, 
growth and preservation. In its place multiculturalism was proposed i.e. equal rights to 
culture preservation and growth.  The force which globalisation lends to the promotion of 
world religions and “universal” human right to culture today seems to have revived the 
Malaysian culture “wars” of the 1980s or to use a softer term, “sacred tensions” (Lee and 
Ackerman,  1997). Based on his findings on the demolition of Hindu temples in states like 
Kedah, Perak and Selangor, P. Ramasamy asserted that Malay hegemony had caused the 
“cultural alienation among the non-Muslim Indians in the country” (P. Ramasamy, 2004).  

Against this somewhat socio-political backdrop was mooted in 1991 the idea of 
integrating multi ethnic Malaysians into one Bangsa Malaysia (Malaysian Nationality).  
Within the developmentalist framework of Vision 2020 forwarded by the fourth Prime 
Minister Mahathir Mohamad, national integration entails the forging of a national identity 
underpinned by a common culture.  Introducing his “1Malaysia” concept 18 years later in 
April 2009, the nation’s sixth Prime Minister Najib Tun Abdul Razak called out to 
Malaysians to break out of their “ethnic prison” as it curtails their thinking as one 
(www.nst.com.my).   But before his “never leave anyone behind” approach to developing 
Malaysia materialises, what would convince the people to shelve their communal sentiments 
in favour of nationalist fervour?  Najib’s current invitation to the people, so steeped in 
ethnicity first nationality second mentality, to “explore” the Malaysian identity thus a 
welcome activity for the active learner-citizen (www.1Malaysia.com.my).  

 
 

RESEARCH OBJECTIVE AND METHODOLOGY  

 
For the 1Malaysia concept of nationality to work, it would have to be a far cry from the 
assimilationist National Culture Policy.  However, to explore how young Malaysians wish 
to construct their national identity, be it unicultural or multicultural in the Malaysian 
context, the authors posed three research questions: 
 

1. In the construction of their national identity, were the ethnic minority learners able 
to demonstrate active citizenship?  

2. How receptive were the non-Muslim learners to Islamic values in moulding their 
national identity? 

3. Were the non-Muslim learners conscious of their rights as ethnic minorities in a 
progressive Islamic state? 

 
This pilot study benefits from three key approaches to enhancing student learning in 

the classroom.  First, the Baxter Magolda model (1992) of epistemological reflection is 
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exceptionally useful as a guide for likeminded but less experienced teachers in designing 
student-centred learning activities.  It is through an understanding of how learners make 
meaning of their experiences - construct knowledge - that effective teaching can be 
achieved.  This is especially so in citizenship and nationality as well as religious studies 
classes where student experiences are often hidden in discussions on state policies and 
national aspirations.  Equally important is Baxter Magolda’s perception of students’ ways of 
knowing (absolute, transitional, independent, contextual) as a continuum (Baxter Magolda, 
1992).  This reminds educators to view and respect their learners as thinking individuals, 
and not to force their learners into tightly constructed compartments for evaluative purposes.  
Second, the Perry scheme of intellectual development (1999) is important in creating 
student-centredness as it pays attentive devotion to listening.  For unless teachers listen to 
what their students say, they are unable to anticipate how their students construct 
knowledge.  Like Baxter Magolda whom he inspired to “listen to the students,” Perry 
viewed the student learning process as a transitions in development of the intellectual where 
stages were but temporary branches to perch on (Perry, 1999).  Lastly, this present 
experiment is modeled after Kolb and Fry’s experiential learning cycle (1975) due to the 
fact that learning comes naturally from experience.  Flexibility, not rigidity, is promised as, 
the originators of this learning cycle argue, this model can be assessed from any of the four 
elements (concrete experience, observation and reflection, formation of abstract 
conceptions, and testing implications of concepts in new situations). Though focusing on 
student experiences, this cycle is suited for classroom activities as learning is not 
“incidental” but takes place “at a particular time or from a particular experience”  (Moon, 
2004). 

Taking the January-April 2009 MPW 1133 students as a representation, albeit a 
small one, of the Malaysian ethnic minority population (the ratio of non-Muslim students to 
Muslim students being 8: 1), the present study was conducted in an inter-disciplinary, cross-
cultural learning environment. Inputting her religious expertise and electronic knowledge 
with sensitivity, Yazilmiwati lent her voice to this platform through her MPW 1123 
students.  Rather than instructing the non-Muslim students on Islamic values, Yazilmiwati 
created an e-forum at http://www.islamicstudies.freeforums.org to foster intellectual 
exchange between Tang and her learners.   
 

 

STRUCTURE 

 
During their fourteen week semester, the MPW 1133 students were provided, in stages, with 
one theory of social integration, two contrasting models of culturalism and a pair of 
problem-solving concepts to resolve existing inter-ethnic disagreements. The theory of 
integration in use adopts a developmental approach in that it places segregation at the lowest 
level, acculturation at the second level, assimilation at the third, and finally amalgamation 
(the formation of a new identity through inter-marriage between the ethnic groups) at the 
highest level.  The unicultural model is assimilationist as it rests on the culture of the 
majority population as a unifying force in the construction of a national culture. In contrast, 
the multicultural model is pluralist as it awards each existing population, majority and 
minority, equal share in the formation of a national culture.    



  Sunway Academic Journal 6                                                  

 

53 

The problem solving concepts are communalism and consociationalism.  
Communalism is presented as the problem in national identity construction in that it is a 
situation where one ethnic community works for its self-interest, even to the extent of 
dominating the interests of other communities. Consociational democracy is a concept 
introduced by the Dutch political scientist Arend Lijphart in 1977 to offer a means to 
resolve ethnic conflicts in the European nations.  He raised four points for the consideration 
of decision makers in their day-to-day problem solving.  They are: ethnic autonomy, ethnic 
proportionality, mutual veto, and a grand coalition of all ethnic groups (or political 
representation of all ethnic groups) (Saravanamuttu, 2004).   In their attempt to design the 
Malaysian national identity, the MPW 1133 students were free to select and integrate which 
ever model or concept as long as their opinions were valid in the Malaysian context.   

To facilitate student attempts at national identity construction the authors proposed 
a blended pedagogy comprising 1) Interactive Learning, 2) Self-directed Learning, 3) 
Problem-based Learning and 4) Internet-assisted Learning.  A combination of fill-in-the-gap 
and short question-and-answer exercise was introduced in Component 1.  This interactive 
learning method aimed at fostering student curiosity for knowledge.  Three basic 
assumptions underlie this activity: 

1. Students expect knowledge to be certain i.e. a collection of information. 
2. Students expect instructor to disseminate knowledge. 
3. Students expect to receive knowledge. 

However,  to prevent learners from perching on Perry’s Position 2 learning (parallel 
to Baxter Magolda’s Absolute Knowing domain Kegan’s Order 3 Consciousness),  neither 
were right answers fed nor wrong answers corrected.  Instead, the lecturer merely showed 
them the source of the knowledge. A hidden agenda of this activity was to test student 
readiness to integrate the given parts in order to make the whole or the sketch the big picture 
so to speak.  Once motivated to discovering the answers for themselves, the students were 
ready to proceed with self-directed learning in Component 2.  They were invited to initiate 
their own problems of inquiry to identify the key challenges in national integration. To 
address their research problem, students experimented with a multiple analysis approach to 
problem-solving.  

The multiple analysis approach to problem solving is vital as it promotes creative 
thinking among students who have literally been textbook-bound in school. Identifying a 
problem and discovering the solution by themselves these school leavers, accustomed to 
accepting the teacher’s word as the authoritative source of knowledge, were empowered 
perhaps for the very first time to take charge of their own learning. Taking baby steps to 
construct their own body of knowledge would lead them on the journey to become 
independent and responsible learners.  This training signals an attempted shift of learners’ 
consciousness from Order 3 to 4.  This aimed at producing Perry’s Position 3 learners with 
the ability to perform Baxter Magolda’s Transitional Knowing. 
 Next, in Component 3 to help these novices familiarise themselves with problem-
based case studies (as they are more at ease with routine problem solving in Mathematics 
class for instance) were two structured case studies, one guided and the other unguided.  
Each case study challenged the ethnic minority students to identify for certain one cultural 
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marker to accept or reject in their construction of the Malaysian identity.  As each 
community has its own value system and as indicators of identity change over time, the 
students’ learning journey would appear to be cyclical rather than linear.  Here the authors 
argue for the use of David Kolb and Roger Fry’s Experiential Learning Cycle.  Designed by 
Kolb and R. Fry for adult learning, this approach to teaching and learning nevertheless will 
suit the 17 and 18 year olds in Tang’s MPW 1133 classes well (http://www.infed.org.htm.).  
This is because they are in class to learn how to form connections between their living 
experiences and their role in the society.  What these students need most are skills to 
observe and reflect on their actions, not in vacuum but in relation to people from other 
ethnic groups.  

Framing their ethnic interactions into meaningful concepts, they would be able to 
better comprehend their actions and test their understanding in future interactions. By doing 
so, it is hoped that they are able to interpret the relationships between communities with 
much more sensitivity to the differing degree of importance awarded by each ethnic group 
to the pre-existing cultural markers.  Not only that, it may also be possible for them to 
predict some of their future behaviours during inter-ethnic interactions. With this 
interpretation, these students would be in a better position to design their own model of the 
Malaysian culture. Some of the prevalent markers at their disposal are language, religion, 
law, decency and habit.  By testing the viability of all four possibilities in a structured and 
guided case study, students would be able to perform qualitative assessment of the 
individual components of knowledge.  Here lies Baxter Magolda’s Independent Knowing 
domain in parallel to Perry’s Position 4 learning and Kegan’s Order3-4 consciousness. 

Lastly in Component 4, an inter-disciplinary e-forum helped learners to test the 
validity of their constructed knowledge.  This time they learned to work their ideas on a 
structured but unguided task. By reviewing their ideas against the views of others, they 
would be learning to assess the effectiveness of their and more importantly others’ 
arguments.  Not only that, this computer-assisted activity can help to improve student ability 
to reflect as they actively make connections between blocks of information. Promoting 
critical thinking among students, this component is hoped to transform young Malaysians to 
become Perry’s Position 5 learners in Baxter Magolda’s Contextual Knowing domain and 
with Kegan’s Order 4 consciousness. 

 
 

ACTIVITY AND ANALYSIS 
 

An interactive ten-question activity informing the writers’ blended pedagogy 
preceded the teaching of citizenship and nationality.  Students were introduced to three 
contemporary news reports, extracted from online newspapers over the past six months. In 
fact the first report appeared in The Star on the same day classes started.  A fill-in-the-gaps 
format was used to ask the students to guess both ethnicity and cities of Malaysia affected 
by the syari’a law ruling. Students then provided reasons why they thought some Malaysian 
citizens were exempted from the ruling.  There were 64 respondents from the MPW 1133 
class.  The core of the activity is provided in Figure 1 below:   
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Figure 1:  On-line Newspaper Excerpts on Syari’a Law Ruling 
‘Syariah’ rotan,  fine for man and waitress who had a beer 

The New Straits Times,  Malaysia January 13 2009 

____1____ (city):  A father of four _____2____ (ethnicity) and a waitress _____3___ (ethnicity) were fined 
RM5,000 each and ordered to be given six strokes of "syariah" rotan each for consuming alcohol in 
entertainment outlets, here, last year.   

Judge Datuk Abdul Rahman Yunus said he must give the maximum fine and rotan as a deterrent to the accused 
and others _____4_____(define “others”). 

Caution:  Avoid wearing bright lipsticks here 

Saudi Gazette,  Saudi Arabia June 25 2008 

SAUDI and expatriate women heading for Malaysia this summer holiday be warned:  avoid wearing heavy 
makeup,  bright lipstick and noisy high-heel shoes if you’re planning to visit   ____5____(city). 

City officials there are calling on _____6_______ (ethnicity) women not to wear bright lipstick and noisy high-
heel shoes if they want to follow the “Islamic way,”  an official said Tuesday.  Violators can be fined up to 500 
ringgit (US$150 or SR563), he said,  adding that an average of 20 women were fined each month for breaking 
the rule. 

7. Who,  do you think,  are exempted from this ruling? 

8. What, in your opinion, is/are the reason/reasons behind this exemption? 
________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 
Not surprisingly a variety of Malaysian cities were provided in response to question 

1 but geographical accuracy was not an issue here.  The lecturer’s concern rather was with 
the respondents’ readiness to explore the context where each case lay.  When asked to state 
the “others” whom the judge aimed to deter when carrying out that punishment, majority 
answered Muslims. 20 students (approximately one third of those surveyed) answered “the 
society.”  This suggested two possibilities.  First, the 20 students may be contemplating on 
some habits, non-drinking being one habit, which could be shared by Muslims and non-
Muslims in Malaysia. In other words, a non-drinking habit may serve as a cultural marker 
for constructing a common identity for the Malaysian citizens.  If that was not the case, they 
were perhaps thinking of transcending ethnic boundaries in order to project the Malaysian 
society as a whole. This was the second point the lecturers picked up.  It remained to be 
seen, however, whether the respondents were fully aware of abstinence from alcohol as a 
religious obligation of other religious followers beside Muslims. It was nevertheless 
observed that the 20 thinkers showed more enthusiasm to take charge of their national 
identity construction than the rest.  

The remaining 44 respondents offered general information, in particular 
acknowledging the presence of two separate legal systems, one for the Muslims and one for 
the non-Muslims. Some of these respondents relied on their general knowledge such as 
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“Chinese and Indian practice different religion [s].”  These responses can be interpreted as 
students’ support for the conventional thinking of Malaysia as a multi-layered society.   

The experiment advanced with two problem-based case studies. The cultural 
markers of habit and decency formed the backbone of the Case Study 1 and Case Study 2 
respectively.  Both tasks tested the responsiveness of the ethnic minorities to Islamic values 
as national values and the non-Muslims’ awareness of their rights in a progressive Islamic 
state. Case Study 1, centering on the drinking habit of the ethnic minority the Kristangs of 
Portuguese descent, was a multiple approach problem-solving exercise of one ethnic 
minority’s dissatisfaction with the opportunities available for their cultural preservation. 26 
peer discussion groups of MPW 1133 students were surveyed, the size of each group was 2-
4 persons.  Their responses were divided between option A (10) and option D (16).  There 
were no responses for options B or C.  

At first look, all 10 groups who chose option A favoured pluralism, the lowest level 
of national integration.  They were inclined to merely accept and in fact hinge on the fact 
that cultural diversity bred plurality. But an in-depth evaluation of the student answers led 
the authors to conclude that the guided options (A-D) were restrictive,  in that  the students’ 
had to literally choose “the best possible solution” available.  They, however, attempted to 
“think out of the box”. Explanations of the choice made revealed that they did not welcome 
pluralism because it was seen as counter- integration. As a matter of fact only two groups 
argued for pluralism.  The majority proposed that accommodation be made. (Tables 1 and 
2). 

 
 

Table 1. Solution A (10 respondents) 

Percentage 
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Table 2.  Sample Responses to Option A 

A1. Pluralism 

We believe no community should lose its identity, or adopt identity majority. 

Dividing the venue into drinking and non-drinking zone is the most plausible suggestion as it retains 
everyone’s culture, hence pluralism has occurred.   

A2. Accommodation  

The places are separated into 2 zones so one will not be pressurised by the other.   

This is because this solution is moderate and considerate for all races in Malaysia. 

By this, we can respect the Muslim and give the freedom to drinkers.  It is their own choice to choose 
drink or not to drink.  

 
 
16 out of 26 groups selected option D.  Segregation was the common cause for 

dismissing option A.  62% of respondents were against segregation while 38% appeared to 
be in favour of segregation (see Figure 6).  Those against segregation opted for interaction 
between the Muslims and non-Muslims as a means of cultivating integration (samples 
shown in Table 3).    

 

 
Table 3:   Sample Responses to Option D 

Against Segregation (Rejected A) For Interaction (Accepted D) 

It does not create a barrier between the different 
ethnics.  

Instead, national integration can be promoted because 
there is compromise between Kristang Community 
and others, who are of the Islamic religion. 

Segregating drinking zones is a diplomatic solution to 
the alcohol concudrum as it gives drinking non-
Muslims a choice and keep alcohol away from Muslim 
visitors. A would mean there would be little 
integration of Non-Muslim and Muslims as they show 
separation due to faith. 

The best solution would be solution D.  D respects 
Muslims but still gives a chance for non-Muslims to 
enjoy the pleasure of drinking and merry making. 

Although this solution is able to prevent alcoholic 
drinks from being served to Muslims, it indirectly 
prevents national integration because by dividing the 
venue in 2 zones,  we are separating the Muslims and 
non-Muslims.  This prevents them from interacting 
with each other. 

This solution also allows Muslims and non-Muslims to 
spend time together and interact with each other in the 
hotel and other food and beverages outlets.  Hence,  
national integration is achieved. 

 
 
At the same time, all groups who rejected options C and D generally cited respect 

for the Islamic religion as the only cause. Only an outstanding few applied the concept of 
communalism they learnt previously.  Because the Muslims are the ethnic majority of 
Malaysia, their size would count as a factor for assimilation if they chose to dominate the 
interests of the non-Muslims.  In contrast the Kristangs could only practise communalism 
but not assimilation due to their position as an ethnic minority in Malaysia.  Demonstrating 
a higher level of understanding than the rest, these learners conceptualised communalism as 



 

 

58 

a form of depriving others of the opportunity to make decisions and that these decisions 
were based on group interests.  Because assimilation was interpreted to mean domination of 
others’ interests, learners who rejected assimilation did so because they were objected to 
communalism.   

Before the lecturer disclosed a formula to counter communalism and assimilation, 
learners had three outlets for expression of thought.  First, a number of them had to fall back 
on emotional terms such as “awkwardness,”  “dissatisfaction” and “uproar.”  Second, a few 
provided practical reasons to do with the economy. Third, rephrasing the question on the 
answer was an option should all resources failed.  This was the result of the lack of further 
knowledge to express the acceptable balance which the model learners had proposed earlier 
on their assignment as the way to go to integrate Malaysia’s multi-ethnic people (Table 4).  
It was evident to the authors that the concept of consociationalism, was then ready for 
consumption.   

 
 

Table 4:   Sample Responses Rejecting Options B and C 
Anti-Communalism (Rejected B) Anti-Assimilation (Rejected C) 

Solution B may be offensive to the Muslims in general 
because there are still Muslims in the area.  Although 
it is a Portuguese Settlement, it is still in Malaysia and 
they must to therefore,  take into account of Muslim’s 
beliefs and what they can’t do – drink. 

This respects Islam, totally, but it will offend and 
cause awkwardness between different people with 
different preferences.  It will in the end, lead to 
segregation and it displays a form of communalism. 

There should be a certain limit to which how available 
the supplies of alcoholic drinks are to the public 
Kristang community, so as to respect the state religion.   

This measure will cause dissatisfaction among the 
Kristang Community as they have their rights to 
practise their culture to a particular extent. 

This solution is inappropriate because it does not take 
into consideration of the welfare of the Muslim 
patrons.  Furthermore, this solution is unacceptable 
because the hotel is situated in an Islam country and 
must consider the welfare of the Muslims. 

Another solution will be through implementing a total 
ban on alcohol in respect for the state religion.  While 
this may seem better for the Muslim community, it is 
neglecting the culture of the Kristang ethnies,  as well 
as foreign patrons who deem alcohol necessary.  
Because the tourism sector is vital to the Malaysian 
economy, we cannot afford to offend and displease the 
foreigners. 

      
 

Lastly, the ratio of the surveyed groups of students who accepted non-drinking as 
their way of life to those who did not was 8: 5. Hence this experiment demonstrates that the 
respondents were willing to negotiate the possibility of accepting an Islamic value as a 
national value for both Muslims and non-Muslims.  After looking into this negotiable 
cultural marker, the present authors assessed decency as another negotiable cultural marker 
in the making of the Malaysian identity.   

In Case Study 2, the learners role played as a the chairperson of a committee 
appointed by the Ministry of Internal Trade and Consumer Affairs Malaysia to study 
consumer complaints against the cancellation of an international artiste’s concert in 2007.  
They were required to provide three reasons, in application of the concepts of pluralism, 
assimilation, communalism and consociationalism, why they were in favour OR not in 
favour of the concert organiser’s cancellation of the performance. They followed up their 
arguments with suggested guidelines to help future concert organisers better manage their 
international artistes’ performance attire.  However, only 1 out of the 26 groups managed to 
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complete Case Study 2 by advancing their arguments in relation to those provided by 
Yazilmiwati’s Islamic Studies students on her e-forum.  This means learners ought to be 
better prepared in future attempts at promoting this learning component.   

Because the multiple choice options had restricted the students’ freedom in 
problem-solving, it is not surprising that a high 38% of respondents favoured segregation 
(Case Study 1).  In Case Study 2, the percentage of those in favour of segregation fell to 
11% as Figure 2 demonstrates.  When students are not preoccupied with finding the right 
answer, their ideas tend to flow better.  This finding recognises the availability of creative 
space in problem-solving is a first major step to higher order thinking and application of 
concepts learned in class.  Contextualising the concept of consociational democracy in the 
Malaysian socio-political setting,  the 89% respondents who rejected segregation, came up 
with alternative answers:  1) to conduct a public survey, 2) to incur political representation 
in order to resolve the problem, and 3) to impose an age limit on the concert attendees 
(Figure 3).   
 
 

Figure 2. Student Commitment to National Integration 
National Integration 
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Figure 3: Student Commitment to Ethnic Proportionality in National Identity 
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 “Freed” from the confines of option-led responses, the MPW 1133 learners 
appeared to be more pro-active, hence less dependent on state prescribed means of meaning 
making.  Almost half (46%) of the learners initiated a public poll so that the people be 
surveyed on their opinions.  This was proposed in recognition of both non-Muslim and 
Muslim citizens’ right to voice out their opinions on the issue.  The MPW 1133 learners 
nonetheless stated explicitly that it may only be a fraction of Muslims who objected to the 
concert and this small portion of the population was attempting to dominate the interests of 
others.  They particularly voiced out against the “radical” Muslims’ attempt at denying non-
Muslims to indulging in their social activities.  This shows that the MPW 1133 learners 
were using the principles of ethnic autonomy and ethnic proportionality in their national 
identity construction.   
 In comparison, approximately one third (30%) of the MPW 1133 learners indicated 
that an age limit (18 or 21 years old) be implemented to allow such concerts to go on in the 
future.  This suggestion may not be practical as the international artiste’s popularity rests 
with her teenage fans.  Nevertheless it displayed the students’ willingness to compromise on 
the “radicals”’ wish to avoid the “corruption of young minds.” Yet one quarter (25%) of the 
learners still felt that it was the responsibility of their political representatives to construct 
the national identity of the country.  All in all, as shown in Figure 4, student interest in 
meaning making almost doubled as a result of this inter-disciplinary cross-cultural learning.  
Most importantly, these MPW 1133 learners displayed an ability to use consociational 
democracy with much sensitivity and sensibility to their advantage.  As ethnic minorities 
conscious of their cultural rights and at the same time committed to the Federal Constitution 
provision for Islam as the state religion, they performed well in the experiment of learning 
to become active citizens.   
 
 

Figure 4:  Student Interest in National Identity Construction 
Active Citizenship 
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CONCLUSION 
 
Our pilot test findings on inter-disciplinary cross-cultural teaching experiment in national 
integration suggest that equipped with critical thinking skills, Malaysia’s tertiary educated 
learners can function as active citizens. As the experiment unfolded, it became clear that the 
respondents were more able to generate fresh ideas and were more willing to see things 
from different perspectives than at the beginning of the semester.  Because the ethnic 
minorities’ willingness to consider the validity of the Islamic values (majority culture) as 
national values (national culture) was higher towards the end of the semester than at the 
beginning of the semester, it is an indication that they had become less communal.  During 
their training to become active citizens, they displayed an increasing eagerness to mould 
their national culture instead of reacting to decisions made, unlike previously.  With a few 
years left before these MPW 1133 learners cast their first election ballot ever, they learned 
to think as active, responsible citizens.  This was reflected by their respect for the majority 
culture and at the same time by a deeper appreciation for the cultural rights of ethnic 
minorities in multi-ethnic Malaysia. 
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