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Abstract 
 Malaysia is a country that manage to bring together various races and religions under one 
entity. This pluralism aspect has inevitably led to the interactions that transcend racial and 
religious boundaries. Therefore, this interconnection requires a strong foundation so that 
harmonious interaction can be manifested to maintain the harmony and unity of those living 
in a community that has established for so long. Thus, this study aims to shed light on the 
basic principles of plural interaction in Malaysia according to the perspective of the Qur’an. 
The study was conducted using a qualitative approach by highlighting the Qur’anic texts as 
well as the views of conventional and contemporary Muslim scholars before being analysed 
via inductive reasoning to formulate the Islamic perspective in driving plural interaction in 
Malaysia. This initiative is seen as an effort to strengthen and harmonise the social relations 
of people of various races and religions as well as clear the negative perceptions of the 
teachings of Islam, which by its nature emphasises the principles of universality (‘alamiyyah), 
comprehensiveness (syumuliyyah), balance (wasatiyyah), and reflective (waqi’iyyah). 
Ultimately, the principles of plural interaction based on the Qur’an, Hadith, and the views of 
Muslim scholars by considering the current reality in the Malaysian context today is deemed 
to have provided a sustainable and holistic foundation as the core of social relations in 
Malaysia.  
Keywords: Plurality, Interaction, Wasatiyyah, Harmony, Unity 
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Introduction 
Humans by their very nature are hard-wired to interact with their surrounding, which is 
deeply ingrained in the society. These interactions can take many forms, such as getting into 
conversations, sharing ideas, or even extending help. The segregation in the aspects of 
geography, politics, race, and religion that exists nowadays has led to a higher variety of 
interactions to fill in human relationships. As a country that brings together people of various 
races and religions, Malaysia is often acknowledged as a model of social unity at the 
international level. The establishment of the Department of National Unity and National 
Integration by the government in 2009 is deemed as one of the government measures and 
dedication to preserve unity among the Malaysian community. Although many efforts are 
designed and executed by the government to create harmony relationships between people 
of different races and religions, the level of interaction portrayed is still modest. The technical 
report prepared by a group of researchers on the reality and challenges of inter-religious 
relations in Malaysia demonstrates a hint of fragility in these recent interactions especially in 
addressing issues involving interests between religions (Azizan et al., 2014).  

The national integration model that the government is trying to adopt somehow 
comes a dead end due to the lack of determination and commitment of certain parties in 
making it a success. Their state of ease to stay in low-level integration zones such as 
segregation and accommodation causes any attempt perceived to remove them from this 
comfortable space is deemed as a form of threat to their own religious position and interests. 
Thus, the effort to create a Malaysian nation using a high degree of integration model such 
as amalgamation seems a bit difficult to apply for the time being because it requires the 
sacrifice of all parties to set aside the interests of their religion, lineage, and culture (Mohd & 
Mohammad, 2012). However, the adoption of the accommodation model (low level 
integration) is still practical to implement with some improvements and modifications.  

Most of the studies conducted on this issue discuss and are more focused to prepare 
a model of unity based on race and ethnicity rather than religion. Rahimin (2011) emphasises 
the need for the implementation of interfaith dialogues in Malaysia as one of the mechanisms 
in establishing racial and religious unity. Khadijah and Herzali (2008) stated that Article 11 of 
the Federal Constitution is the foundation that drives the religious tolerance policy in 
Malaysia. Furthermore, the ‘urf majmuk’ model introduced by Mohd & Mohammad (2011) 
views the culture of open house to celebrate multireligious festivals in Malaysia plays a role 
in building a foundation of relationship between people of plural society in Malaysia. In fact, 
the initiative to achieve harmonious interaction between those in the plural society has long 
been the main agenda of the government to create stability and unity among the community. 

However, the change in political demographics since the 12th GE in 2008 has 
witnessed the relationship between believers of different religions in Malaysia enters a new 
dimension. There are various demands that are inundated with elements of provocation 
triggered by certain parties for the purpose of causing tension in society. The approach 
utilised by the government in managing the relationship between religious believers in 
Malaysia so far shall be re-evaluated based on the reality today. This is to ensure that the 
relationship established fosters unity and harmony instead of division and enmity.  

• Thus, this study is conducted to introduce the foundation of unity among believers 
based on the wasatiyyah perspective, which is universally recognised as an added 
value to reinforce the existing foundation. 
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Research Methodology 
This study utilises a qualitative approach in the process of data collection and data analysis. 
Qualitative research focuses on efforts to obtain non-numerical information (Cresswell, 2005) 
that can provide information about the background of a matter in detail. Thus, this study is 
oriented towards qualitative methods through analysis of written data to sum up the 
perspective of the Qur’an on plural interactions in Malaysia. The information used in this 
study was obtained via inductive approach by scrutinising the primary and secondary sources 
that are relevant to the issues in this study, and the data inferred reinforce and explain the 
roots of the problems. Data analysis was conducted using deductive approach by 
understanding the arguments and opinions of Muslim scholars and anything derived thereof 
which are relevant to the area of concern of this study. This approach is used to describe the 
problem or phenomenon that is currently reviewed and then the findings of the study shall 
be used to come up with specific conclusions that are appropriate to the research problems. 
The data collected after inductive and deductive methods are formulated to address the 
research questions, thus summarising the basic principles of plural interaction in Malaysia 
according to the Islamic perspective. 
 
Plurality From Islamic Perspective 
Developing an understanding of the background of cultural and religious diversity is 
significant in producing a more harmonious and tolerant relationship. The trait of mutual 
understanding helps to create a society that respects each other. To realise the desire to 
establish a foundation of good understanding, all parties should realise that the foundation 
of pluralism in human creation is not for the purposes of division and enmity, but it is more 
to provide a space for harmonious interaction (Khairul, 2016). This is indeed in line with the 
following verse: 

 O mankind, We have created you from a male and a female, and made you into races 
and tribes, so that you may identify one another. Surely the noblest of you, in Allah’s 
sight, is the one who is most pious of you. Surely Allah is All-Knowing, All-Aware. (al-
Hujuraat, verse 13) 

According to al-Qurtubi (2006), the verse was revealed during the opening of Mecca, 
following the order of the Prophet SAW to Bilal bin Rabah to pronounce the call to prayer on 
top of the Kaaba. Such action did cause negative reaction out of Quraysh renowned leaders 
who were still overwhelmed with their racist attitude. ‘Attab bin Asid, among others said, 
“Praise be to Allah my father has dead without having to witness this event.” Al-Harith bin 
Hisham, on the other hand, said, “Muhammad had run out of followers that he has to appoint 
a ‘black crow’ to call for prayer”. The insults due to caste was eventually admonished by Allah 
SWT through a verse. According to al-Baghawiy (2002), each mankind come from the same 
creation, all of us are the descendants of Adam and Eve. They in turn have evolved, yet their 
lineages are associated with each other; either close or distant. The word syu’ub (شعوب) refers 
to the distant kinship while qaba’il (قبائل) refers to the close kinship, which is the subset of 
syu’ub itself (al-Tabari, t.th).  

Ibn Kathir (1997) explains that syu’ub (شعوب) is more general than qaba’il (قبائل), and 
qaba’il (قبائل) has its own clans or degrees such as fasa’il (فصائل), ‘asya’ir (عشائر), ‘ama’ir 
 refers to (شعوب) and so on. He also expressed his view that syu’ub ,(الأفخاذ) afkhadh ,(عمائر)
the ‘ajam (عجم) clan which is not from Arab, while qaba’il (قبائل) are indeed the fractions of 
the Arab tribes. Al-Baghawiy (2002) also interprets the same, in which syu’ub is deemed as 
ru’us al-qabail ( القبائل وسرؤ  ), from which it will split into smaller tribes and the next. Thus, the 
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verse signifies humans living on earth come from the same lineage, that is Adam pbuh. When 
Adam and Eve began to have children, the next generations are developed and divided into 
races, ethnicities, tribes, clans, families, and others. The process of ‘clanism’ that has been 
going on for a long time until this day may result in the existence of new religions and beliefs, 
which are ultimately different from the original religion of nature (Islam), as entrusted to 
Adam pbuh.  

In addition, the same verse does explain that the philosophy behind the concept of 
human pluralism is oriented towards the principle of ta’aruf (تعارف). The particle lam (لام) 
placed on the verb ta’arafu ( ارفواتع ) refers to lam al-ta’lil which means because, for, or so that, 
does carry the meaning of the direction upon the difference. The verb ta’arafu (تعارفوا) in 
terms of the knowledge of al-sarf comes from wazan or the tafa’ala (تفاعل) pattern, which 
means a function as an interconnection or relationship with one another (Ashafizrol, 2015), 
or in the translation of the Qur’an referred to as ‘mutual’. Al-Tabari (t.th) explains that the 
word li ta’arafu (لتعارفوا) refers to getting to know each other. Al-Baghawiy (2002) further 
highlights that the creation of various races and tribes is not for the purpose of pride on the 
privileges available to certain parties. Al-Sa’diy (2002) also expands the theme of ta’aruf 
 القيام ) and fulfilling the rights of relatives ,(توارث) inheriting ,(تناصر) as helping each other (تعارف)

الأقارب بحقوق ), as the purpose of God creating diversity in humans. Thus, the context of ta’aruf 
 is not limited to only knowing or getting to know each other, but it has a broader (تعارف)
context that includes interacting with each other, helping each other, respecting, protecting 
rights of living creatures, and others. This philosophy is not exclusive to relationships between 
Muslims, but also includes the non-Muslims to realise the harmony and wellbeing of humans 
worldwide. 

 
Principles of Wasatiyyah in The Social Interaction 
In Malaysia, the mass migration of ethnic groups other than Malays due to the colonial policy 
at that time has resulted in pluralism in society of the Malay Land, which saw the interactions 
across racial and religious boundaries. However, the “divide and rule” policy pursued by the 
colonialists in the social and economic aspects has created segregation in the relationships 
between the communities. This in fact limits the opportunities for inter-religious and cultural 
interaction, thus stirs up the elements of preconceived notion, prejudice, and stereotypes 
among them. The dominance of a particular race or ethnicity over a religion also influences 
social interaction between the plural society in Malaysia. The competition that arises as a 
consequence of the efforts to portray the religious way of life for a certain race, which at first 
is related to racial issues, sometimes also resorts to religious conflicts.  

Although the government has drafted and implemented several initiatives to improve 
the degree of relationships between religious believers in Malaysia, some suggestions are 
indeed crucial to be highlighted to improvise the model implemented so that the approach 
used works wonder. The low degree of maturity involving interfaith believers in Malaysia in 
building interactions among them requires reformation and re-evaluation of some guidelines 
so they are consistent with the current realities in Malaysia. Islam has provided several 
foundations that are deemed feasible to be practised in building harmonious interaction 
between believers of different religions, namely:  

 
a) Wise Communication 

Interaction requires communication that takes place between human beings, be it verbal or 
non-verbal. Communication in the form of daily conversations, discussions or amicable talks 
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(dialogues) shall take into account the background and position of all parties involved so that 
the communication does not stray from the objectives that have been stipulated. In this 
regard, Islam has shown several communication methods that are deemed appropriate to be 
applied in creating effective interactions. According to Sayyid (1996), wise communication 
requires observation and careful evaluation of the current situations and reality of the target 
group using relevant and effective communication techniques. Giving advice is applied by 
having gentle communication to touch the human heart in lieu of threats and restrictions that 
can embarrass them for their actions.  

al-Razi (1981) stated that a communication shall be adjusted according to the background 
and suitability of the listener. He categorises the recipients of information into three groups 
as follows:  

i) Intellectuals who need to have proper arguments and facts that can trigger their minds 
to think about the truth of the argument because they have a high level of thinking 
and analysis. This method is known as meticulous and intelligent communication 
 .(الحكمة)

ii) For the public whom the level of thinking is moderate, this group needs to be exposed 
to the inculcation of religious values in relation to morals and ethics in general, either 
through words or behaviour. This is because these groups are easier to convince and 
influence once the common principles of life for the benefits of many are shared. This 
method is known as exemplary communication ( الحسنة الموعظة ). 

iii) There are antagonists, where most of their arguments revolve around the attempt to 
challenge a concept without really seeking for truth and consensus. This group of 
people shall be dealt with via debates that are able to rebut their arguments as well 
as reiterate the strength of our own arguments using the most accurate, applicable, 
and well-founded technique. This method is known as argumentative communication 
 .(الجدال)

The mastery of the relevant communication methods is essential to develop a harmonious 
connection and avoid any form of uncertainties that may arise because of mistakes in 
adopting any communication methods while having the interaction.  

The use of words or approaches that are improper to the level and situation of some 
parties would affect the viability of the communication direction. It is interesting to 
acknowledge and internalise the wisdom of Rasulullah SAW in using different approaches 
when dealing with different individuals and groups such as the Bedouin tribe, ahl al-kitab 
(People of the Book), hypocrites, nobles and leaders, children and women, and Muslims with 
different backgrounds and thinking in its entirety. It is this skill that ultimately contribute to 
the daqwah (spread of Islam) effectively and extensively. 

 
b) Tolerance  

In reality, human beings are created to grow up and live in different environments. 
Differences in terms of politics, geography, economy, culture, and religion require high level 
of acceptance and tolerance. Thus, any attempt to pressure the human beings to follow 
certain aspects, especially in terms of religion, this is beyond human capability. The existence 
of religious diversity is not as a form of domination and power over other religions, but this 
serves as a process to build tolerance and get to know wach other. Islam does not accept the 
concept of free religion because each religion has its own doctrines that shall be followed and 
complied with by each of its believers (Ramli, 2003). On the other hand, Islam recognises the 
concept of freedom of religion where the practice of any religions is allowed on the basis of 
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mutual respect and embrace each other’s differences provided there is no element of 
interferences and disregard for the doctrines of any other religions in the public without any 
limit (Khadijah & Herzali, 2008).  

This is in line with the provisions outlined in the Federal Constitution where although Islam 
is recognised as the official religion of Malaydia, but other religions can still be practised 
without any interference. A clear understanding of this concept shall engender a true spirit of 
tolerance among the believers of various religions, thus in turn lead to a solid unity. Yusuf 
(2001) has proposed four principles that are practical to be adopted by Muslims as the key 
policies in creating tolerance as follows: 

i) Every Muslim shall acknowledge and recognise the basis of human dignity regardless 
of religion, race, and skin colour. 

ii) Every Muslim shall realise and accept that the existence of different religions are part 
of the rules that Allah has set to enable people to make a choice to accept or abandon 
a belief based on their understanding and beliefs. 

iii) Every Muslim shall not be hostile to non-Muslims due to their disbelief and adhere to 
the principle of religious freedom. 

iv) Every Muslim shall believe that being fair and fulfilling the rights of fellow human 
beings despite different races and religions is part of God’s command that must be 
implemented. 

If these principles are internalised and applied properly, for sure there shall be a group of 
people who can accept and celebrate the diversity that exists among them without 
compromising the peace and harmony in their surroundings. During the Islamic rule in 
Madinah, the Prophet SAW did not interfere with the Jews, in fact the latter have their own 
religious and academic institutions known as Bayt al-Midras (Ibn Hisham, t.t). The Jews are 
free to manage and carry out their activities without any restrictions as long as they do not 
pose a nuisance and threat to Muslims. This has indeed reflected the prestige of Islam as a 
religion that celebrates human rights. Likewise, after the battle of Khaybar where the 
companions had confiscated the pages of the Torah due to huge deviations and lies against 
Allah and His Messenger highlighted in the Book, when the Jews complained about the matter 
to the Prophet SAW, he eventually ordered the companions to return the Book to them as a 
form of respect for the rights and freedom of religion (al-Waqidi, 1989). 
 

c) Impartiality  
The concept of impartiality shall be embraced regardless of racial and religious differences. 
Islam emphasises the need to be impartial in all matters of life without being influenced by 
certain sentiments or backgrounds. This is because impartiality is an element that is the core 
of community life. Islam strongly forbids any form of cruelty to fellow human beings, 
especially the one that is built upon certain sentiments (Ibn Kathir, 1999). The implementation 
of justice is not solely theoretical but has been absorbed into the thoughts and actions of the 
companions, urging them to remain impartial even after the passing of the Prophet SAW. This 
is reflected during the rule of Caliphate Ali ibn Abi Talib when he lost his armour which was 
later found to be in the hands of a Jewish man. Both had complained about this matter to the 
then supreme judge, Syuraih. Based on the evidence and proof, it was resolved that the 
armour belongs to the Jewish man. Looking at this event, it is crystal clear that Islam promotes 
justice. For the Jewish man, justice is served even his opponent at that time was the ruler of 
the Islamic territory. Later, the Jewish man embraced Islam because of being impressed and 
he then returned the armour to Caliphate Ali (Abd al-Mun’im, 1988). The event proves that 
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the concept of impartiality in Islam is indeed pragmatic, where the implementation is fair to 
all, even to enemies or those of different religions.  
 

d) Charity 
By its nature, human instincts shall always be driven to do good and be virtuous to each other. 
This concept is carried through regardless of the religious differences to empower the 
relationships that are built upon noble and remarkable values. Islam does not restrict any 
form of welfare distribution to believers of different religions either in terms of economy or 
social. The relationship of Muslims with people of other religions is not only built upon the 
values of upholding harmony and peace, but also encapsulated in a broader concept, which 
is care and welfare for all. Rasulullah SAW once visited a Jewish teenager who was one of the 
helpers to serve him. The caring and responsible nature of the Prophet eventually has 
attracted the youth to embrace Islam (al-Bukhari, 2002). Moreover, Rasulullah SAW has 
ordered Asma binti Abu Bakar to keep serving and give good treatment to her mother even 
the latter is not a Muslim. This clearly demonstrates that religious differences are not an 
obstacle to nurture social welfare in a multi-racial and multi-religious society.  

Although Allah forbids any form of obedience to parents of different religions in 
religious matters, but a child is still responsible to pay the rights of their parents in the best 
and appropriate manner. Such high degree of care will establish a strong relationship as well 
as melt away even a speck of emotional turmoil lurking in the heart. Also, Islam places great 
emphasis on giving charity to neighbours, it has been narrated that Abd Allah ibn Amru one 
of the Prophet SAW companions once slaughtered a goat and asked his assistant whether the 
meat had been given to their Jewish neighbour. He repeated the question twice and 
highlighted the message of the Prophet SAW to treat the neighbours well. From the 
perspective of Al-Qardawi (1992) in charity, Islam advocates the need to be gentle towards 
the weak among non-Muslims, extend assistance to the poor and needy, provide food and 
clothing to the needy, associate with them in a kind and polite manner, pray that they are 
given guidance to the religion of Islam, advise them in worldly affairs, preserve their dignity 
and property from any threat as well as help them from any element of tyranny. 
 
e) Harmony 
Islam forbids any form of vile and nasty words against the practices and doctrines of any 
religion without having a proper argument in a decent manner. This is because any kinds of 
provocation will only incite a more extreme response, which can eventually lead to more 
profound quarrels and hostility. Islam forbids any speech that is inundated with insults and 
derogatory words to the perpetrator in public, whether an offence is committed by the 
perpetrator or not (al-Fayyumi, 1987). Ibn Kathir (1999) states that Muslims are forbidden to 
taunt and despise the worship of the polytheists in Mecca to avoid from any kind of 
aggravated insults as a form of retaliation. This prohibition is outlined not for fear of incoming 
threat but it is indeed the ethics for Muslims in dealing with people of various religions. 

Muslims are prohibited from initiating any form of provocation for any reason 
whatsoever to avoid any great harm out of the blue. Rasulullah SAW himself was once 
provoked by a group of Jews who mocked the the way greeting people by changing from 
assalamu’alaikum (peace be upon you) to assamu’alaikum (death/disaster upon you). A’isyah 
RA who heard such mocking had responded to the provocation by praying for misfortune and 
a curse of evil on them but was reprimanded by the Prophet. Although A’isyah initially 
questioned Rasulullah SAW of his action which is deemed to be defensive, she eventually 
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listened to his explanation that such provocation had already been responded just enough. 
This shows the high degree of patience possessed by the Prophet SAW despite facing extreme 
provocation and insolence from the opponents.  

Therefore, it is the responsibility of every believer to display an amount of respect to 
those of different religions based on the concept of “agree to disagree”. Any elements that 
can tear down harmony in society such as extremism, chauvinism, and fanaticism shall be 
immediately thwarted and curbed to ensure the peace and harmony of this multi-religious 
society can be realised (Mohd & Mohammad, 2011). Each party shall also refrain from coming 
up with certain demands or objections, especially in relation to the main doctrines and 
teachings of other religions because it is feared that such actions will only elicit 
unprecedented counter attacks. This is because religious issues in Malaysia are indeed 
deemed as sensitive issues because they have the potential to be exploited by any party to 
create chaos in the society (Khairul et.al., 2020). 
 
Conclusion 
The great relationship formed between the followers of various religions in Malaysia shall 
always be maintained to ensure the harmony of people living in the society. This situation 
requires cooperation of all parties as a team to undergo an integration process that is nation-
oriented by its nature. Sharing and adherence to admirable values and norms is agreed upon 
by all human beings across racial and religious boundaries. Therefore, these fundamentals 
shall always be used as a guide in the framework of establishing an interaction that is not 
merely rhetorical but can be translated to the concept pluralism and diversity that has existed 
in Malaysia in a more solid and integrated form. Any threat that is deemed to destruct the 
foundation of harmony in society shall be eradicated right away, either through campaigns 
and dialogues or law enforcement to preserve the stability and harmony between religious 
communities in Malaysia.  
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