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Conversion into Islam and inter-faith marriages in Malaysia

1. Introduction

The Malaysian society is multi-ethnic and multi-religious, comprising Malays 

and other indigenous population and descendants of immigrant Chinese, Indi-

ans and others. Except for the Malays who by constitutional definitions are all 

Muslims, and who form over 53 percent of the population
1
 ethnic and religious 

divisions do not overlap. Other religions adhered to are Christianity, Hinduism, 

Confucianism as well as folk and tribal beliefs. The major religious divide is be-

tween the Muslims and non-Muslims who are subjected to separate family laws: 

the Syariah law for the former and civil law for the latter.

Between the different ethnic and religious groups, conversion into and out 

of a religion and inter-marriage are common. This paper confines itself only 

to conversion into Islam and intermarriage between Muslims and non-Muslims 

(M-nM marriages) which have been practised for centuries. Until recently, such 

practices have been hailed by many as an important means to national unity 

(perpaduan bangsa). However, in the last decade or so conversion to Islam and 

Muslim-non Muslim marriages are strewn with problems making them fertile 

grounds for contestations between Muslims and non-Muslims in the country. 

This paper is a modest attempt to examine the dynamics of Islamic conversion, 

its relationship with M-nM marriages and why such practices are now causing 

much resentment among some sections of the population from both sides of the 

religious divide. It is based on secondary data and in-depth interviews with 20 

Muslim converts and 22 respondents who underwent Muslim–non Muslim mar-

riage. In addition, interviews were also held with Muslim religious functionaries 
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from JAKIM (Jabatan Kemajuan Islam Malaysia) and JAWI (Jabatan Agama Islam 

Wilayah Persekutuan Kuala Lumpur), officials of non-government Islamic associa-

tions, PERKIM (Persatuan Kebajikan Islam Malaysia) and MACMA (Malaysian Chi-

nese Muslims Association) in Kuala Lumpur. This study is exploratory in nature 

and its findings are designed to provide a glimpse of the problems associated 

with conversion and inter-faith marriages in contemporary Malaysia.

2.  The Malaysian Population: An Outline of its Ethnic and Reli-
gious Divide

Since 1971
2
, the Malaysian government re-categorised its population into two 

major groups i.e. the Bumiputra and non-Bumiputra. The former comprises the 

indigenous population, the Malays and other Bumiputra in the Peninsula, Sabah 

and Sarawak. The latter are the descendants of immigrants who have since been 

incorporated into the Malaysian society viz. Malaysians of Chinese, Indian, and 

other origins. The Bumiputra are given special privileges under Article 153 of 

the Malaysian constitution. Islam is designated as the official religion of the Ma-

laysian federation as stipulated in Article 2 and Non-Muslims are guaranteed re-

ligious freedom under Article 11 of the constitution.

Consistent with the Malaysian political landscape where the major political 

parties are ethnically based, or dominated by one ethnic group, the mainte-

nance of ethnic boundaries, increasing ethnic group membership and ethnicity 

have become major pre-occupations of many Malaysians political leaders. Unlike 

the other ethnic groups, for the Malays, Islam is the definitive criterion of their 

identity and ethnic boundary and as such issues pertaining to Islam, especially 

conversion into and out of Islam and Muslim-non-Muslim inter-marriage are 

highly sensitive subjects.

In 1991, the Malaysian population was over 17 million of which 16.775 mil-

lion were Malaysian citizens. Of these 61.3 percent were Bumiputra and the rest 

Non-Bumiputra, comprising Chinese, Indians and others (see Table 1). As indi-

cated in the Table, Malays were the largest group with the Chinese taking second 
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place with 27.5 percent. In terms of religion, Islam has the highest number of 

adherents, followed by Buddhism and Christianity. Although Malays are by con-

stitutional definition all Muslims, over 14 percent did not provide information 

on their religion in the 1991 Census. Buddhist were predominantly Chinese 

Table 1:  Malaysian Population by Religion & Ethnic Groups, 1991

Total

Bumiputra
Malaysian
Chinese

Malaysian
Indians

Others

Malays
Other

Bumiputra

Total
Population
(%)

16,775,752

(100)

8,507,023

(50.70)

1,774,413

(10.60)

4,609,049

(27.50)

1,313,588

(7.8)

571,679

(3.4)

Islam
9,662,294

(57.6) (88.01)  (5.88)  (0.18) (0.72) (5.21)

Christianity
1,327,620

(7.91)
—

(62.82)  (26.95) (8.01) (2.22)

Hinduism
1,102,834

(6.57)
—

 (0.10)  (0.83)  (98.98)  (0.09)

Buddhism
3,202,480

(19.1)
—

(0.37) (98.25)  (0.28)  (1.10)

Confucia-
nism, Taoism, 
etc.*

924,436
(5.51)

—
 (0.35)  (99.50)  (0.1)  (0.04)

Folk/Tribal 
Religion

205,686
(1.23)

—
(97.43)  (2.19)

 
(0.34)

 
(0.04)

Others
8,069

(0.48)
—

 (40.47)  (16.65)  (41.85)
829

(1.03)

No Religion
248,836
(1.48)

—
 (48.80)  (50.6)

 
(0.30)  (0.30)

N. I
20,874

(0.12)  (14.49)  (6.99)  (71.28) (6.34)  (0.90) 

Notes:  * Includes other Chinese folk religion.  
N.I = No information. Figures in brackets are percentages.

Source:  Population and Housing Census of  Malaysia, 1991: General Report of the Popu-
lation Census, Department of Statistics, Kuala Lumpur, Vol. 1:79.
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(98.25%) and the majority of Christians were ‘Other Bumiputra’ comprising 

mainly the indigenous population of Sabah and Sarawak

In the next population census in 2000, Malaysia’s population increased to 

over 22.5 million of which 21.889 million were Malaysians (see Table 2). The 

Table 2:  Malaysian Population by Religion & Ethnic Groups 2000

Bumiputra
Malaysian
Chinese

Malaysian
Indians

Others

Malays
Other

Bumiputra

Total 
Population
(%)

21,889,916

(100)

11,680,421

(53.4)

2,567,758

(11.7)

5,691,908

(26.0)

1,680,132

(7.7)

269,697

(1.2)

Islam 
12,913,427
(58.99) (90.50) (7.20) (0.40) (0.50) (1.40)

Christianity
1,980,413
(9.05)

-
(64.4) (27.2) (6.6) (1.8)

Hinduism
1,433,303
(6.54)

-
(0.16) (0.12) (98.56) (0.16)

Buddhism
4,419,042
(20.19)

-
(0.49) (97.87) (0.45) (1.19)

Confucian-
ism,Taoism, 
etc*

610,662
(2.79)

-
(0.51) (99.17) (0.20) (0.12)

Folk/tribal 
religion

195,258
(0.89)

-
(95.45) (4.04) (0.47) (0.04)

Others
88,429

(0.40)
-

(42.15) (14.18) (42.19) (1.18)

No religion
184,741
(0.84)

-
(50.75 (48.12) (0.43) (0.70)

N.I.
68,616

(0.31)
-

(26.47) (57.50) (13.50) (2.53)

Note: *  Includes other Chinese folk religion. N.I = No information. Figures in brackets 
are percentages.

Source:  Population and Housing Census of Malaysia 2000: Population Distribution and 
Basic Characteristics. Jabatan Perangkaan Malaysia, pp. 70.
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percentage (and number) of the Bumiputra group increased slightly from 61.3 

percent in 1991 to 65.3 percent in 2000 and that of the non-Bumiputra de-

clined. In terms of religion, the percentage increase in the number non-Muslims 

i.e. 49.1 percent for Christians and 38 percent for Buddhists far exceeds that of 

the Muslims at 33.6 percent. The rapid increase of the Christian population is 

a cause of concern for Muslim leaders, especially the Muslim Malays.
3
 Hence, 

although Buddhism has the second largest number of adherents (20.19% for 

2000), Muslims religious functionaries see Christianity as the main challenger 

in their dakwah activities particularly because of the latter’s well established, well 

funded and efficient proselytising machinery (Kamaruzaman Yusof, 2003 & Mat 

Zin Mat Kib, 2001:197–252).

3.  Framework for Muslim and Non-Muslim Divide: The Civil and 
Syariah Laws

The legal divide between the two communities started during the colonial rule. 

The British administration introduced civil family laws based on the British sys-

tem to administer matters relating to marriage, divorce and associated issues for 

the non-Muslim population, then comprising largely of the immigrant groups. 

As they already have their own personal laws based on their respective custom-

ary beliefs and religion, the immigrant population had the choice of adhering 

to their customary family law or the British civil law in respect of marriage or di-

vorce and related matters, bringing about a heterogeneous legal system (Ahmad 

Ibrahim, 1984:1–11 & Mimi Kamariah, 1999:1–6) which was often complicated. 

The Muslim population, on the other hand, was governed by the Syariah law
4
 

which was and still is under the power of the constituent Malay states
5
 in the Ma-

lay Peninsula and their respective Malay rulers known variously as Sultan, Raja 

and Yang Di Pertuan Besar. Each state administered the Syariah law separately, dif-

fering from each other in procedures and interpretations. Thus began the two 

judicial systems, the civil and Syariah laws with the Syariah law/courts reduced to 

a subordinate position vis-à-vis the former, a position that was reversed in 1988.
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During colonial times the system worked well as long the population prac-

ticed endogamous marriage within their own ethnic and religious boundaries. 

However, some married across these boundaries, which in the event of a divorce, 

or the death of one or both the spouses, often led to problems putting into ques-

tion the validity of the marriage and complicating related issues such as inheri-

tance, custody of children and succession (Ahmad Ibrahim, 1984:1–11). It was 

only in the years after independence attempts were made to standardise the civil 

family law and the Syariah’s. The introduction of the Law Reform (Marriage and 

Divorce) Act in 1976 (effective 1982) laid down uniform rules for non-Muslim 

Malaysians residing in the country or domiciled abroad. One salient feature of 

this Act is the compulsory registration of non-Muslim marriages with the Nation-

al Registration Department although such a marriage may be conducted accord-

ing to respective religious or customary law.

For the Muslims, consolidation of the Syariah courts in each of the states 

began before independence, i.e. in 1952, but the process was gradual, dragging 

on until the eighties. In the early eighties, amidst the tide of Islamic revivalism, 

the UMNO (United Malay National Organisation) led Barisan Nasional (BN) 

government began its Islamisation project (see among others, Noraini Othman, 

Puthuchery & Kessler, 2008 and Hamayotsu, 2003). Among the many measures 

taken was to improve the Islamic administrative infrastructure and standardise 

the administration of Syariah law in Malaysia, upgrade the Syariah legal appara-

tus, expand its jurisdiction and make its bureaucratic functions more efficient. 

Standardisation was (and is) based on models prepared by the Federal govern-

ment which are usually implemented first in the Federal Territory of Kuala 

Lumpur (WP Kuala Lumpur) which are to be emulated later by other states. 

However, response from the states was slow with a few showing strong resistance 

to change. None the less, between 1984–1987, the various states passed their re-

spective Muslim Law Enactment (Mehrun Siraj, 1988). A landmark amendment 

was made to the Federal Constitution in 1988 when Article 121 (1A) was intro-

duced which elevated the status of the Syariah courts vis-à-vis the civil courts. In 
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a nutshell, now decisions made by the Syariah court cannot be reversed by the 

civil courts. This was to have many negative repercussions on Muslims and non-

Muslims relations in the subsequent years.

As the case was under colonial rule, matters relating to Islam remain under 

the jurisdiction of the Malay rulers. In states without a Malay ruler (Federal Ter-

ritories of Kuala Lumpur, Labuan and Putrajaya; the former Straits Settlements 

i.e. Melaka and Penang; and Sabah and Sarawak) Islamic matters are under the 

Paramount Ruler, the Yang Di Pertuan Agong
6
. At the state level, the Majlis Agama 

Islam Negeri (MAIN) is responsible for policy decisions on Syariah Law and the Ja-

batan Agama Islam Negeri (JAIN) for their implementation. Matters of dispute 

are brought to the Syariah Courts which are Federal institutions. As each state 

appears to guard its powers over religion jealously, the execution of Syariah law 

may vary from one state to another. Some adopt an accommodative approach 

while others are strict. Hence the outcome of dispute settlements of similar cases 

brought to separate Syariah courts in different states may vary.

4. Conversion and Inter-Marriage in Historical Perspective

Intermarriage between the various ethnic and religious groups has been prac-

ticed for centuries in Malaysia. Evidence of such marriages abound. An excellent 

example is the Baba community found mainly in the former Straits Settlements 

(Melaka, Singapore and Penang) who are a product of Chinese and Malay inter-

marriages and who are neither Chinese nor Malay and exhibit cultural features 

of both (Tan, 1988). Another is the Portuguese community in Melaka, many of 

whom claim to be descendants of the Portuguese invaders in the fifteen century 

and the local Malays, Chinese and others.

Under British rule chances of inter-ethnic and inter religious marriages 

were limited by social and spatial segregation of the various ethnic communities 

and the negative stereotypes each had of the other. None the less, they did take 

place among both the ruling elites and commoners alike. There are references 

to inter-ethnic and inter-religious marital unions – Chinese-Indian, Jew-Chinese 
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and Malay-British being heard in the Malayan courts in the early part of the 

twentieth century as cited by Ahmad Ibrahim (1984:1–11). There were also mar-

riages between British administrators and women from indigenous groups such 

as the Orang Asli in Peninsula Malaysia and in Sabah and Sarawak despite the 

huge gap in social status of both parties. In many cases, such marriages involved 

religious conversion of one party of the union, either the bride or the groom. 

Under British rule, the heterogeneous family laws made such marriages prob-

lematic in the event of a divorce or death. Many such marriages ended in court 

to determine one contentious issue i.e. the validity of the marriage which in turn 

determines the rights (and obligations) of both parties with regards to matters 

such as the custody and maintenance of children, joint-properties, inheritance 

and succession.

Religious conversions between the various religious groups were common 

and two major religions attracting converts were Christianity and Islam. The 

Christian churches (of many denominations) which were associated with the 

ruling group and which had ample funding, efficient missionary strategies (of 

which the most important are mission schools, hospitals and orphanages) out-

shined Islamic institutions in their conversion drive. Islam, on the other hand, 

was the religion of the poor Malay subjects, starved of funding, ill equipped and 

short staffed for proselytising activities and seen generally by non-Muslims as in-

consistent with progress. Non the less, conversion to Islam did take place, largely 

with a view to marry Muslims. In such marriages Islam requires the non-Muslim 

party to convert to Islam before the marriage could take place. This religious 

hurdle was overcome in two ways as explained by Tan (1988) in his study of the 

Baba community in Melaka in the pre-independence era. Firstly, according to 

Tan, the Chinese male converted to Islam, married a Malay woman and became 

fully assimilated into the Malay Muslim society. Secondly, the Chinese male made 

a nominal conversion, married a Muslim Malay woman and then reverted to his 

Chinese way of life and in the process persuaded his wife to do the same. Except 

for their language which is Malay, the Baba never assimilated although they 
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share many aspects of Malay material culture.

Conversion into Islam and intermarriage during colonial times followed two 

main patterns. Among the Malay ruling houses
7
, it was not uncommon for the 

males to marry non-Muslim women especially European, Eurasian and Chinese. 

Such marriages were (and still are) acceptable as they do not affect succession 

and inheritance as the ruling Malay houses (including that from the matrilineal 

society of Negeri Sembilan) practise the patrilineal kinship system. In the forties 

and early fifties, a few English educated, urban based Malays did likewise, marry-

ing Europeans, Chinese, Eurasians and Japanese women.
8

Among the commoners (the Rakyat) especially in the villages, M-nM mar-

riages generally involved Malay women and non-Muslim males, in particular 

poor and kinless Chinese working in the rural areas as loggers, farmers, artisans 

and small traders. Some of the conversions were nominal as Tan discovered dur-

ing his fieldwork among the Babas in Melaka in the early eighties. Among his 

respondents, he found two Malay women whom he referred to as ‘woman A’ and 

‘woman B’ who were of Malay-Chinese parentage and brought up as Muslims. 

They were in their fifties and must have married during the colonial era. Accord-

ing to Tan,

“... The Baba Chinese who married these two women embraced Islam, but after 

marriage, not only did the Chinese husbands revert back to the Baba way of life, 

women A and B also finally adopted the Baba identity. Both these women speak 

Baba Malay, observe ancestor worship and eat pork. ...”. (Tan 1988:39).

As Malay commoners largely adhere to the bilateral kinship system (with a small 

exception of the Adat Perpatih society who are matrilineal) such inter-marriages 

were (and are) accommodated by the Malay community. Inter-faith marriages 

such as these were not widespread due to social and spatial segregation (e.g. in 

housing, education, jobs, religion and cultural practices) as designed by the Brit-

ish administration. Non-Muslims too, as alluded to earlier looked down on Islam 
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and preferred instead to convert to Christianity which was (and still is) perceived 

as a progressive religion.

Muslim marriages then were not officially registered as there were no such 

official requirements nor mechanisms to do so. So if a marriage did not work, 

the non-Muslim party can just leave his/her spouse’s family and community and 

revert to his or her original beliefs.

Apart from conversion of adults, there were also many cases of conversions 

involving non-Muslims children (mainly infants), through informal adoptions 

where non-Muslims (mainly Chinese) gave away their female children to Malay 

Muslim families.

Conversion, then, was a simple process. The non-Muslim was merely re-

quired to pronounce the syahadah (pronouncement of faith in Islam)
9
 in front of 

a witness to be recognised as a Muslim and he could do so anywhere - in a house, 

a surau
10

 or a mosque. He/she was then given a Muslim name; the process was 

then referred to as “Masuk Melayu”. Thus conversion to Islam was equated with 

becoming Malay, an apt description as Islam was associated with the Malays and 

most M-nM inter-marriages were with Malays, resulting in assimilation of the 

converts and their descendants into the Malay/Muslim society. In Sabah, they 

become part of the Muslim Bumiputra community as the case is with the illustri-

ous Kee family, some of whose descendants now hold important positions in the 

state administration (Chung, 2005:21–22 & New Straits Times, 23 September, 

2008)

However, there is some evidence to show that not all M-nM marriages in the 

colonial periods were conducted according to Islamic Syariah laws and involved 

conversion of the non-Muslim party to Islam. Ahmad Ibrahim (1984:2), refers 

to a case of inter-marriage between a Malay woman in Selangor and an English 

man who went through a formal marriage before the Registrar of Marriages in 

Selangor in accordance with the Christian Marriage Enactment on February 

1950. At the time of marriage solemnisation, he was a Christian and the wife a 

Muslim. The husband later went to the civil court to have the marriage declared 
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void (Martin v. Umi Kelsum) but the court decided otherwise.

In the early part of the twentieth century, the British Resident in Sabah, 

Cooke, married a young Bajau girl, Didi Halimah, who was in her mid teens, 

whom he saw bathing in a river one evening. The British Resident never con-

verted to Islam, nor did the girl convert to Christianity. They had three children 

who were raised as Christians. When Cook left for England, he divorced his wife 

and arranged for his successor, Weadon, to marry her. The latter did so accord-

ingly, and similarly, neither party changed religion. In the second marriage, Didi 

Halimah had three more children who were brought up as Muslims.
11

There are many more anecdotes on M-nM marital unions without Islamic 

conversion during the colonial times. Another one took place in Melaka in the 

early twentieth century. The case involved a Malay woman who was married to 

an Indian Christian priest. Both husband and wife carried on with their respec-

tive religion, the wife continued with her five obligatory daily prayers at home, 

while the husband did his in church. The children became Christians, however, 

two of their grand children have converted to Islam and now married to Muslim 

Malays.
12

From the cases above, one can conclude that under the British administra-

tion conversion into and out of Islam and M-nM marriage were relatively easy. 

This was due to ineffective implementation of Syariah law in the Malay states 

which made infraction of Islamic edicts, including those pertaining to family law, 

common place.

5.  Conversions and Muslim-Non-Muslim (M-nM) Marriage After 
Independence

Bureaucratisation of Islamic administration at the state level began in the fifties 

and this was followed by initiatives to elevate the status of the Syariah legal ap-

paratus and expansion of its jurisdiction since the eighties. These changes affect 

conversion into Islam and M-nM marriages in many ways as shall be explained 

below.
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5.1  Conversion to Islam

Previously, conversion to Islam was personal, informal and dispersed and this 

was to change in the post independence era when propagation of Islam became 

more organised. The establishment of PERKIM (Persatuan Kebajikan Islam Ma-

laysia) in 1960 under the patronage of the first Prime Minister, Tunku Abdul 

Rahman was a major step towards stepping up the drive for Islamic dakwah and 

its regularisation. None the less, in the early years there seems to have been no 

attempt to keep proper records of Muslim converts and thus it is impossible to 

evaluate how effective such activities were. Records on Muslim converts kept by 

some state Islamic Religious Departments provide an indication of conversion 

trends in Malaysia since 1970. As shown in Table 3, there has been an increase 

in the number of converts in the last three decades. Between 1970–1978 around 

20,917 non-Muslim embraced Islam and in the following decade the number al-

most doubled to 37,807 with the largest number of conversions among Bumipu-

tra groups in the two eastern states of Sabah, followed by Sarawak. In the Penin-

sula, a large number of converts were found in states with highest non-Muslim 

population such as Selangor, Kuala Lumpur and Perak. From 1991 to 2000, the 

number of converts rose to 51,497 or around 5,000 annually. Again the largest 

number was from Sabah, followed by Sarawak; and Perak and Kuala Lumpur in 

the Peninsula. In the subsequent four years, (between 2001 and 2004) the total 

number of converts rose further to 6,400 per year or a total of 25,919. No recent 

figures are available at the national level.

Thus within a period of 34 years, a total of 136,144 non-Muslim have con-

verted to Islam. The number is conservative as many states did not keep proper 

records of coverts consistently until 1980. More over, some records from a few 

states for the following years were missing. In addition, many conversions were 

not registered either because the converts live far away from state Islamic Reli-

gious Departments; or, they have converted abroad. The latter involves M-nM 

marriages between Malaysians studying or working overseas, or between Malay-

sians and non-Muslim foreigners. Based on available figures, the average conver-
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sion rate was at least over 4,000 a year, 333 a month and about 11 persons per 

day.

No new data for Malaysian converts are available for 2005–2008. However, 

an officer of the Islamic Religious Department in W.P.Kuala Lumpur intimated 

to the writer that the rate of conversions has declined, at least in Kuala Lumpur. 

This is evidenced by the statistics for Muslim conversion kept by the department 

for 2000 to 2007. As shown in the Table 4, there is a downward trend in conver-

sion since 2004. A few officials from the Islamic religious authorities in Malaysia 

believe the decline is due to both external and internal factors. The former re-

Table 3:  Muslim Coverts in Malaysia (1970–2000)

States 1970–1978 1980–1990 1991–2000 2001–2004

1. Johor 1,912 1,562 4,125 2,664

2. Kedah 677 970 1,333  682

3.Kelantan 511 834 2,631 1,391

4. Melaka 485 1.034 1,421 1,109

5. Negeri Sembilan 493 822 1,493 816

6. Pahang 650 987 1,920 787

7. Penang 1,242 1,716 2,205 1,009

8. Perak 2,311 n.a 6,355 1,979

9. Perlis  67 149 638 123

10. Sabah* 2,840 13,451 10,268 4,660

11. Sarawak 7,455 10,280 7,946 4,050

12. Selangor 1,985 2,334 4,163 3,379

13. Trengganu  289 476 948 248

14. WP Kuala Lumpur n.a 3,188 5,287 2,581

15. WP Labuan n.a. n.a 962 441

Total 20,918 37,807 51,497 25,919

Notes: *  Majlis Agama Islam Sabah was established in 1971. n.a = Not available.
Sources:  Adapted from Amran (1985:31) as shown in Hew Wai Meng (2005:68); 

Pusat Islam and JAKIM as shown in Osman Chua (2002:7). Figures for 
2001–2004 are adapted from statistics from JAKIM, Putrajaya.
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fers to “Islam bashing” by the west following the 11
th

 September 2002 attack in 

New York and the association of Islam with terrorism by the then President of 

the United States of America, George Bush and his allies in the ensuing years. 

The latter, was due to adverse media coverage in Malaysia and elsewhere on Is-

lamic converts with regards to such matters as death and custody of children and 

maintenance which sparked off a number of debates on the negative impact of 

the dual judicial systems – the Syariah and the civil law on Malaysians, particu-

larly the non-Muslims.

Table 4:  Converts by Age, Sex and Education in W.P. Kuala Lumpur (2000–2007)

Year Total Sex Age Education

M F 06 11 21 31 41 T S P Oth

2000 630 369 261 15 47 348 158 62 217 211 145 57

630 630 630

2001 713 447 266 13 16 415 187 82 250 229 200 34

713 713 713

2002 802 454 348 19 11 466 217 89 285 261 193 63

802 802 802

2003 851 540 311 23 20 450 219 139 223 227 194 197

851 851 851

2004 713 451 262 15  6 406 196 90 273 222 158 60

713 713 713

2005 594 369 225  8  6 354 158 68 244 183 131 36

594 594 594

2006 517 312 205 10  5 299 150 53 193 170 121 33

517 517 517

2007 471 303 168  6  4 254 122 85 182 144 117 28

471 471 417

Notes:  Age 06 = 6yrs -10yrs; 11=11yrs-20yrs; 21=21yrs-30yrs; 31=31yrs-40yrs and 41=41 yrs 
and above.

Source:  Adapted from unpublished statistics from Bahagian Saudara Muslim, Jabatan 
Agama Islam W.P. Kuala Lumpur (JAWI), Malaysia.
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An indication of the socio-economic background of Muslim converts can 

be gauged from the data for W.P. Kuala Lumpur as shown in Table 4. Most Mus-

lim converts in the city are males, between the ages of 21 and 40 years old and 

a large number have acquired tertiary education. According to the officer in 

charge of conversion at JAWI, in terms of employment, many converts are pro-

Table 5:  Converts by Ethnic Groups and Nationality in W.P. Kuala Lumpur (2000–2007)

Year Total
Ethnic Groups/Nationality

C I OA BSS PB ER ID FL TL JP E Oth.

2000 630 212 138 6 137 13 7 1 38 7 6 36 29

2001 713 217 175 10 154 11 5 11 33 6 6 50 35

2002 802 229 174 9 189 22 9 14 38 18 14 43 43

2003 851 283 199 3 175 15 8 12 26 12 7 21 90

2004 713 214 130 14 169 21 8 6 28 15 6 34 68

2005 594 168 115 9 148 14 1 6 36 11 3 23 60

2006 517 126 96 6 165 9 4 8 27 10 4 22 40

2007 471 119 87 8 127 5 6 8 21 7 1 13 69

Total 
No.

5291 1568 1114 65 1264 110 48 66 247 86 47 242 434

% 100 29.6 21.1 1.2 23.9 2.1 0.9 1.2 4.7 1.6 0.8 4.6 8.2

Notes:  C= Malaysian Chinese, I= Malaysian Indians; OA=Orang Asli; BSS=Bumiputra of 
Sabah & Sarawak; PB= Punjabis; ER= Eurasian; ID=Indonesians; FL= Filipinos; 
TL=Thais; JP= Japanese; E= Europeans; Oth= Others.

Source:  Adapted from data given by Bahagian Saudara Muslim, Jabatan Agama Islam, 
Wilayah Persekutuan Kuala Lumpur (JAWI), and Malaysia.
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fessionals such as lawyers, teachers and engineers.
13

 Converts include Malaysians 

and non-citizens and among the former, the majority are Chinese (26%) fol-

lowed by other Bumiputra from Sabah and Sarawak, and Indians (see Table 5). 

Among foreigners, many are Europeans and Filipinos with a sprinkling of Thais 

and Japanese. In terms of religion, the highest number of converts were previ-

ously Christians and Buddhists (see Table 6).

a. Conversion Processes

With bureaucratisation of Islam, conversion to Islam is now regulated. Although 

a conversion can be done anywhere as mentioned earlier, it must be registered 

in accordance with established procedures with the state Islamic Religious De-

partment where the converts live. They are required to fill in conversion forms 

and give personal details and photographs and pronounce the Syahadah in front 

of the official in charge of conversion, if he had not done so already elsewhere.

Converts were previously referred to as a mualaf, but due to some objections 

Table 6:  Converts by Their Previous Religious Beliefs in W.P. Kuala Lumpur (2000–2007)

Year Total
Religion

Christianity Hinduism Buddhism Others

2000 630 262 125 161 82

2001 713 324 150 147 92

2002 802 359 147 166 130

2003 851 308 170 201 172

2004 713 303 110 179 121

2005 594 279 103 120 92

2006 517 265 90 111 51

2007 471 246 72 95 58

Total No. 5,291 2,346 967 1,180 798

% 100 44 18 23 15

Source:  Adapted from data provided by Bahagian Saudara Muslim, Jabatan Agama Is-
lam, W.P. Kuala Lumpur (JAWI), Malaysia.
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from a few converts, alternative and more acceptable terminologies have been 

found to refer to them - saudara baru, saudara kita and of late saudara Muslim
14

, 

to denote their recent entry into Islam. On registration the saudara baru is given 

a Muslim name and his particulars will be fed into the E-Mualaf Systems in the 

computer. He will then be given an Islamic identification card with which he 

is required to go to the National Registration Department (NRD) to get a new 

national identity card. A fatwa on names for converts adopted in 1998,
15

 sets out 

procedures for naming Muslim converts, spelling out what sort of names can or 

cannot be used. Among names to be avoided are those of gods in other religions 

such as Siva or Murugan of the Hindu faith; or names that have negative con-

notations in Malay or Arabic. A convert is allowed to retain his surname as part 

of the newly chosen Muslim name. Examples are Mohd Najib Chan bin Abdullah, 

Mohd Farid Ravi bin Abdullah or Mohd Ali Conradi bin Abdullah for male converts; 

and Aishah Taylor binti Abdullah or Noraini Moore binti Abdullah, for females.

Prior to the 1980’s, on conversion to Islam, a person dropped all his previ-

ous name and assumed that of a Muslim according to the naming pattern among 

Muslims in Malaysia i.e. using a chosen Muslim name with bin Abdullah (son of 

Abdullah) or binti Abdullah (daughter of Abdullah) added to it (e.g. Ahmad bin 

Abdullah or Nur Syahidah binti Abdullah). This naming pattern enabled some 

converts to be designated as Malays by the NRD which subsequently received 

strong objections from many Malays who do not want the special privileges 

accorded to them in the Federal Constitution to be shared by others. Conse-

quently, in 1981 the NRD sent out a circular to all state Islamic Religious Depart-

ment instructing them to retain part of the previous name of converts (except 

Bumiputra of Sabah and Sarawak)
16

 in their new Muslim name (Hew Wai Weng, 

2005: 126–129). The 1998 Fatwa which also provides a guide to good names to 

be used by converts who may not understand Arabic or Malay, reaffirms the NRD 

decision .

  The move to allow and encourage converts to retain their respective fam-

ily name helped assuage objections from some of their family members to the 
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conversion. This is especially so among communities who adhere to the patrilin-

eal kinship ideology. Among the Chinese, for example, one of the reasons for 

parental objections is the loss of family name. By dropping the family name, the 

family line is stopped and this they believe will incur the wrath of their ances-

tors.
17

b. Reasons for Conversion

In the Muslim Covert’s Registration Form, Part C, among the questions asked 

is: What encouraged you to convert to Islam? Converts usually give three main 

reasons for choosing to be Muslims. Firstly, they have found Islam to be the right 

religion for them. Secondly, to get married to a Muslim. Thirdly, they have de-

veloped an interest in Islam due to the influence of friends, other Muslim family 

members, workmates and others. Over 85 percent of those who converted to Is-

lam under the supervision of PERKIM and about 40 percent with JAWI said they 

converted for the second reason – to get married to a Muslim. These groups 

usually have little or no knowledge of Islam (Hew, 2005). Those who chose to be 

Muslims because they have found the right religion or have developed an inter-

est in it usually have prior knowledge of Islam through friends or neighbours, or 

have studied the religion at school, college or university. A good example is Hari 

Krishna.

Case 1: Hari Krishna

Hari, an Indian man in his mid thirties who lives in Selangor, is of mixed parentage i.e. a 

Thai Buddhist mother and an Indian Hindu father. As both parents cannot communicate 

with each other in their vernacular language, they speak Malay at home. Hence Hari spoke 

Malay, went to a national school and mixed with Malay friends. He underwent a Malay 

Muslim socialisation during his childhood and as a result he hated going to the Hindu 

temple to pray with his parents. On leaving college he converted to Islam without his par-

ent’s knowledge. He chose a Muslim name dropping his Indian name altogether and had 

his old identity card changed to indicate his new name and religion, Islam. He could not 
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use any of his previous names as all are those of Hindu gods.
18

Apart from overt reasons given above, there are covert reasons why non-Muslims 

convert to Islam. Many scholars have stated that the motivation to convert is 

also partly economic and political. According to Hew (2005) in the seventies, a 

large number of conversions were motivated by the desire to assimilate into the 

Malay/Bumiputra Muslim community to take advantage of their special position 

and privileges. However, when many found that such assimilation was not easy, 

the entry to Islam became subdued, at least for the Chinese population. None 

the less, the economic reasons are still important for some converts today as the 

writer discovered in a focus group discussion with Chinese businessmen in Pet-

aling Jaya. According to the informants many non-Muslims Chinese and others 

choose to covert to Islam for economic reasons, in the same way that many con-

verted to Christianity during the colonial times. With the expansion of corpo-

rate Islam, they believe being a Muslim can open up and facilitate business op-

portunities especially in getting government contracts controlled by Malay civil 

servants. The writer also found there are still non-Muslims whose conversion to 

Islam is politically motivated i.e. the desire to assimilate with the majority group, 

the Malay/Muslim Bumiputra community and be able to share their special priv-

ileges.
19

 A convert who the writer interviewed in October 2008 was very candid 

about this. He said,

“I am a Baba and am partly of Malay origin. I look like Malay, live like Malay 

and Malay is my mother tongue. I converted to be a Malay/Muslim. Now I register 

my name as Mohd Ali Yong bin Abdullah
20

. But when I registered my daughter’s 

name I omitted my Chinese surname and put her as “ Noraini Binti Mohd. Ali”. I 

hope she will be registered as Malay in her identity card when she is 12 years old. ... 

I have always considered myself Malay and in the census always told the enumera-

tor I am Malay ... they believe me.”
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The perceived advantages that can be gained by converting to Islam partly ac-

counts for the increasing number of Muslim converts. Facilitating factors include 

the establishment of state institutions and non-government associations (NGO) 

that are involved in dissemination of Islamic teachings. Of these the most im-

portant are JAKIM (Jabatan Kebajikan Islam Malaysia) set up forty years ago and 

PERKIM as alluded to earlier. Islam too has shed off some of its negative images. 

It is no longer associated with poor Malays as some Malays have now moved up 

the economic, social and political ladder. The Islamisation project by the UMNO 

led government has also put Islam in a positive light. The establishment of many 

Islamic economic ventures (such as the Tabung Haji, all kinds of products under 

Islamic finances and banking, Islamic insurance and the halal hub); Islamic aca-

demic Institution such as the International Islamic University (IIU) and Univer-

siti Sains Islam Malaysia (USIM) and Islamic medical centre (such as the Pusat 

Rawatan Islam or PUSRAWI), among others, give Islam in Malaysia a “progressive” 

image making it more acceptable to non-Muslims.

Islam is also now conspicuous in other ways. The state controlled electronic 

media (radio and television) now provide more programmes on Islam such as 

religious lessons, debates and documentaries in Malay. Islam talk shows are also 

conducted in Malay, English, Chinese and Tamil. The print media too play their 

role. For example, Utusan Melayu has increased its coverage on Islamic matters 

and devotes a weekly supplement to Islam and converts. The state too is actively 

injecting Islamic values in its bureaucracy which the corporate sector is encour-

aged to emulate. For example, in government offices, schools and institutions 

of higher learning and hotels there are now places allocated to Muslim prayers; 

and every housing estate must have a mosque or a surau. In addition, almost all 

state functions and major meetings begin with a Muslim doa. Islam has taken 

centre stage in Malaysian public life and its visibility may have instigated curiosity 

among the non-Muslims to learn more about it.

c. Problems Faced by Converts
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Converts met at the PERKIM headquarters and at the JAWI office in Kuala 

Lumpur, admit facing various problems on conversion. These include parental 

objections, non-acceptance by the Muslim majority, lack of knowledge of Islam 

and objections by their own community which may take a mild form such as 

marginalisation or severe forms such as physical attacks or threat of job termi-

nation if the employer is of the same ethnic group. PERKIM officials also men-

tioned scary experiences of new converts who were visited at home by angry non-

Muslim community members, banging their gates or threatening to harm them. 

In one case in Kelang, a Punjabi lawyer who converted to Islam had to terminate 

his business as he lost most of his clients who were of the same ethnic group with 

him.

According to converts interviewed in this study some of the parental and 

societal objections disappeared over time. In cases where the problem persisted, 

there are now various mechanisms to help new converts cope. There are many 

Muslim non-government organisations (NGO) besides ABIM (Angkatan Belia Is-

lam Malaysia) and PERKIM which provide orientation services and assistance to 

Muslim converts. Some of these NGO’s are not registered. Among the NGO’s, 

PERKIM and ABIM are the most active in complementing the work of the state 

Islamic bureaucracy. In W.P. Kuala Lumpur, JAWI provides free religious classes 

which are in Malay for four days a week at the Islamic Centre (Pusat Islam). To 

enable poor converts to come to these classes, JAWI gives financial aid of RM20 

per person per day to those who attend them. ABIM and PERKIM also organ-

ise Islamic religious classes. PERKIM, for example, conducts classes in English, 

Mandarin, Tamil and Malay in the evenings on week days and in the morning 

on weekends. Arabic lessons too are taught once a week. Lessons are free and 

open to anyone including non-Muslims. As these classes are quite long (some for 

three hours), refreshments are also served to participants. The writer observed 

that some of the weekend classes are well attended.

Conversion to Islam is closely associated with intermarriage. As mentioned 

earlier many non-Muslim converted to marry Muslims. Muslim converts also 
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often end up marrying a Muslim, especially Malays. An insight into Muslim-non 

Muslim marriages is given below.

5.2  Muslim-non-Muslim (M-nM) Marriages

In Malaysia, Muslim marriages are governed by both Islamic law and by the state 

administrative regulations. There are five basic requirements for a Muslim mar-

riage in Malaysia – the groom and bride to be; the wali (bride’s guardian)
21

, the 

offer of marriage (Ijab) and its acceptance (qabul); and two credible witnesses. 

However, state administrative regulations require Muslim marriage and divorce 

to be registered with the State Religious Department and before a marriage 

takes place the prospective bride and groom have to attend marriage courses. 

Such procedures are cumbersome for Muslim couples, let alone for a new con-

vert who is often stressed out during the period of orientation to Islam. Some 

couples who cannot conform to these regulations went out of the country to 

marry, especially to southern Thailand, or to Britain where Muslim marriage reg-

ulations are lax. All they need do on their return to Malaysia is to register their 

marriage at the nearest state Islamic Religious Department.

The Federal Islamic Religious Department, JAKIM has no comprehensive 

records of inter-faith marriages in Malaysia. However, an indication of their 

trend can be deduced from records of marriages between locals and foreign na-

tionals, the majority of whom are Muslims converts (see Table 7). Based on these 

records, within a period of 13 years (1991 and 2003) there were between 17,329 

marriages between Malaysian Muslims and foreign Islamic converts i.e. on aver-

age 1,333 per year. The number seems to be in decline since 1996.

An indication of patterns of inter-ethnic / interfaith marriages can also be 

deduced from the register of marriages of Muslims in W.P.Kuala Lumpur for 

2003–2007 as shown in Table 8. Within a period of four years, 577 inter-ethic 

marriages involving mainly Malaysian converts have taken place. Of the 577 mar-

ried couples over 80 percent are between Chinese and Malays i.e. 209 Chinese 

men married Malay women and 253 Malay men married Chinese women. The 
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Chinese seem to be less discriminatory in their choice of marriage partners. 

Apart from inter-marrying with Malays, Chinese men also marry women of other 

ethnic groups i.e. Bugis, Ibans, Indian Muslims and Javanese; and with foreign-

ers such as Indonesians and Thais. Chinese women also married other ethnic 

groups in Malaysia as well as foreign nationals including Europeans, Koreans, 

Indians, Iranians and Pakistanis.

The writer compiled a profile of 22 people who went through M-nM mar-

riages among her immediate friends and neighbours in Kuala Lumpur and Se-

langor and interviewed some of the spouses (male and female). The profile re-

Table 7:  Inter-marriage of Muslims with Foreigners in Malaysia (1991–2003)

States ‘91 ‘92 ‘93 ‘94 ‘95 ‘96 ‘97 ‘98 ‘99 2000 2001 2002 2003

Johor 170 188 224 207 247 292 203 206 253 151 180  73 *

Kedah 13 41 60 65 61 44 69 97 207 115 85 145 211

Kelantan 188 228 247 263 223 209 167 149 143 110 * * 164

Labuan 59 49 43 22 15 16 16 14 19 * 18 40 *

Melaka 19 24 37 41 24 61 36 46 53 40 * * *

Negeri
Sembilan * 51 47 33 43 41 46 53 109 225 211 148 *

Pahang 17 36 45 53 31 * * * * * * * *

Perak 19 46 35 41 77 6 118 78 147 84 128 222 80

Perak 78 73 68 103 49 43 51 66 53 43 81 * *

Penang 107 39 36 19 66 52 81 75 90 115 387 388 *

Sabah 650 597 349 518 534 113 103 117 111 147 16 * *

Sarawak 26 34 42 62 34 13 * * * * * * *

Selangor 291 259 309 255 229 116 83 243 * 407 * * *

Tereng
ganu

24 12 19 17 6 36 34 21 28 31 31 * *

WP.Kuala 
Lumpur

84 108 129 95 60 33 26 54 * * * * *

Total 1,745 1,785 1,690 1,794 1,699 1,075 1,033 1,219 1,213 1,468 1,137 1,016 455

Source: Adapted from statistics given by JAKIM, Putrajaya.
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Table 8:   Registration of Muslim-Non Muslim Marriages by Ethnic Groups/Nationalities 
in W.P. Kuala Lumpur (2003–25 April, 2007)

Female
Male

Bugis
Chin-
ese

Ibans
Ind -
Mus.

Java-
nese

Malays Oth
Indon
esians

Thais N.I. Total

Malays
253

(43.8)
253

Chinese 1  10 2 2 12
209 

(36.2)
5 15 2 4 262

Indians   2   2

Dusun   1   1

Indian 
Muslims

  1   1

Mela-
nau

  1   1

Others  20  20

Bangla-
desh

  6   6

Europe-
ans

  1   1

Indone-
sians

  1   1

Iranians   6   6

Koreans   1   1

Arabs   6   6

Paki-
stanis

  7   7

Sinha-
lese

  1   1

Thais   3   3

N.I   5   5

Total 1 325 2 2 12 209 5 15 2 4 577

Notes:  Figures in brackets are percentages. Ind Mus: Indian Muslims & Oth=Others. N.I.= 
No information.

Source: Adapted from statistics provided by JAKIM, Putrajaya.
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veals a few trends in M-nM marriages. Between the sexes, Muslim men are more 

prone to marry Islamic converts and those who chose to inter-marry are usually 

from the educated, middle class groups who are liberal in their attitude to Islam 

when they are young. Apart for the pronouncement of the Syahadah, they do 

not practice the other four pillars of Islam conscientiously – they may pray and 

fast sometimes, not pay their zakat nor go for pilgrimage to Mecca. Spouses of 

the couples under study consist of 5 British, two Germans and one each from 

Canada and Australia, two from Ireland. Of the local Islamic converts, nine are 

Chinese and two Indians. Five couples married before independence in 1957.

Except for three couples, those who married Europeans met their respective 

spouse when studying abroad. One of the couples (now divorced) who married 

outside Europe met in Vietnam while the Malay lady was on a research trip and 

the man attached to one of the United Nations institutions. They went to Bang-

kok for the Muslim conversion and to get married as the Thai capital is the near-

est place to Vietnam where such a marriage could be conducted. The second, 

a Malay man, married an English lady who was born and bred in Malaysia. The 

third is a Malay lady, met her husband who was an expatriate worker in Kuala 

Lumpur. Of those who got married in Malaysia, some met while studying abroad, 

while others met each other while studying at the local college or university, or 

at their workplace.

In the fifties and sixties, M-nM marriages were generally strongly objected 

to by family members on both sides of the religious divide especially if the non-

Muslim is a Catholic. A Malay woman, Maznah, a graduate of a teacher training 

college in England who married Tony, a Chinese lawyer in the early sixties said 

her family was devastated when told of her decision to marry a non-Muslim. 

Tony’s willingness to convert to Islam appeased them. Objection from Tony’s 

family was quite subdued as there was already a precedence of inter-faith mar-

riage in the family in the forties. Tony’s uncle fell in love with a Malay woman in 

Kelang, converted to Islam and married his Malay lover amidst strong opposition 

from his rich landowning family. So angry was Tony’s grandfather that he disin-
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herited his “non filial” son and left him only a token of one Ringgit in his will 

when he died. Maznah’s father, a teacher and her housewife mother have long 

since forgiven them.

Societal response to and attitude towards M-nM marriages have changed 

tremendously since the fifties and early sixties. Malaysians seem more accommo-

dating now, perhaps because more people are living in the urban areas
22

 where 

the various ethnic groups live closely as neighbours. Besides their residential 

neighbourhood, there is more space for interactions between the various eth-

nic/religious groups such as at schools, clubs and entertainment outlets, and at 

the workplace. Some families are more accommodating than others such that 

marriage with Muslim covert is common place and have taken place for two or 

three generations. Below is a case in point.

Case 1: Johari.

Johari, who is now in his early seventies, was an army officer. In the sixties he 

married an English woman who was born and bred in Malaysia. She has since 

died. Their marriage was not objected to by family members as Johari’s father 

had also married a Muslim convert, a woman of Chinese-Dutch parentage in the 

thirties after Johari’s mother was divorced. Johari has three children. The son 

married a Chinese and the two daughters to Malays. Two of Johari’s nephews 

married Islamic converts. One of Johari’s son-in-laws comes from a family with 

much intermarriage. His two brothers each married an Irish and an English, his 

aunt married an Australian, two cousins married Irish, a distant uncle married a 

Canadian, another an Indian, and a distant aunt, an English man.

Couples in inter-faith marriages such a Maznah and Johari usually have their 

own social network, as they could not fit easily into the non-Muslim nor Muslim 

society. Despite being a Muslim, Maznah also celebrates the Chinese New Year in 

addition to the two Muslim religious festivals Eidil Fitri and Eidal Adha. Johari’s 

family also celebrate Christmas. Muslims converts from Hinduism also celebrate 

the Deepavali (festival of lights). Usually their life style is western orientated. For 

example, Muslim women who inter-marry are more inclined to adopt western 
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style dressing and not the Malay national costume or the Muslim Busana
23

 with 

head scarves (tudung). They are people in between, accommodating elements of 

two cultures (or three cultures), as are their children although they are officially 

designated as “Malays” and “Muslims”. With the increasing number of inter-faith 

and inter-ethnic marriages, their number is on the rise.

The difficulty, on the part of the convert to adapt to the Muslim way of 

life, or vice versa, can at times leads to divorce. An English man who married a 

Malay left his wife of over ten years and two children as he found Islam restric-

tive particularly with regards to his social life. Now he lives with his Chinese 

mistress although he is officially still a Muslim. A few such marriages often break 

down as the couple get older. On reaching old age, some born Muslims tend to 

become pious and this is when the problems start. Pressure is put on the con-

verted spouse to practise Islam closely which he/she finds impossible after years 

of adopting a liberal attitude to the religion. This can result in divorce which 

is tough, especially for female converts with children, who married without the 

blessings of their parents. In a situation such as this, they often need financial, 

emotional and spiritual support. Unless these are available, there is high prob-

ability that they will revert to their previous faith, taking the children with them. 

The writer was told of a case of a Malay lady who married Muslim converts twice. 

When the first marriage broke down, the two children were taken away by the 

husband. In the next marriage the same thing happened. Both husbands left 

Malaysia to live in Singapore where the administration of Islamic law is lax. The 

two ex-husbands reverted to their respective faiths i.e. Christianity and the chil-

dren too were brought up as Christians although their national identity card 

states their religion as Islam. Problems such as this are now being addressed by 

the state Islamic Religious Departments with help from some Islamic NGO’s.

6.  Crossing Religious Borders, the Dual Judicial Systems and 
Their Problems

The application of the dual judicial systems assumes that religious boundaries 
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are fixed and stable and there are no movements across two sides of the religious 

divide. The reality, however, is different as shown in cases of conversions into and 

out of Islam and M-nM marriages. A family / kinship system within which one is 

born, raised and married determines one’s rights and obligations vis-à-vis other 

members of the group, and movements out of the group by religious conver-

sion and inter-marriage will affect the execution of these rights and obligations 

causing ruptures in family relations. Conversions and M-nM marriages impacted 

both on the living and the dead. Depending on the socio-economic and marital 

status of the converts, contentious issues that will arise include maintenance; 

custody and guardianship of children; inheritance of property, status or titles; 

division of marital property; and problems of burial rites. Below are some of the 

cases which have caused much unhappiness and discord between some Muslim 

and non-Muslim groups and which have negatively affected Malays/Muslim and 

non-Muslims relations in Malaysia.

6.1  Problems in Islamic Conversion of Married non-Muslims

Both the Syariah and civil laws have provisions to cover conversion of a married 

non-Muslim to Islam. According to the former, when a married non-Muslim man 

converts to Islam, his wife is expected to convert with him and if she failed to 

do so within a period of three months, the husband can go to the Syariah court 

and have the marriage dissolved. The latter stipulates that, conversion to Islam 

is a ground for divorce under Section 51 of the Law Reform Act (Marriage & Di-

vorce) 1976 (LRA). This opens up Islamic marriage law to abuse by non-Muslim 

men and women who want to get out of a bad marriage. Some may dispute this 

as its questions the sincerity of Muslim converts in choosing to be Muslims. But 

why would a person in a perfectly happy marriage want to convert without the 

knowledge of his or her spouse? More over, before a conversion to Islam can 

take place the prospective convert is usually informed by an Islamic religious 

functionary of the consequences of his conversion on himself and his family 

members, especially his spouse and children if he has any.
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The prominent Malaysian Muslim family law expert, Ahmad Ibrahim (1999) 

and Mimi Kamariah Majid (1999:160–164) alluded to a few court cases of mar-

ried non-Muslims who embraced Islam without the knowledge of their respective 

spouses. Some of the cases mentioned are as follows:

i. Letchumy v Ramadason which involved a Hindu husband who converted 

to Islam.
24

 The petitioner applied for divorce in the High Court on 

grounds of desertion. It was approved and the court ordered her hus-

band to pay maintenance which the respondent refused. He was then 

a Muslim and not subject to civil law. Under Syariah law Letchumy was 

no longer his wife as she failed to convert to Islam. He urged the High 

court to set aside the maintenance order, to which the court agreed.

ii. Eeswary Visuvalingam v Government of Malaysia
25

 – a Hindu husband con-

verted to Islam and dissolved his Hindu marriage through the Syariah 

court. When he died his Hindu wife sued the government for his pen-

sion on ground that she was never divorced and was his rightful widow. 

She won the case.

iii. Eng Siew Pian v Abd Wahid bin Abu Hassan, Kadi daerah Bukit Mertajam & 

Satu lagi. A Buddhist husband converted to Islam and applied to Syariah 

court to dissolve his marriage. The court approved his application which 

the wife contested through the civil court.
26

iv. Tan Seng Mooi v Too Miew Kim.
27

 The wife sued her husband, who had 

converted to Islam, under the civil law (Section 51 of LRA) for divorce 

and an order of division of matrimonial property and maintenance.

Two other cases which have been highlighted by the media since 2002 are that of 

Shamala Satiyaseelan v Dr Jayaganesh Mogarajah and T. Saravanan v. R. Subashi-

ni. Both couples are ethnic Indians where the husbands converted from Hindu-

ism to Islam. One of the cases is illustrated below.

Case 1: T. Saravanan v R. Subashini

The couple married according to Hindu rites and had it registered under the jurisdiction 

of the LRA. In 2006 Saravanan converted to Islam and sought to dissolve his marriage 
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to Subashini at the Syariah Court. His wife, in turn applied to the High Court for an in-

junction against her husband seeking divorce in the Syariah court. The court rejected her 

application and so did the Court of Appeal. The case was also referred to the Federal Court. 

Subashini not only failed to stop her husband from divorcing her in the Syariah court, but 

also to stop him from converting their four year old son to Islam.

By embracing Islam, the married Muslim converts leave a big question mark on 

the status of their marriage and their responsibilities to the wife and children, 

if they have any. A few of the wives seek redress at the civil court, asking for a 

divorce as stipulated by the LRA and to sort out related matters. In cases where 

the wife does not apply for divorce, the husband goes to the Syariah Court to dis-

solve the marriage if the wife fails to convert within three months of his conver-

sion. The wives usually refused to acknowledge the decision of the Syariah Court 

because they are non-Muslims. Obviously there are a lot of complications in Is-

lamic conversion as the decision made by the Syariah Court is not binding to the 

non-Muslims and vice versa. However, since 1988, when the status of the Syariah 

court was elevated vis-à-vis the civil court in respect of family law, decisions made 

by the Syariah court is final. When the decision is in favour of the Muslim party 

as in the case of T. Saravanan v R Subashini, the Syariah Courts are often accused 

of being unfair to non-Muslims and attempting to protect the interests of Islam 

rather than seeking justice.

Because the majority of converts are married men, feminists argue that the 

implementation of the parallel judicial systems affects women negatively (see 

among others, Norani & Razlinawati, 2006 & Norani 2008). However, there is 

evidence to show that both sexes could take advantage of what Mimi Kamariah 

(1999) calls the “legal lacuna” in the implementation of Malaysian family laws 

and when that happens their respective spouses – either the husband or the wife 

- will be adversely affected.

Mimi Kamariah (1999:160–161) refers to the case of Pedley v Majlis Agama 

Islam & Anor, in which a Catholic wife converted to Islam in January 1987 after 
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about 20 years of marriage. The Catholic husband took the matter to the High 

Court for a declaration that his wife’s conversion had not determined his mar-

riage to her which was conducted according to Catholic rites. The court dis-

missed his application. The lady convert could then go to the Syariah Court and 

have the dissolution of her marriage confirmed by the court. The writer is uncer-

tain whether or not she did so.

The writer knew of a case in Sabah in the eighties, where a Dusun Christian 

wife of a Chinese man converted to Islam to escape an intolerable marriage. 

They were married according to Christian rites. After eight children, the hus-

band took a young Chinese woman as a “secondary wife” according to Chinese 

traditional customs. The Dusun lady asked for a divorce which the husband re-

fused. In a desperate attempt to get him out of her life, she converted to Islam, 

taking all the eight children with her.
28

6.2  Problems in M-nM Marriages.

Although many converted to Islam to enable them marry a Muslim, there are 

cases where the non-Muslim party refused to do so and expected the Muslim 

partner to convert instead. This is particularly so in the case of Catholic-Muslim 

couples where both religions enforce strict laws against out-conversion. Those 

caught in such a dilemma have two choices – to conduct a civil marriage outside 

Malaysia and live abroad ; or, to marry abroad, then return to Malaysia and lead 

their family life secretly. Few have dared to fight the system except for a Malay 

lady, Azalina Jailani who wanted to exit Islam to marry her Christian fiancée.

Case 1: Azalina Binti Jailani / Lina Joy

Azalina Jailani, born to a Malay family in Perak secretly converted to Christianity in 

1990 and changed her name to Lina Joy. After conversion, she applied to the National 

Registration Department (NRD) to have her name and religion on her national identity 

card changed from Azalina binti Jailani, Islam to Lina Joy, Christian. In 1997, the NRD 

allowed her name to be changed but not her religion as renunciation of Islam is under the 

jurisdiction of the Syariah Court. Lina Joy appealed to the High Court, but her appeal was 
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denied in April 2002. She brought the matter to the Court of Appeal, and again in Septem-

ber 2005, her request was denied. She then brought her case to the Federal Court, the high-

est court thus by-passing the Syariah Court. The Federal Court, in May 2007, dismissed 

her case on grounds that only the Syariah Court has the power to allow Lina to change her 

religion from Islam to Christianity.

The verdict on the Lina Joy’s apostasy (murtad) case, was received with relief by 

Lina’s Muslim family members and the Malaysian Muslim community; but with 

anger and fear by non-Muslim religious leaders and uneasiness by human rights 

groups who viewed it as a move against religious freedom as guaranteed by Ar-

ticle 11 of the Malaysian constitution. In view of the difficulty of exiting Islam, 

many Christian websites claim that thousands of Muslims who wish to join Chris-

tianity underwent silent conversions and lead their religious lives in secret. The 

writer is unable to verify these claims as the priest who made this claim spoke 

under the cloak of anonymity.

 Lina Joy is a born Muslim Malay who wants to leave Islam. There are also 

cases where converts want to do likewise. This usually involves those who con-

verted to get married and when the marriage fails, the converts want to return to 

their previous religion. It appears that exiting Islam seems easier for converts as 

shown by the case of Fatimah Tan, which was heard at a Penang Syariah Court.

Case 2: Fatimah Tan

Fatimah Tan is a Chinese Buddhist, formerly known as Tan Ean Huang. She converted to 

Islam to marry a Muslim Iranian but the marriage did not work out and he left her after 

four months. She applied to the Syariah Court in Penang to renounce Islam and revert to 

her former religion on grounds that she has never practised the Islamic way of life. For ex-

ample she continued to eat pork and drink alcohol. Her request was granted in May 2008 

(The Star on Line, 14 May 2008).

The court decision was received by non-Muslims with relief and joy and by 

some Muslims with astonishment. However, it was hailed by many groups such 
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as the Muslim NGO, Angkatan Belia Islam Malaysia as a proof that the Syariah 

Court is fair and that it does not always decide in favour of the Islamic communi-

ty. It must be stressed that apart from the Fatimah Tan’s case there are other sim-

ilar cases where applications to leave Islam have been approved. In W.P. Kuala 

Lumpur alone, there have been at least four cases, but before the approval, the 

converts were first put into a rehabilitation process which failed to strengthen 

their faith in Islam (aqidah).
29

 In Negeri Sembilan the approval for apostasy is 

said to be higher (62 in 2005) but the writer in unable to confirm this.
30

6.3   Problems of Conversion Into and Out of Islam – 

Fights Over Dead Bodies and Dilemma of Those Nearing Death

In the last few years there has been widespread media coverage on disputes be-

tween a convert’s family members and the state Islamic Religious Council (Majlis 

Agama Islam) over the remains of Muslim converts or Muslims who have con-

verted out of Islam. According to officials of PERKIM in the last five years or so 

there are eight such cases in the Peninsula alone. One involved a Muslim Malay 

woman who became a Buddhist after being given away for adoption and the rest 

were Hindu Indians who converted to Islam. Two of these cases are elaborated 

below.

Case 1: Maniam Moorthy

Moorthy was born an Indian of Hindu faith. He died when he was only 36 years old. 

He joined the Malaysian army in May 1988 and was something of a celebrity having 

climbed Mount Everest with ten colleagues in 1997. A year later while on training at the 

Melaka Sungai Udang Camp, he fell which left him paralysed and wheel chair bound. He 

converted to Islam in 2004, with the Islamic Association in the Malaysian Army. In No-

vember 2005, he fell from his wheelchair, suffered a head injury and went into a coma. He 

was brought to the Kuala Lumpur general hospital where he died. When his family claimed 

his remains for a Hindu burial, the hospital refused to release it on instruction of the State 

Religious Council. His family insisted that Moorhty was a Hindu and never converted to 
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Islam. The case was heard by the Syariah Court which his family refused to attend, for as 

Hindus they do not want to be subjected to the jurisdiction of the court. The Syariah Court 

ruled in favour of the state Islamic Religious Council to whom the body was released. Moor-

hty was given a Muslim burial, attended by Muslims including his brother who is also a 

Muslim convert and not by his Hindu relatives.

The problems caused by Moorthy’s conversion did not end with his burial. There 

was also the issue of his pension and the question of whether or not his widow 

was entitled to it. Under Islamic family law, his marriage to her would have been 

dissolved because of her non-conversion. However, on humanitarian grounds 

(and also perhaps to appease the Hindu community) the government conferred 

on the wife the right to receive Moorthy’s pension. Moorthy was also entitled to 

a death benefit which, according to Islamic inheritance rules should be given to 

his heir i.e. his Muslim brother. The latter, however, surrendered the money to 

Moorthy’s wife, Kaliamal.

The Moorthy’s case caused much unhappiness, anger and resentment 

among many Muslims and Hindus. Hindus are angry that a man whom they 

believe was still a Hindu when he died was not given a proper Hindu burial. 

Muslims are incensed because non-Muslim groups challenged the decision of 

the Syariah Court. To them it tantamount to challenging the position of Islam, 

the official religion of Malaysia. It has also been alleged that Moorthy’s case has 

been politicised by some Hindu rights movements that instigated his wife (who 

knew full well of his conversion)
31

, to contest the decision of the Islamic religious 

department. With the backing of these groups, Kaliamal later went to the High 

Court to have the decision of the Syariah Court reversed so that her husband’s 

remains could be exhumed and be given a Hindu ritual.

Case 2:  The Muslim Woman Who Became a Buddhist - 

Nyona binti Tahir alias Wong Ah Kiu

Nonya binti Tahir was born in Alor Gajah, Melaka in 1920. She was of mixed parentage, 
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a Malay Muslim mother and a Chinese father who converted to Islam. The couple divorced 

when Nyonya was young and she was taken by her maternal grandmother (who was also 

married to a Chinese), who later gave her away for adoption to a Buddhists Chinese fami-

ly. She was raised as a Buddhist and given the name of Wong Ah Kiu. In spite of the name 

change, her national identity card (which is usually taken when a Malaysian is twelve 

years old), bears her Malay name and designated her ethnic group (bangsa) as “Malay”. 

Thus she was officially a Malay and Muslim but practiced the Chinese Buddhists way of 

life. She married a Chinese man at eighteen and they had four children, all of whom were 

given Chinese names and designated as “Chinese”.

The family later moved to Negeri Sembilan and Nonya applied to the National Regis-

tration Department twice to have her Malay name be replaced with her Chinese name, and 

her ethnic group changed from Malay to Chinese and her religion from Islam to Buddhism. 

Her applications were rejected. As she has practised the Chinese Buddhist way of life she 

told her family members that she would like to be buried as a Buddhist when she dies. She 

passed away at a hospital in Tampin, Negeri Sembilan,in 2006. When her family claimed 

her body, the hospital authorities refused to release it under instruction from the Negeri Sem-

bilan State Islamic Council who insisted that she should be buried as a Muslim.

Her family contested the decision of the Majlis Agama Islam and the case was heard 

by the Syariah Court in Seremban. The court decided in her family’s favour on grounds 

that her chosen life was that of a Chinese which included eating pork and practising Bud-

dhism.
32

Nonya binti Tahir’s case was a landmark in the history of the Syariah court for it 

was the first time non-Muslims brought their case to be heard at a Syariah court. 

It also shows that the Syariah court, at least in Negeri Sembilan has adopted an 

accommodating approach to a highly sensitive religious issue.
33

Case 3: A Muslim Convert Who Wants a Catholic Burial

George, an Indian Catholic was a teacher at a government school in Kuala Lumpur when 

he met a Malay woman, also a teacher. He converted to Islam to marry her in the mid six-
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ties and they have four children who have been raised as Muslims and who are now adults 

and assimilated into the Malay society. George, who is now in his seventies is suffering 

from cancer and has been told that he has little time left to live. On facing imminent death, 

he has expressed his wish to be buried as a Catholic, a decision which is causing much 

agony to his Muslim family and friends. His reasons: he converted merely to enable him to 

marry a Muslim; he has not bothered to study Islam and has led a non-Muslim way of life 

and he has sustained his belief in Catholicism secretly all these years.
34

George’s Muslim family will have tremendous problems to fulfil his wish as he 

has been designated a Muslim in his identity card. Will members of his family be 

brave enough to fulfil his dying wish? If the family applies to the state Islamic Re-

ligious Department to have his remains buried according to Catholic rites, how 

will the department respond? This is a case that will see both Muslims and non-

Muslims fight over a dead body again.

Case 4: A Chinese Buddhist Who Wanted a Muslim Burial

In mid-2008, Chong,
35

 an 80 year old Chinese Buddhist man in Petaling Jaya, was ill 

and called his sons to his bedside as he had an important message to tell – he wanted to 

be buried as a Muslim. He and his two brothers were born Muslims in mainland China 

and migrated to Malaysia in the early forties. On arrival they went their separate ways in 

respect of their religious beliefs. He dropped his Muslim name and assumed that of a Chi-

nese, married a Chinese Buddhist lady and led a Chinese way of life. One of his brothers, 

who died in the eighties, retained his belief in Islam, married a Malay woman in Kelang 

and became assimilated into the Malay society. They had no children and adopted a Malay 

girl. The other brother also retained his Muslim faith and changed his name to that of a 

Muslim. He married a Chinese woman who converted to Islam. But they were not practis-

ing Muslims. They have two children who have Malay Muslim names but no Islamic edu-

cation and who lead their lives as non-Muslim Chinese -  the perfect example of nominal 

Malay Muslims.
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His family was at a loss on how to fulfil his dying wish as he has been designated 

as an ethnic Chinese and his religion on his identity card is stated as Buddhism. 

While he was critically ill in the hospital his nominal Muslim Malay nephew, a 

lawyer, who has no idea on how to bury a Muslim sought the help of a Malay 

friend. The latter appealed to the state religious authorities to give permission 

for Muslim burial. It was eventually granted and as the family members were un-

familiar with Muslim burial rites, his remains were brought to the local mosque 

in Damansara Utama where the rituals were performed by the mosque officials 

before burial at the nearby Kiara Muslim Cemetery.
36

6.4   Crossing the Religious Divide: Response from the State and 

Civil Society

There is a general belief among non-Muslims now that constitutional amend-

ment made in 1988 which introduced section 121 (1A) elevating the Syariah 

court over that of civil court has affected non-Muslims negatively as seen in the 

case of Subashini and Shamala. There have been many vocal critics on the issue 

which the government and political leaders fear may spark inter-religious strife 

which can affect Malaysia’s political stability. This has induced the Department 

of National Unity and Integration (DNUI) to hold inter-faith dialogues as part of 

its attempts to diffuse the situation. Similar dialogues have also been conducted 

by NGO’s; the Malaysian Human Rights Commission (SUHAKAM) and a lo-

cal university, the Universiti Malaya. SUHAKAM went even further by making a 

study on inter-faith marriages which was completed in 2008 and which is to be 

submitted to the Prime Minister’s Department (New Straits Times, 19 August, 

2008).

To discuss the problems of Islamic conversion, the Bar Council of Malaysia 

organised a one day forum in Kuala Lumpur on 8
th

 August 2008. It was held 

against the advice of many concerned groups including Ministers, political lead-

ers and members of the Association of Muslim Lawyers who believe that such 

sensitive matters are better dealt with behind closed doors (Berita Harian 11 Au-
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gust, 2008 and Mingguan Malaysia, 17 August 2008). The forum which began in 

the morning had to be stopped abruptly after about an hour when hundreds of 

Muslim protesters took to the streets, stormed the hall where the forum was held 

(New Sunday Times, 10 August 2008). Protests against the forum saw Muslims 

members of the ruling UMNO (United Malay National Organisation) and the 

opposition PAS (Pan Malaysian Islamic Party) and PKR (Parti Keadilan Rakyat) 

rallying together for a common cause. The unity shown was beyond the expec-

tation of the public as these political parties had just gone through one of the 

most acrimonious general elections in Malaysian history a few months before 

in March 2008. The forum could have turned into a riot and inter-ethnic clash 

if not for the timely intervention of the police ( New Sunday Times, 10 August 

2008).

In recent years, apart from the problems of conversion and M-nM marriag-

es, there are many other issues that have been raised by the non-Muslim popula-

tion that have touched deeply on religious sensitivities of Muslims especially the 

Malays. Three major issues deserve mention here. Firstly, the objections by some 

Democratic Action Party (DAP) leaders against the Muslim early morning call 

to prayer, the Azan which is causing much anger among Muslims. Secondly, the 

issue of pig farms. The Pakatan Rakyat administration in Selangor and Kedah
37

 

planned to start large scale modern pig farming in the two states, in areas close 

to Malay villages. Meanwhile, in Melaka the state government wants to reduce 

the number of pigs at available farms to adhere to pig farming plans endorsed 

by the state. The plan to start pig farms has led to a big demonstration in Kedah 

by the Malays, while the plan to reduce the number of pigs has resulted in more 

religious provocations by the non-Muslim on the Malays. Last month a pig head 

and other pig carcasses were strewn on a beach in Melaka where Malays operate 

eating stalls for tourists. About two weeks ago, a pig head was found hung on the 

gate of a Malay house, owned by the chairman of the local committee monitor-

ing pig farm expansion. Thirdly, the Archbishop of Kuala Lumpur is challeng-

ing in court a prohibition by the Home Ministry on use of the term “Allah” in 
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“Herald” a Catholic weekly (New Straits Times, 27 November 2008). In response, 

seven state Islamic Religious Departments in the Peninsula and MACMA (Ma-

laysian Chinese Converts Association) are considering bringing the matter up to 

the Federal Court ( New Straits Times, 27 November 2008).

These cases illustrate how sensitive religious viz. Islamic issues are and how 

matters related to Islam such as Islamic conversion and inter faith marriages can 

lead to ethnic conflicts that can adversely affect national unity and political sta-

bility.

7. Concluding Remarks

In the post independence era, socio-economic and spatial barriers between the 

three main ethnic groups have been reduced by democratisation of education, 

rapid urbanisation and the expansion of formal employment. There is more 

space now for members of different ethnic and religious groups to interact and 

this has led to an increase in the number of Islamic conversions and M-nM mar-

riages among them. Inter-marriage with foreign converts too are on the rise due 

to international migration. However, such phenomena are problematic because 

movements across religious divide go both ways - into and out of Islam; and 

M-nM marriages often end in divorce. With the bureaucratisation of Islam, con-

version and M-nM marriage (and divorce) which were previously personal and 

informal family /local community matters now become the concern of the state 

and its legal apparatus. This creates legal complications especially because the 

various states Islamic Religious Departments operate independently of each oth-

er. The application of the two judicial systems aggravated the complications, as it 

assumes the religious border is fixed and the effect of the application of the law 

is only on members of one side of the religious divide. It has enabled non-Mus-

lim spouses to abuse the system at the expense of the other party – the wife or 

husband. The elevation of the Syariah Courts vis-à-vis the Civil Courts has been 

perceived by many non-Muslims as detrimental to their interest causing much 

anger which in turn has adversely affected ethnic relations in the country. To 
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ensure political stability, there is a strong move now among the ruling party lead-

ers, members of the legal fraternity, academics and others to push for reforms in 

the Malaysian family law. For such reforms to take effect, there is a pressing need 

for in-depth studies on the dynamics of Islamic conversion and M-nM marriages 

and their implications on ethnic relations in Malaysia.

Notes

 1 Figures as shown in the 2000 Malaysian Census on Population and Housing. No 

later figures are available.

 2 Categorisation of the Malaysian population into Bumiputra & non-Bumiputra was 

made in 1971 as part of the New Economic Policy (1971–1990), an affirmative 

plan to do away with spatial and economic segregation of the population at the 

expense of the indigenous population.

 3 The increase in the number of Christians is generally seen by the Malays as a 

threat to the dominance of Islam as the official religion of Malaysia and as a chal-

lenge to their political power vis-a vis the non-Muslims and Non-Malays as political 

parties are ethnically based.

 4 The Syariah family law, which also covers other offences against Islam, has incor-

porated many elements of local Malay customs in matters relating to marriage, 

divorce, child custody and inheritance (see Ahmad Ibrahim, 1984 & 1999).

 5 There are nine Malay states in Peninsular Malaysia and none in Sabah and Sar-

awak.

 6 See Article 3(2) & (3) of the Federal Constitution.

 7 The grand father and great grand father of the present Sultan of Johor, Sultan 

Mahmood Iskandar Ibni Al-Marhum Sultan Ismail, each took a European wife in 

the early part of the twentieth century. The present Sultan too married a British in 

the sixties. They are now divorced. In Negeri Sembilan, the mother of the previ-

ous ruler, Yang Di Pertuan Besar Tuanku Jaafar ibni Al- Marhum Tuanku Abdul 

Rahman, was a Eurasian.

 8 The first wife of the present Malaysian Prime Minister, Abdullah Ahmad Badawi, 

who has since died, was of mixed Malay-Japanese parentage. Her parents married 

during the colonial times.

 9 The syahadah is translated as ‘ I bear witness that there is no god but Allah. And 

I bear witness that Prophet Muhammad is the Messenger of Allah” ( Muslim Con-

vert Registration Form, The Islamic Religious Department of the Federal Territory 

(Prime Minister’s Department).
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 10 Surau is a small prayer place (a house or a hall).

 11 Interview with one of the descendants of Didi Halimah in 2005 and 2008.

 12 The story was related to the writer by one of the descendants of the inter-married 

couple.

 13 Interview with Ustaz Abdul Nasir, Bahagian Saudara Muslim, Jabatan Agama Islam 

Wilayah Persekutuan Kuala Lumpur, 13
th

 November, 2008.

 14 The term Saudara Muslim is now used in Jabatan Agama Islam , W.P. Kuala Lum-

pur in all its official correspondence, although its office is still referred to as Baha-

gian Saudara Baru.

 15 Garis Panduan Penamaan Saudara Baru, 25 Jun 1998. JAKIM, Putrajaya.

 16 In Sabah and Sarawak, naming pattern among non-Muslim Bumiputra is almost 

similar to the Malays. For example, Maine Binti Suadek, a lecturer in Sabah is a 

Christian (Catholic).

 17  Interview with En. Ann Wan Seng, Secretary of the Malaysian Muslim Chinese As-

sociation, on 10 November 2008.

 18 Hari is a family friend of the writer.

 19 Among these privileges are easier access to places at tertiary institutions, scholar-

ships, investment facilities such as in Tabung Haji, Amanah Saham Nasional Ber-

had and the right to buy Malay Reservation Land.

 20 The name has been changed to safeguard his identity.

 21 In some Muslim communities, the presence of the Wali is not necessary. A good 

example is the Muslim community in London. The writer was present at one Mus-

lim marriage ceremony held at a mosque in London in 2000.

 22 Over 60 percent of Malaysians are now living in urban areas.

 23 Muslim fashion which is now popular among Muslims in Malaysia.

 24  [1984] 1 MLJ 143.

 25  [1990] 3 MLJ 117.

 26  [1993] 1 CLJ 391.

 27  [1994] 3 MLJ 117.

 28 This was told to the writer by the lady’s son who was a civil servant in Sabah in 

2005.

 29 Interview with Ustaz Abdul Nasir, Bahagian Saudara Baru, JAWI, W.P. Kuala Lum-

pur on 13 November, 2008.

 30 Wikipedia: Religious Freedom in Malaysia.

 31 According to Ustaz Amran, a PERKIM official, while Moorthy was ill and wheel-

chair bound, he was visited at his home by officials of Muslim organizations such 

as PERKIM and the Malaysian Arm Forces Muslim Association. His wife was pres-

ent at these visits and knew of his conversion to Islam. He was also a recepient of 
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the Muslim Zakat.

 32 Adapted from Wikepedia and reports in national newspapers.

 33 Interview with three PERKIM officials on 10 November, 2008 & newspaper re-

ports.

 34 This case was related to the writer by a family friend of George.

 35 Not his real name.

 36 This case happened in the writer’s neighbourhood and involve her local mosque.

 37 In the last general election in March 2008, five states in the Peninsula i.e. Selan-

gor, Perak, Kedah, Penang and Kelantan came under the control of Pakatan Raky-

at (lit. Peoples Alliance) an alternative political alliance to the Barisan Nasional 

which has been in power since independence.
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