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ABSTRACT 

 
The aim of this thesis is to study if there is a correlation between religious societies and the 

stability of religious pluralistic societies. It tests a formulated hypothesis that assumes that there 

is a greater acceptance of different religions in Malaysia compared to Sweden, due to the fact 

that Malaysia is a religious country and Sweden is secular. The conducted study is a qualitative 

comparative study and the method used to conduct the study is comparative analysis. To 

conduct the comparative analysis a framework has been created and used. The framework 

consists of two different models of religious pluralism. The first model is developed by Ole Riis 

and enables an analysis at macro, meso and micro level. The second model is developed by 

Göran Collste and analyses religious pluralism in connection to four prerequisites: 

relationships, identification, places for integration, and trust and respect. Further the 

comparative analysis also focuses on an institutional perspective and a so-called reality-based 

perspective. 

The result of the thesis suggests that both Malaysia and Sweden are religious pluralistic 

societies since several religions are practiced in the countries. For a religious pluralistic society 

to be stable, however common values and consensus are required, which is created by the 

fulfilment of the four prerequisites. Both countries meet some of these, but which and to what 

extent depend on the institutional and reality-based perspective. At an institutional level, 

Sweden has a good framework for acceptance and tolerance towards different groups in society, 

but at a reality-based level there is a lack of acceptance towards ethnic groups and religious 

practice. In Malaysia there is an inequality between different ethnic groups at an institutional 

level, which affects the acceptance among these groups. In both countries, there seems to be a 

lack of interest and willingness to integrate across group boundaries, which results in segregated 

societies.  

 

The study concludes that there is not more acceptance towards other religions in Malaysia than 

it is in Sweden. Further there does not seem to be a correlation between religious societies and 

stable religious pluralism. 
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1.Introduction 

 

Today we live in a globalized world where national borders, identities and affiliations are no 

longer as clear as they historically have been. One form of globalization has led to homogeneous 

societies developing into multicultural societies where several ethnical and religious groups live 

together. These societies are often referred to as pluralistic societies or religiously pluralistic 

societies and it refers to the practice of several different religions within one society. Does 

religious pluralism imply a high acceptance, tolerance and inclusion of other ethnicities, 

religions, and nationalities? If modern forces such as migration and globalization create 

societies with a high level of diversity, what is it that makes some societies able to interact and 

coexist while some societies seem unable to achieve this? Is there a higher acceptance, 

knowledge, and trust towards other religious groups among some societies and are there specific 

structures in society that enable peaceful religious pluralism?  

Malaysia is a country that is often highlighted as a religiously pluralistic country, where 

different religious ethnic groups live together. Located in South East Asia, the country is 

influenced by the rest of Asia, such as China, India, Thailand, the Philippines, Indonesia, and 

Japan. Due to its location and ethnic composition, Malaysia is often mentioned as a 

multicultural society, a society where different religious and ethnic groups enrich each other in 

coexistence, despite Islam being the dominant religion which the country is governed by 

(Collste 2010: 48). A contrast to the religious country Malaysia is Sweden. Sweden is often 

emphasized as a homogeneous and secular country, where there is a low degree of religious 

practice. In recent years this has changed, and Sweden has become a more multicultural society 

due to globalization and immigration. The past years, xenophobia and hostility has increased, 

and so has the number of supporters to the right-wing nationalist parties (EXPO, 2020). 

Segregation is often highlighted in the daily public and political debate and it is emphasized as 

very problematic. In addition, the state is clearly separated from any religion, which means that 

the state is also neutral in terms of religious affiliation .  

 

Many countries today are becoming increasingly secular. This trend is evident in Europe in 

particular where several European states, like Sweden, do not have a religiously influenced 

governance. A secular society is often equated with a neutral society where, freedom of religion 

and freedom of expression is protected at an institutional level trough laws and policies which 

aim to create equality for all individuals regardless of religion. Religion is, in secular societies, 

to a large extent considered to be something practiced for traditional reasons, rather than 

something practiced in order to seek life guidance and advice (Slotte, 2010:2). Religion is also 

increasingly associated with symbols rather than with lifestyle, which is illustrated in the 

various societal debates that raise discussions such as the right to wear a religious symbol or 

follow a certain diet. These discussions indicate an intolerance within society towards religions, 

which is also evident through the emergence of right-wing nationalistic parties in Europe 

(Mancini, 2020).  

The degree of religious influence on state institutions varies in secular countries depending on 

how the separation of state and religion is arranged or has been arranged historically. This is 

interesting if we look at France, which together with Switzerland and Turkey is one of the 
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countries that is considered to have a more expressed secular ideology (Slotte, 2010:14). In 

France, there is a law that bans the wearing of full veil in public places and most recently there 

is a discussion and a political will to ban the wearing of Hijabs for women under the age of 18 

in public places. This has been met with very strong criticism from Muslim women all over the 

world, who argue that a ban of this kind is a ban against Islam (Al Jazeera, 2021. Rokhaya, 

2021). The desire to ban religious symbols such as the Burqa and the Niqab are tendencies that 

can be seen in several countries in Europe, such as England, Germany, and the Netherlands. 

Bans of the Burqa and Niqab is also often raised in the political debate, where some parties 

attract voters by expressing a desire to enact laws of this kind (Weaver, 2018). 

Is it possible, on the basis of the tendencies seen in France, and Europe to assume that there is 

a lower degree of acceptance towards religions in a society because it is secular? Could it be 

that on an institutional level, trough laws and policies, there is an acceptance but on an 

individual and reality-based level there is not? If you accept that assumption you might not be 

surprised that a report published by the Swedish Crime Prevention Council (BRÅ) shows that 

there is a low acceptance and tolerance towards other religions in Sweden (BRÅ, 2019:59). 

This can be compared to Malaysia, where there seems to be a higher degree of acceptance and 

tolerance towards other religions. A reason for this seems to be that religious people consider 

it rational to be more tolerant towards others who practice a religion, since intolerance towards 

other who practice a religion can lead to punishment from God (Idris et al., 2016) 

Is it possible that low acceptance and tolerance in Sweden depends on the fact that Sweden is a 

secular society? Since Malaysia hypothetically have a higher acceptance of other religions 

compared to Sweden, it can be assumed that there is a correlation between religious 

communities and the degree of acceptance of religious pluralism. However, it is also reasonable 

to assume that in order for societies to achieve peaceful and stable religious pluralism there 

needs to be a non-discriminatory governance, economic stability, integration, and religious 

freedom.  

The hypothesis that has been developed in relation these assumptions is that there is a 

correlation between religious societies and stable pluralistic societies. 

1.2 Aim and research questions  

The thesis aims to study if there is a greater acceptance towards other religions in Malaysia 

compared to Sweden. The thesis also aims to test if the stability of a pluralistic society is related 

to whether a society is religious or secular. To achieve the purpose of the study, two research 

questions have been developed: 

- Is there a greater acceptance of different religions in Malaysia compared to Sweden? 

- Is there a correlation between religious societies and stable religious pluralism, i.e. the 

degree of acceptance towards other religions?   

 

1.3 Theory and method   

This section aims to describe the theoretical framework and the main methods used for 

conducting this study. The section begins with a presentation of the hypothesis used in the 
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study, an explanation of the use of methods to then present the study's validity and reliability. 

Lastly a motivation of the choice of the two countries used in the study is presented. 

1.3.1 Theory   

The theory has a central role in this study since it together with the method helps to test the 

hypothesis. The theory chosen for the thesis needs to be designed so that it is possible to carry 

out a comparative analysis. The two chosen models enable an analysis at several different levels 

in society and of the different requirements needed for stable religious pluralism.  

One of the models enables an analysis on a micro, macro and meso level and by applying this 

to the study, the study has a good structure for analysing religious pluralism. The other model 

focuses on normative dimensions of religious pluralism. This model demonstrates the 

requirements for long-term sustainable religious pluralism, which means that a society must be 

able to be long-term inclusive and tolerant of coexistence. The two selected models create a 

common framework for analysing religious pluralism and the theory therefore has a central 

role. The two chosen models are modes of religious pluralism suggested by Ole Riis and the 

conception of overlapping consensus suggested by Göran Collste.  

1.3.2 Formulation of hypothesis   

To conduct this study, a hypothesis has been used as a starting point. As mentioned in the 

introduction the hypothesis is that there is a correlation between religious societies and the 

possibility of stable pluralistic societies. This is tested by comparing Malaysia, a religious 

society and Sweden, a secular society.  

1.3.3 Method  

The conducted study is a qualitative comparative study. The method used to conduct the study 

is comparative analysis. 

1.3.4 Methodology   

The literature review aims to provide an insight and understanding of religious pluralism as 

well as the previous and current research situation. No specific method or search words were 

used to carry out the literature review, but as a starting point, I turned to two research projects 

that had previously researched the issue of religious pluralism. Through these two projects, 

further relevant literature could be found. The literature analysis aims to collect data and to 

analyse different elements within the Malaysian and Swedish societies. The elements selected 

for the literature analysis were elements central for studying whether a society or country is 

religiously pluralistic. These elements are mentioned in detail in the theory section. 

Two frameworks are used in the comparison to create a common framework to enable a 

complete analysis of the conditions for religious pluralism in Malaysia and Sweden. 

 

The created framework made it possible to carry out the analysis at three different levels and of 

a number of different elements. This made it possible to analyse each country according to the 

three levels and elements. When each country was analysed based on the framework, it was 

possible to carry out a clear comparison. The framework has formed the basis of the 

comparative analysis and it was based the analysis of and how the different countries met the 

requirements for a stable pluralistic society. By comparing if Malaysia and Sweden fulfilled 
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what the framework said enabled stable pluralistic societies, the hypothesis could be tested, and 

the research question answered. 

1.3.5 Methodological concerns  

The study takes as a starting point a definition of religious pluralism that is based on values 

such as acceptance, equality, religious freedom, and inclusion. These values can be seen as 

demands for the stability of religious pluralism, which means that for a society to be stable, 

several of these values need to be met. The definition of religious pluralism defines religious 

pluralism as: “the practice of several religions within a society” (Collste, 2005:48). This 

definition of religious pluralism is a common definition among the field of religious pluralism. 

The analysis in the study is based on a framework created on the basis of the two selected 

models. The framework for the analysis is therefore not dependent on the  

materials being analysed. This gives the study a high generalizability because it is possible to 

apply onto other materials. However, the material used in this study is two countries, which 

means that it is a requirement for the generalizability of the study. Another requirement for the 

generalizability of this study is that elements equivalent to those used in this study's analysis 

are used for analysis of two other countries. The analysis and results of the study depend on the 

choice of method and theory.  

1.3.6 Choice of countries  

The study compares two countries, Sweden, and Malaysia. These two countries have been 

selected for this study due to several reasons. One of the reasons is that I recently moved to 

Malaysia. Moving from Sweden to Malaysia made me curious about the Malaysian society, 

religious pluralism, and the coexisting of different groups of society. In step with my curiosity, 

a hypothesis regarding the Malaysian society being more open and accepting of other religions 

than the Swedish society. Another reason for the choice of countries in this study is because the 

countries in question contrast each other. The fact that the countries contrasted each other 

regarding secularity or religious state gave an interesting approach to the subject and it also 

made it easier to make a concrete comparison between the countries.  

1.4 Previous research  

This literature review aims to identify the research space and provide an overview of previous 

research and the current state of research regarding religious pluralism. It does so by presenting 

a number of different themes that are central within the research of religious pluralism. The 

previous research presented below is collected from different scholars and backgrounds. The 

starting point for the literature review has been Collste’s research project on religious pluralism: 

Possibilities of Religious Pluralism (Collste, 2005). Another research project that also formed 

the basis for the search for literature is a Danish research project by Lars Ahlin (2012). In 

addition, recent research has also been studied and included, which creates a good overview of 

what has recently been studied in the field of religious pluralism. In order to create a good 

overview of how the different theorists and scholars’ approach religious pluralism, the literature 

review is divided into different themes. These themes reflect how previous research connects 

religious pluralism to society and they aim to provide a better understanding and context of 

religious pluralism. The themes are multicultural societies, identity, values and state and 

religion.  
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Multicultural societies   

Through increased ethnic, national, and religious pluralism, societies are changing and 

becoming increasingly pluralistic and diverse. Societies are to a greater extent becoming 

multicultural (Roth, 2003:34). Roth identifies three main forces, or sources, to this 

development: Modernization, urbanization, and globalization. These forces challenge the 

traditional boundaries, ways of identifying and belonging since new concepts of life and 

perceptions of the meaning of an ultimate life compete with the old traditional ideals (Roth, 

2003:36). 

Globalization is a contributing factor that accelerates and intensifies the process of religious 

pluralism (Riis, 1999:20). By the process of globalization societies become more mobile, and 

trough the politics, communication and trade individuals become more reflexive and aware of 

existing worldviews and religions of today. This challenges the traditional homogeneous 

religion which in turn changes the status of religious organizations (Riis, 1999:20). However, 

religions can be more or less tolerant towards other religions, and, thus, more or less willing to 

enter into a dialogue, and more or less aimed at missionary work at the expense of the other 

religions. According to Riis, it is likely that religious pluralism, which is intensified by 

globalization, develops into several different types of religious pluralism. These different types 

of religious pluralism are called modes of religious pluralism, and they come from the plurality 

of pluralism (Riis,1999:20). 

Huntington believes that a foundation for civilizations are common values such as history, 

language, and religion (Collste, 2005:56). These values form the basis for identification, for 

both groups and people. When societies change and go from homogeneous societies, with 

common foundations to multicultural societies without the same values, it becomes problematic 

to create a common identification which leads to divided societies. Huntington therefore 

believes that conflicts within civilizations are natural and something we can expect in multi-

religious and multi-ethnic societies (Collste, 2005:56).  

 

Identity  

Societies are important for individuals in the process of identification. This approach of 

pluralism focuses on identity and how identity is linked, shaped, and changed in connection to 

religious pluralism. Pluralism in this context is a diversity of Identities, groups, individuals, 

ideas, and beliefs (Roth, 1999:31). Identity has a great significance for the individual and 

society and religion has historically been, and still is, to a large extent a source of identification 

for individuals and groups in society (Banchoff, 2008:17-16). Issues concerning cultures, 

nations, societies, traditions, and states are so-called identity issues and they play a significant 

role for how individuals identify and relate to each other and society, the present, the past and 

the future (Roth, 1999:23). 

The change of societies from homogenous to pluralistic societies challenges the traditional 

identities such as religious, ethnical, and national identities and societies are no longer possible 

to define by homogeneous terms (Roth, 1999:16,33). Identities are no longer bound to one 

group, instead identities within pluralistic societies are cross-border (Roth, 1999:24). These 

new identities emerge and create group identities linked to conflicting relations, at the same 
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time as fundamentalist ideologies also emerge as a response to modernization and secularization 

(Roth, 1999:33). 

Another aspect of identity relevant for religious pluralism is the possibility for a common 

identity that goes beyond the mere religious identity.  For example, Beckford argues that 

pluralistic societies remain stable if it is possible for individuals to identify themselves 

collectively, in categories or with voluntary movements (Beckford, 2003:80). The importance 

of such a common identity or a common ground for identification is also stressed by Collste 

who argues that:” dialogue, common meeting places, forums for participation and common 

grounds for identification” are crucial for a pluralistic society to stay stable (Collste, 2005:61). 

The individual identity within pluralistic societies is therefore central in order for these societies 

to stay stable. 

Values  

In today’s societies it is not only about the existence of values, but it is also about the tolerance 

of different values. Collste believes that the tolerance of different values is not necessary for us 

to achieve religious pluralism and stability, but for stability to be possible, common values or 

overlapping values are required. To achieve and find overlapping values, interaction is needed 

and a common forum where this can take place is required (Collste, 2005:57). According to 

previous research, values are central to religious pluralism and a stable religious pluralism is 

based on mutual respect, trust, and values. This shared frame of values is not always reached 

by politics, it can also be reached by interaction between religious groups and non-religious 

groups of society. Common basic values will be shared when acting with each other, adjusting 

to each other. Kukathas argues in line with Collste, that when religious groups interact with 

society, their values  are affected and changed. This leads to an understanding of moral values 

and standards, a kind of moral consensus (Collste, 2005:59). Societies that do not interact with 

each other, but instead coexist in tolerance with each other are not stable societies since they 

do not share values (Collste, 2005:56,57). Rawls argues that within pluralistic societies it is 

possible and crucial to reach an overlapping consensus. This overlapping consensus is built 

upon principles of core values, justice, and rights, which are to be found within different 

religions (Collste, 2005:55). Collste supports the idea of overlapping consensus and he argues 

that Rawls’ idea of common consensus is not a utopia. Bohman has criticised Rawls for taking 

the values of different religions too lightly. Bohman believes that the ethics and life views of 

different religions, which are reflected in values of each religion, are too profound and divided 

for an overlapping consensus to be reached (Collste, 2005:58).  

State and religion   

The individual right to religious freedom is often claimed to have been established in the 

Western society, but the individual right to religious freedom has been found in several of the 

world religions, such as Hinduism and the traditions of Islam (Collste, 2005:58). 

The relationship between state and religion has a major impact on the acceptance and 

recognition of religion in a society, for example laws and constitutions determine what religious 

groups are allowed and not allowed to do in society (Beckford, 2003:77). According to Collste, 

how pluralistic a society can become and be depends on how the state functions and acts. Firstly, 

what policy does the state work according to, is there any religion that is treated differently or 
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are all religions equal? Secondly the relationship between state and religious groups sets the 

possibilities for religious coexistence (Collste, 2005:48). Rawls states that in a society where 

one specific doctrine is favoured there is no stability (Rawls in Collste, 2005:48). The 

relationship between religious authorities, scholars and state is important since religious 

authorities and scholars works as a function for stability among different religious groups in 

society (Mutalib & Sulaiman, 2017:179).  

According to Riis, the right to practice one's religion is not particularly problematic when the 

practice of religion is limited to the space of a religious building or place. What becomes 

problematic is when religions advocate different ethical life guidelines, which do not go hand 

in hand with the state in the country. In these cases, the state restricts the religion in question 

and thus also the freedom of religion to a certain extent (Riis, 1999:23). Banchoff argues that 

problems and ethical dilemmas that arise today globally often touch on religion and religious 

traditions (Banchoff, 2008:16,17).  

1.5 Delimitation    

The study focuses on what enables stability in religiously pluralistic societies. It does this by 

studying different values such as identity, relationships, integration, trust and respect and their 

effect on and importance to the creation of stability within religiously pluralistic societies. The 

study does not answer questions concerning the definition of religion. Due to space and time 

reasons, only Malaysia and Sweden are studied. 

1.6 Disposition   

The thesis is divided into five different parts: introduction, framework, comparative analysis, 

discussion and summary and conclusion. The introduction aims to present previous research in 

connection to the field in order to place the current study in relation to this. 

The second part, framework, focuses on two different models that can be used to understand 

religious pluralism. The two models come from different scholars and they complement each 

other by analysing religious pluralism trough different perspectives. From these two models a 

framework for further analysis have been created. This framework is used to analyse specific 

parts within the Swedish and Malaysian societies. 

The third part, comparative analysis, aims to analyse and compare Malaysia and Sweden by 

using the created framework.  It does so by first presenting the two countries historical, political, 

and religious backgrounds, which creates an institutional perspective, to further analyse each 

country in a critical analysis, which aims to study a reality-based perspective. 

This is followed by the fourth part of the thesis which aims to present the result of the study in 

relation to the hypothesis.   

The fifth and last part of the study is the summary and conclusion which aims to briefly clarify 

and repeat the study’s aim, result, and conclusion.  
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2. Theoretical framework  

This part aims to present the framework that is used for analysing religious pluralism in 

Malaysia and Sweden. It does so by first presenting the current discussion and definition of 

religious pluralism and diversity which is central to the understanding of the use of religious 

pluralism throughout the thesis. Further the two models that make up the foundation the created 

framework are presented. After presenting these two the chapter explains how the framework 

is created by the models and how the framework will be used when analysing religious 

pluralism in Malaysia and Sweden. 

The theoretical framework presented in this section is a framework based on three overarching 

levels of society, meso, macro and micro. Within each level, a number of values are analysed. 

These values are central for a religious pluralistic society to be stable in the long term. By using 

this framework, it is possible to analyse whether a society is religiously pluralistic and if it is 

stable in the long run. 

2.1 Defining religious pluralism and diversity   

There is no unambiguous definition of the term religious pluralism, therefore previous research 

tends to make different delimitations of the term. Religious pluralism has a strong connection 

to diversity and what therefore becomes important is to define religious pluralism, diversity, 

and clarify the connection between these. Note that the definitions presented in this chapter 

does not make up a complete list that represents all current definitions and discussions about 

religious pluralism and diversity. Instead, this section aims to present the most common and 

central definitions of religious pluralism and diversity. The concept of religious pluralism and 

diversity has been used in at least four different ways:    

 

- Religious pluralism as a practice of several religion within a society.  

- Religious pluralism as interaction.  

- Religious pluralism as a prerequisite for diversity.  

- Religious pluralism as the degree of diversity of religions.   

 

Collste defines religious pluralism as the practice of several religions within a society (Collste, 

2005:48). Collste approaches religious pluralism in a straightforward way, the definition 

suggests that pluralism is about several religions being practiced within the same society or 

country. This definition can be used as an initial understanding of what religious pluralism is. 

Further, Collste argues that there are three kinds of pluralism, pluralism of doctrines, pluralism 

of ways of life and pluralism of identification (Collste, 2005:61). Pluralism of doctrines is the 

multitude of religions practiced within a society, pluralism of life refers to the approach of life 

such as ethics, morality, and lifestyle. Lastly, pluralism of identification refers to what an 

individual chooses to identify with (Collste, 2005:61-64). 

In addition to the minimalist definition, Ahlin et al. wants to add that we need to define religious 

diversity because religious pluralism is created and build upon the existence of religious 

diversity (Ahlin et al, 2012:415). Ahlin et al. believes that Collste's definition, the minimalist 

definition, is rather about diversity than pluralism. The major difference between pluralism and 



13 

 

diversity is the ability to exist or the ability to live together and interact within a society. The 

concept of religious diversity is defined as the existence of various religions in a society (Ahlin 

et al, 2012:405). Religious pluralism, on the other hand refers to religions interacting with each 

other in a society.  Thus, Ahlin et al defines religious pluralism as something that emerges out 

of interaction, relations and engagement between different religions and religious groups. 

Religious pluralism builds upon religious diversity which is religions coexisting in a society 

(Ahlin et al, 2012:404-405). This approach focuses on the need for integration and interaction 

between different religions, and religious diversity is seen as an enabler of religious pluralism.  

 

According to Beckford the term religious pluralism often used to describe diversity, values an 

acceptance. Diversity refers to the varying degree of religious pluralism within a society, values 

refer to the varied political and moral support that is given towards the public acceptance of 

religion and acceptance refers to public acceptance or recognition of religion within a society.  

Beckford believes that it is important to distinguish these three but that sociologists tend to 

place these different meanings of pluralism under the same term, pluralism. Furthermore, 

Beckford believes, in line with a normative approach, that a diversity of religious groups and 

organizations in a society is beneficial and that it is therefore desirable to achieve a peaceful 

coexistence between these different groups and organizations (Beckford, 2003:81).  

To understand what religious pluralism is, we must, according to Beckford, study different parts 

of society to measure the degree of diversity within each part. From this, we can see that 

Beckford assumes that religious diversity is a prerequisite for religious pluralism. Beckford 

means that religious diversity varies in all societies, and he demonstrates this by presenting five 

forms of religious diversity. 

The first form, which is the simplest way to study and measure if a society is religiously diverse 

is to study the number of religious traditions or organizations that exist within a society. 

Beckford links this to a market where pluralism alludes to the number of companies, in this 

case religious organizations that exist on the market. The more religious organizations that are 

available, the higher the degree of pluralism (Beckford, 2003:75). 

The second form is to study the number of different religions that exist within a country and the 

third form is to measure the number of individuals who associate with a religious group 

(Beckford, 2003:75). By belonging to a group can mean that an individual officially belongs to 

a religious group, but it can also mean that an individual does not identify with a religious group 

but still feels a sense of belonging to that group.  

The fourth form of religious diversity is to measure the number of individuals who combine 

several different religions in their identification.  

Lastly Beckford states that religious diversity can refer to diversity within a religion, which 

would then be a process of internal differentiation. This means that traditional religions, which 

have been homogeneous, undergo a process in which they divide and form new schools or 

affiliations. This process forms variants and branches of the traditional religion which would 

create a diversity within a religion and society (Beckford, 2003:76).  With this empirical 

approach to religious pluralism, Beckford demonstrates that religious pluralism can be 

measured in terms of the degree of diversity in different ways, contexts, and places in society.   
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Riis also approaches pluralism as the diversity within a society and the recognition of this 

diversity (Riis, 1999:23).  Riis who belongs to the sociology of religion advocates that to 

understand religious pluralism one can analyse the term trough three levels, the macro-level, 

the meso-level, and the micro-level. The macro-level refers to the acceptance and recognition 

of religious plurality by societal authorities. The meso-level refers to the variety of religious 

institutions and organisations being viewed as competitive units. The micro level refers to the 

individual possibility and right to one’s religion and belief (Riis, 1999:23).   

Riis means that the diversity of a society is prerequisite for individual freedom (Riis, 1999:23). 

Further, Riis presents three main perspectives on religious pluralism within the sociology of 

religion: the cognitivism, functionalism, and critical theory (Riis, 1999:24). These three 

approaches religion differently and thereby studies religious pluralism differently. The 

cognitivist approach believes that religious views and lifestyles as a result of secularization 

must compete with non-religious lifestyles and views. This leads to religious groups 

rationalizing themselves in order to survive on the market, and as the market becomes 

increasingly consumer demanding, religious groups need to adapt to the majority of consumers. 

This affects how the different religious groups legitimize themselves in values (Riis, 1999:25). 

The functional approach focuses on religious pluralism as a process of differentiation. This 

process led to religion finding a place within the cultural and social system of society (Riis, 

1999:25). The critical theory approaches religion as a way or opportunity to gather people and 

to meet group specific needs (Riis, 1999:26).  

Byrnes (Mawson, 2005:39) believes that the majority of religions share the insight and idea of 

a transcendent, sacred reality. This means that they are equivalent in the degree of referring to 

the transcendent reality and the common sacred. Byrne is, however, clear that this does not 

mean that the religions agree and share the same values, beliefs or outlook on life.  Connected 

to Byrnes version of religious pluralism he makes three claims which applies to all religions in 

majority. The first claim is referring to respect and equal value for the purpose of all religions 

to create consensus on the sacred reality. The second claim is the equality of all religions in 

terms of creating meaning and salvation for the individual in different ways. The third and last 

claim is that of the religions should be seen as a norm for interpreting other religions. This is 

because the theories within each tradition are too uncertain, and they should therefore be seen 

as revisable accounts of the sacred (Mawson, 2005:39). The approach used by Byrne’s 

demonstrates that there is a consensus between different religions. Through this consensus, 

religious pluralism can be understood as a kind of tolerance and acceptance between religions, 

without religions being equated in any way. 

Lastly religious pluralism can be seen as an enabler of interaction and Ahlin et al believes that 

interaction between different religions is central, while Riis argues, in line with the constructive 

approach that religious pluralism is an opportunity to gather people and meet specific needs 

(Riis, 1999:26). Religious pluralism is in other words approached as a tool for gathering 

individuals. 

2.2 Framework  

The two models are the modes of religious pluralism and the conceptions of overlapping 

consensus. The first model enables an analysis of religious pluralism at different levels of 
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society. Through these different levels, the model contributes with an overall structure for the 

implementation of the analysis, and this model therefore forms the basis for the analysis. The 

inclusion of this model in the framework creates an opportunity for a deep analysis of three 

central parts of society. 

The second model, the conceptions of overlapping consensus, is about the prerequisites that 

need to be met in order for a pluralistic society to be stable. This model is based on a number 

of elements that are central for religious pluralistic societies. This model contributes to the 

framework with which elements that should be analysed.  

By putting these two models together into one framework, a analytical framework is created 

that enables an analysis of central elements within religious pluralism at several different levels 

in society.  

2.2.1. Modes of religious pluralism  

The first part of the theoretical framework draws on Ole Riis’ work on different modes on 

religious pluralism. From the perspective of sociology of religion, Riis offers an understanding 

of the social structures that may have an impact on religious diversity and pluralism, and how 

it is approached by societies. Riis has primarily focused on globalism and believes that 

globalization is a factor that both accelerates and intensifies the process of religious pluralism. 

Through increased globalization, the awareness and reflexivity of different religions increases. 

This creates a diversity of different pluralities that exist in a society which leads to plurality of 

pluralism, and these different pluralisms can be approached as modes of religious pluralism.  

According to Riis, religious pluralism can be analysed on three levels. These three levels are 

the micro, macro and meso level and by these levels, religious pluralism is approached 

differently depending on which level in society the phenomenon is analysed through (Riis, 

1999:21).  

The first level, the macro level, means that social authorities accept, tolerate, and recognize a 

pluralism of religions (Riis, 1999:21). The meso level is about accepting a pluralism of religious 

organizations in society. Here, Riis equates the diversity of religious organizations in society 

with companies acting on an open market. This can be likened to a free market system, where 

different religions compete with each other and individuals can choose freely amongst them 

(Riis, 1999:21). The third level is based on the individual and enables analysis from a micro 

perspective. In the micro perspective, pluralism is about the individual's ability to choose his or 

her faith and to develop and practice one’s faith freely (Riis, 1999:21). 

Riis calls these three different perspectives modes of religious pluralism and they correlate with 

religious freedom, religious tolerance and denominalisation (Riis, 1999:24).  What these three 

levels have in common and which they also strive for is the right to religious freedom. This is 

achieved through a number of different factors that vary depending on the level of analysis. 

The following sections aims to clarify the three different levels and how they interact with the 

three values. This is done by exemplifying what each level analyses and how they link together 

with tolerance, acceptance and denominalisation. This is central to both the understanding of 

the structure and the meaning of the analysis. Tolerance, acceptance and denominalisation also 

correlates with the right to religious freedom.   
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The macro level  

The macro level is the first level in the analysis. This level enables analysis from a larger 

perspective, and it is based on the role of state and authorities in relation to religious pluralism. 

The macro level of analysis strongly correlates with the acceptance and recognition of religion 

in a society, and it can be analysed by studying the authorities' acceptance and tolerance of a 

plurality of religions. Religious tolerance regards the individual’s right to belief through 

limiting the state interference on religious freedom. The freedom to practice and develop one's 

religion is about being able to practice a religion freely in society regardless of place and to be 

able to follow a religion's outlook on life and ethical points of view (Riis, 1999:24). The ethical 

guidelines within the specific religion govern and regulate how an individual should live and 

relate to different parts of society. This means that religious authorities’ trough religious ethical 

guidelines can influence and regulate individuals and thus larger groups in a society. Religious 

ethical values serve as a guide for many individuals which means that these ethical values act 

on the same field as other social values. This leads to ethical religious values competing with 

non-religious societal values such as politics, culture and economics. This can lead to a clash 

between religious and non-religious values since an individual have to choose between ethical 

religious values or social values of society. This can lead to threat picture perceived by the 

authorities, since the religious authorities’ trough religious ethical guidelines can influence and 

regulate individuals and thus larger groups in a society. This threat experienced by the 

authorities can lead to religious practice in society being restricted by the authorities in order to 

maintain a strong state.   

 

The meso level  

The second level is the meso level. This level is closely connected to the macro and micro level 

and it enables analysis of society from a closer perspective, which means the focus is on 

society's institutions and groups. This level underlines the importance of a multitude of different 

religious organizations existing in society. This is important because it creates a diversity and 

a natural competition between religious organisations which enables individuals to freely 

choose belonging and faith. For this to be possible, there must once again be an acceptance in 

society of this multitude of religious organizations.  

One way to ensure religious freedom is to grant it in the constitution. This is common among 

modern countries today. By granting religious freedom the right to practice religion and the 

possibility to form religious denominations is ensured. This protection of religious freedom is 

although limited by one main condition. That condition is that religions should not be used for 

opposing the constitution by being misused by politics (Riis, 1999:24). However, by analysing 

religious pluralism from a meso level, it will be possible to challenge how religious freedom is 

respected which, provides an opportunity for different religious institutions and groups to 

operate on equal terms which is crucial in order for individuals to choose their belonging and 

faith. 

The micro level  

The third level of analysis, the micro level, analyses religious pluralism from a narrower 

perspective. This level is also called the individual level and it refers to the is the individual’s 

right to religious freedom. This refers to the individual right to shape one’s own religious belief 
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and practice and it can be expressed in different forms. One way of forming one’s religious 

belief is through a so-called religion a la carte. The religion a la carte means that an individual 

can choose freely among existing religious belief systems and elements to create, combine, and 

shape one’s own religious practice. Another way of forming one’s belief is the choice of 

adherence or non-adherence to a specific denomination. The adherence to different groups 

depends on different aspects of life and individuals tend to pick and associate with 

denominations that according to them best represents universal truths (Riis, 1999:25). 

By analysing religious pluralism as different modes, the analysis focuses on different 

perspectives of individual rights and collective rights in regard to religion. The macro level 

contributes to an analysis of religion at a larger, broader perspective. This level connects to 

values such as acceptance and recognition and is based on the fact that society's functions, such 

as authorities and the state, must accept a diversity of religions in society. The meso level, is a 

level between macro and micro. The meso level is based on an acceptance that there is a 

diversity of religious organizations in society. This contributes with an analysis from a slightly 

narrower perspective than macro, but still keeps the analysis at a societal level. The last level, 

the micro level is an important level in the analysis because it addresses the individual and his 

or hers right to practice religion in society. 

Riis means that this illustrates a contradictory dilemma with religious pluralism, since in a way, 

religious pluralism means safeguarding the right to religious freedom, allowing all individuals 

to express their own faith but in another way, pluralism means tolerance and acceptance of the 

diversity of different religions in a society. This means that the acceptance of a diversity of 

religions is done at the expense of the individual's beliefs (Riis, 1999:32).  

2.2.2 The conceptions of overlapping consensus  

The second part of the theoretical framework draws on a model suggested by Göran Collste, 

originally developed by John Rawls. Collste is professor emeritus in applied ethics and has 

studied religious pluralism in Malaysia and Sweden. Collste believes that in order to achieve a 

long-term stable pluralistic society, which is relevant because it enables the development and 

prosperity of a society, there needs to be a common set of values. It is only through a common 

set of values that the various groups in society can live in peaceful coexistence with each other. 

Furthermore, Collste formulates a number of different demands for religious pluralism. These 

prerequisites are about what needs to be met in order for a common consensus to be reached. 

Collste divides religious pluralism into different kinds of pluralism, pluralism of ways of life, 

pluralism of how and what an individual identifies with, and pluralism of doctrines. The first, 

pluralism of doctrines, refers to a multitude of different religions practiced in a society.  

Pluralism of ways of life is about actual moral practices, lifestyles, and national and ethic 

identifications. Here, individuals can find consensus trough likeness or similarities of ways of 

life.  Lastly, pluralism of how and in connection to what one wishes to be identified with, which 

can be either by a religion, or by a nationality or by a specific lifestyle (Collste, 2005:60-61). 

The process of homogeneous societies emerging into pluralistic society is a complex process 

and Collste means that for a pluralistic society to be stable a common frame of values is crucial 

(Collste, 2003:80). The common value base is the foundation of a stable pluralistic society and 
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it can be achieved through interaction and dialog between different groups. Through interaction 

different groups can adjust to each other and build an equal trust and respect.  If overlapping 

consensus can be reached, individuals and groups can voluntarily identify themselves with 

society. This means that individuals and groups also voluntarily support society's various 

institutions. This in turn leads to society becoming stable in the long term because a common 

set of values has been created. In order to achieve a common value base, Collste turns to a 

theory that deals with overlapping consensus. A pluralistic society is a society with several 

comprehensive doctrines. A comprehensive doctrine comprises ideas about what is considered 

important in life, and it can be religious, ideological, or ethical.  

John Rawls, who developed the model suggested by Collste believes that a consensus between 

different doctrines can lead to a consensus on a political conception of justice.  

This consensus does not stem from any political ideology or doctrine but is about society's 

public political culture and the ideas that form the basis for it. The values on which there is 

consensus are a common ground regardless of the different religions and views of life that exist 

in a society, which in turn can mean that they receive a high level of support from the 

population. If a society succeeds in finding an overlapping consensus, it is a more stable society 

than a society in which individuals live in coexistence. This is because a society based on 

coexistence is based on tolerance, which means that there is no common value created by 

integration or dialogue among different groups in society. A society with overlapping 

consensus, on the other hand, is a society that citizens can identify, which means that there is 

voluntary support for society's instincts (Collste, 2005:90). Overlapping consensus is also 

important in terms of political rights. An example of missing overlapping consensus in terms 

of political rights is when a doctrine or a tradition is favoured in a country. This creates 

inequality, and thereby stability is lacking (Collste, 2005: 56-57). But an overlapping consensus 

is not enough for stability in a pluralistic society. Collste identifies relationships, identification, 

places for integration, and trust and respect as crucial elements for a society to find a common 

base of values to achieve overlapping consensus. These can also be seen as a number of 

requirements that needs to be met in order for a common and just society. The following 

paragraph aims to explain the role and significance of each element in achieving a stable 

pluralistic society. 

Relationships 

Relationships refers to interactions between different groups and individuals in society. If we 

relate this to the modes or levels of pluralism suggested by Riis, it is reasonable to say that this 

perspective relates to the meso level of religious pluralism. This means that the core is the 

acceptance of a diversity of different religions. Acceptance is also a basis for building 

relationships, which in turn can lead to common values which is one of the requirements for 

stable pluralistic societies. Collste argues that the relationship between different religious, 

cultural, and ethnic groups depends on economic, political, and social conditions of a society 

(Collste, 2003:86).  Economic and social divisions create inequality in society, which leads to 

instability. An improved economy can then have a stabilizing effect and as the economy 

stabilizes, consumption patterns change, which can be linked to changing norms. These new 

changed norms are more about each individual's responsibility linked to work and consumption 

than ethnic affiliations and preferences (Collste, 2003:86).  
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To describe the relationship between different ethnic and religious groups, Collste distinguishes 

between social relations and relations between different value systems. Social relations are 

about the degree of social exchange that takes place between different ethnic groups. Collste 

identifies two forms of value systems, religious value systems and cultural value systems.  

These systems denote how different groups perceive each other and the degree of common 

values. Collste labels this as consensus for ideas and possible platforms for communication 

which means the degree of common values and different ideas that each group has about each 

other. The two different kinds of relationships are connected to each other and with an increased 

integration between different ethnic groups, the ideological communication and consensus will 

increase (Collste, 2003:87). The social relationship between the different ethnical groups could 

be described on a scale of segregation, where complete segregation is the lowest scale of 

exchange between different ethnic groups and complete integration as the highest scale (Collste, 

2003:87).   

Identification  

Religion has historically been a source of identification and individuals have sought a faith to 

find security, life advice and context. This means that individuals need to be given the 

opportunity to identify oneself with the faith they practice. In today's society, there are other 

possibilities for individuals to identify oneself with, such as with their profession, interest, or 

age. Despite these new possibilities for identification, religion still has a decisive role of 

identification (Collste, 2003:86). According to Collste, the different ways of identifying oneself 

can create different groupings in society and lead to a "us and them" which increases the 

distance between individuals belonging to different groups. 

The common set of values are needed in to strengthen the relationships between each group and 

individual and to reduce the gap between the groups. Although the common values have an 

important function, the possibility and need for individuals to preserve their identity trough 

culture or religion is also important. If we ignore the needs of the individual, individuals’ risk 

to become weakened, but if we fail to create a common set of values for society, society risks 

being weakened (Collste, 2003:80). 

This can be linked to two main levels in the structure provided by Riis, the macro level, and the 

micro level. The macro level regards the acceptance, tolerance, and proclamation of pluralism 

of religions in society. This is a basis for an individual to be able to identify freely and according 

to the religion desired. The micro level is linked to this because it affects the individual religious 

freedom, which also means being able to identify with desirable faith. 

Places for integration  

Collste believes that meeting places are needed in a society in order to achieve a common value 

base. Through meeting places interaction, participation and dialogue between different groups 

is enabled. These meetings also generate more knowledge of other groups which implies a 

positive curiosity. Through a positive newfound unity, there is room for dialogue and mutual 

learning, which leads to relationships on a personal level across religious and ethnic boundaries. 

This develops a stable ground for pluralistic societies since trust and respect is build (Collste, 

2005:61). The possibility of common meeting places for different ethnic and religious groups 

is based on a recognition and acceptance from society. This connects to the macro of Riis 
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analysis. Within the macro level, the state and authorities must accept the creation of these 

meeting places. Authorities and state should also be helpful in creating possibilities for meetings 

between different groups.  The creation of meeting places where integration can take place is 

also about the individual acceptance towards other religious and ethnic groups as well as the 

willingness to meet these and learn about each other. Without the individual striving for a 

common consensus, the meeting places lose their function. This element, common meeting 

places, can therefore also be connected to the micro level of analysis. 

Trust and respect  

Mutual respect and trust is core in order for a pluralistic society to be stable in the long run 

(Collste, 2005:57). Mutual respect is primary achieved through dialogue which can take place 

at public meeting places.  These places create space for dialogue, personal relationships, and 

interaction across religious and ethnic boundaries which will lead to trust and respect and stable 

societies. (Collste, 2003:88). Without mutual respect a common value base cannot be created 

since the different groups of society only live in tolerance with each other. The fact that the 

groups only tolerate each other means that they do not interact with each other, they do not 

learn from each other and they do not create any respect for each other. This leads to a society 

that is not stable in the long run. Collste believes that a society with mutual respect leads to 

cultural and religious differences enriching society and differences is something that may 

remain instead of being erased and regulated. (Collste, 2003:88). This links to all three levels, 

the macro and meso level. In macro an meso levels of analysis, the acceptance and recognition 

of the diversity of religions and diversity of religious organisations is central and in the micro 

level the individual’s attitude towards other groups is central for enabling stable pluralistic 

societies. 

 

2.3 Creating a framework  

These two models the modes of religious pluralism and the conceptions of overlapping 

consensus is used to create a framework for further analysis of religious pluralism.  

Riis' modes of religious pluralism analyses religious pluralism on three levels, micro, macro 

and meso. These levels can be linked to parts of society and the core of them is about a tolerance, 

acceptance, and proclamation of diversity of religions. Collste’s conceptions of overlapping 

consensus is about the prerequisites that needs to be met to enable a stable religious pluralistic 

society. This analysis focuses on the creation or reach of common values through integration 

which can lead to relationship building which in turn can lead to trust and respect. Focus also 

lays upon the need for identification, both for groups and for individuals. By combining these 

two, a framework that enables analysis at several levels is created. The modes of religious 

pluralism creates the structure of analysis, and therefore builds the foundation of the theoretical 

framework. The conception of overlapping consensus contributes with central elements that 

needs to be analysed within each level.   

The constructed framework enables an analysis of religious pluralism within a society. The 

framework does this by analysing the three levels of society, meso, macro and micro. Within 

each part, a number of values are analysed that are central for a religious pluralistic society to 

be stable in the long term. Through this structure it is possible to cover as many central parts of 
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society and pluralism as possible. This is needed to carry out as complete an analysis as possible 

in order to be able to answer the research questions linked to religious pluralism. 

3.  Religious pluralism in Malaysia and Sweden: A comparative analysis 

The chapter is structured as follows: I start by describing the situation in Sweden in relation to 

the three different levels of analysis, macro, meso and micro. After that, the situation in 

Malaysia is presented from an institutional perspective and a reality-based perspective, which 

is followed by a similar presentation of Sweden. The chapter concludes with a comparison of 

Malaysia and Sweden where the central similarities and differences are highlighted. 

3.1 Sweden  

Sweden has a population of just over ten million and is located in the northern Europe. Sweden 

is, compared to other European countries relatively large (SCB, 2021). 

 In 1593, Sweden became a Lutheran society where the state ruled the country according to 

Lutheran values (Svenska Kyrkan, 2020. Collste,2005:51). Society was strictly governed by the 

Lutheran doctrine, and practicing another religion was not permitted. The reformation of the 

Church of Sweden entailed a reorganization, in which Martin Luther had a major role. Luther 

wanted the individual to be justified by faith and not by deeds, and he opposed the system of 

“avlatshandel” which meant that one could buy oneself free from one's sins by buying a so 

called “Avlatsbrev” (letter of indulgence). Through the Reformation, Sweden converted to 

Protestantism from Catholic Christianity and the head of the church became the king of Sweden 

instead of the pope in Rome (Landguiden, 2020. Svenska Kyrkan, 2020). During the 19th and 

20th century new churches were formed in Sweden such as Pentecostal, Baptists and Methodists 

churches. During the 1950s and onwards, the number of Muslims and Catholics in Sweden 

increased, which was a consequence of working immigration (Collste, 2005:51). As a 

consequence, Sweden became a multi-religious country. In the 1950´s religious freedom was 

completely granted in the Swedish constitution and in the year of 2000, the Church of Sweden 

was separated from the state. This means that the Swedish government is not governed 

according to any specific faith (Collste, 2005:7).  

Today 38,5% of the Swedish population does not belong to any denomination and nowadays 

when Sweden is compared to other countries, Sweden is often stated as a secular country. This 

means that few individuals practice a religion regularly, identify themselves with a religion or 

as believers. Even if Sweden is often referred to as a secular country, it is not a homogeneous 

country in terms of religious diversity. 54,0% of the population in Sweden is protestant, this is 

the major group and as noticed, it is a larger group than the number of individuals not belonging 

to any denomination. Further, 4,2 % belong to other Christian groups and 0,9 % practices Islam. 

0,2% of the population in Sweden is Jews and the number of individuals practicing Hindu, and 

Buddhist beliefs are few (Haerpfer et al., 2020).  

Political situation  

Sweden is governed by a prime minister and a government. The government works together 

with a Riksdag. The Riksdag is largely responsible for laws and the budget. The laws of Sweden 

consist of four constitutions, which deal with the function of the monarchy, the government, 
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civil rights, and freedoms. Religion and politics are strongly separated, and Sweden is not 

considered to be governed by any religious values.   

The party that rules in Sweden today is the socialist party Socialdemokraterna (S). The second 

largest party is a right-wing party Moderaterna (M) and the third largest party in Sweden is a 

right-wing nationalist party named Sverigedemokraterna (SD) (Novus, 2021). Sweden's 

political parties are often placed on a scale of right and left, where the Social Demokraterna are 

placed on the left, the Moderaterna on the right and the Sverigedemokraterna on the far right 

(Landguiden, 2021). Sverigedemokraterna are a social conservative and nationalist party, and 

the party's policy focuses on immigration issues. The party has been criticized for having a high 

degree of Islamophobia and hostility towards Muslims in particular (Sennerö, 2021). In the 

2010 election, the Sverigedemokraterna received 5.7% of all votes, which led them to a seat in 

the Swedish Parliament. In 2014, Sverigedemokraterna became Sweden's third largest party 

and received 12.86% of the votes in the election which shows that Sverigedemokraterna has 

had a clear growth in the Swedish society (EXPO, 2020).   

Sweden is also a monarchy; which is more a matter of symbolism as the king does not have 

power over the prime minister and the government. Despite Sweden being a secular country, 

the monarch in Sweden must belong to Christianity and is thus not covered by religious 

freedom. (Landguiden, 2021). 

The macro level   

The macro level is the broadest level in the theoretical framework of this thesis, and parts of 

the macro level are included in both the meso and micro levels the analysis. The macro level 

has its core in religious freedom and the official acceptance towards religions.  

Sweden has historically been a Protestant country where the state and the church shared power 

for a long time and it was not until the year of 2000 that the state and church were officially 

separated. The separation meant that the Swedish government became neutral, with no 

connection to any religion. Therefore, Sweden has no official state religion, and the social 

systems, laws and rules are not based on any religious denomination or religious codes of 

conduct. 

 

The freedom of religion is regulated in the Swedish Constitution, chapter two, 1§, which states 

that that all individual has the right to practice his or her religion together with others or by 

oneself (SFS1974:152). Freedom of religion is also ensured by the European Convention of 

Human Rights, Chapter 18. In 1995, Sweden became a member of the European Union and the 

convention became part of the Swedish constitution. However, Sweden was a party of the 

Convention of Human Rights even before the EU membership, but it was not until the 

membership that the convention became Swedish law (SFS 2016:1358). 

 

The practice of religion in public places has long been a controversial topic in Sweden and there 

are a number of debates linked to this discussion. An example of such a debate is the right to 

wear a veil in public places such as at school or at work. Wearing a veil is a religious act and 

most veils cover the hair, neck, and leave the whole face or part of the face visible. (Blücher, 

2020. Svenska Yle, 2018).   
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The debate about veils has been about the importance of adults not influencing children and 

young people by using veils in schools or preschools. Those who oppose to the usage of the 

veil believe that children should not be forced into religious messages at an early age. Another 

side of the debate is that children and young people should not be allowed to wear a veil at 

school because wearing a veil is an act of oppression and schools should be a place free from 

acts of this kind. There is no law against wearing a veil in Sweden, but there is a political 

discussion of whether it should be forbidden or not to wear a veil at public places in society 

(Svenska Yle, 2018. Svenska Dagbladet, 2018. Motion 2018/19:110). This is evident in the 

following two citations from two motions that advocates such a ban. 

  

In two separate motions regarding the introduction of a ban on the wearing of a full-covering 

Muslim veil, the politician Richard Jomshof, who belongs to Sverigedemokraterna, motivates 

the introduction of such a ban in the following way:  

 

"It is of the utmost importance that we defend our democratic, cultural and secular values 

against all attempts to combat them. Part of this is that we ban the all-encompassing and 

oppressive veil of women in all public places. " (Motion 2018/19:110).   

 

“The Muslim veil is an Islamist symbol that symbolizes both religious submission and forced 

division between men and women, developed by men to oppress women. It should thus run 

counter to everything that our equal, democratic and secular society stands for.” (Motion 

2019/20:526). 

 

In another motion Alexandra Anstrell who belongs to the party Moderaterna, expresses that a 

ban on veils in pre-schools and primary schools means protecting women's freedom and 

Sweden's democratic rights: 

 

 “In our schools and preschools, children must be brought up to be democratic citizens. 

According to the Education Act, all education must "convey and anchor respect for human 

rights and the fundamental democratic values on which Swedish society rests". We must be 

clear that Swedish law and human rights apply to everyone; there are no exceptions no matter 

what religion you have or what culture you come from. Then it will be strange if we allow the 

oppression of little girls who are forced to cover their hair and wear full clothing.” (Motion 

2019/20:3374).  

 

Another example of a discussion that regards the practice of religion in the public sphere is the 

discussion of prayer exclamations. A prayer exclamation is a call to pray. This call usually takes 

place five times a day and is played from a mosque through a loudspeaker. The prayer 

exclamation is common in countries where Islam is in the majority religion. The debate in 

Sweden is about the prayer exclamation disturbing the public, by being loud and that people 

should not be forced to listen to religious messages wherever they go in society (Motion 2019/ 

20:521). This is motivated by two politicians who belong to the party Kristdemokraterna, 

Christian Carlsson and Hans Ekelind, who express that: 
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“To stop recurring and institutionalized prayer euphoria from religious buildings is not to limit 

religious freedom, it is to preserve the opportunity for those who do not want to listen to say 

"no thank you" and be respected for this.” (Motion 2018/19:1751).  

 

Sverigedemokraterna also support such a ban and states that: 

 

” A ban on prayer euphoria does not stop anyone from believing, it can still be done. A regular 

and recurring prayer euphoria, on the other hand, forces a religious view on citizens. Freedom 

of religion actually becomes a compulsion. The prayer euphoria thus contradicts the freedom 

of religion, but also against our secular society where we affirm both the freedom to and the 

freedom from religion.” (Motion 2019/ 20:521).   

 

Today there is one mosque in Sweden that has a weekly prayer exclamation. This prayer 

exclamation has been regulated, it is only allowed to be used two to three minutes once a week, 

compared to five times a day which is the usual (Svenska Dagbladet, 2018). There is so far no 

law that prohibits the prayer exclamation in Sweden but to introduce a prayer exclamation, a 

police permit is needed.   

 

Authorities and governments play an important role in discussions like the two presented above 

since they are able to either accept or restrict religious practice within society. The allowance 

of practicing religion in public places does not only belong to a macro level but also to the meso 

level in the analysis, as discussions such as these is also about the acceptance and tolerance of 

the existence of several different religious organizations and groups in a society.  

 

The meso level  

The meso level is the second level in the analysis and this level also analyses religious pluralism 

from a societal perspective. The meso level is similar to the macro level, and it has its core in 

the acceptance of a multitude of religious organisations within society. The multitude of 

religions enable individuals to choose faith and belonging that is crucial for the possibility to 

create one’s own identity. Integration and common meeting places are one of the elements that 

is important in order for a religious pluralistic society to be stable. Through integration, different 

groups can learn from each other, build respect and trust in each other, which in the long run 

can create common values.  

 

At a meso level, authorities and government can contribute to the process of integration by 

officially accepting religions and enable for meetings and integration between different groups 

within society. One way in which a state can show acceptance towards different religious 

organizations and groups is by officially recognizing the festivals of each religion. Holidays are 

celebrated in every religion, and the celebration of specific traditions is a way to show 

reverence, respect appreciation for one’s belief. Which festivals that are celebrated varies 

depending on religion and individual. A religious holiday that is recognized often means time 

off from work and school, which makes it possible for religious individuals or groups to 

celebrate religious traditions. This is important since some religious traditions can be both time-

consuming and stressful, such as Ramadan. In Sweden, the calendar is based on Christian 
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traditions and Christian holidays such as Christmas, Advent and Easter are celebrated. These 

holidays give individuals independently of religious belief time off from work and school, and 

in traditions such as Christmas and Easter, school students specifically get extra-long holidays. 

The Swedish calendar does not take any religious traditions other than Christianity into account 

which can be interpreted as the Swedish government not accepting or recognizing other 

religions and their religious traditions. 

 

Integration in Sweden is a central part of politics. The current integration policy is said to be 

liberal, aiming to ensure that all residents of Sweden have equal opportunities, rights, and 

obligations. Integration policy is also about integrating newly arrived refugees in Sweden and 

the aim of the Swedish government is to create a community for everyone, regardless of 

ethnicity or birthplace (SFS 2001:82). The labour market and education are considered 

important parts of a more equal, integrated and less segregated Sweden. The integration policy 

aims to introduce individuals to the Swedish society by jobs, language training, cultural training 

and education for children and adults (Regeringen, 2020). Education can create knowledge, 

respect, acceptance, and trust and can therefore function as a platform for relationship building 

and integration. In Sweden education is regulated by the Swedish government through the 

Education Act. The Education Act aims to develop knowledge and values, understanding and 

respect for human rights and knowledge of basic democratic values (SFS 2021:191).

   

The Swedish school system has no connection to a specific religion, but there are specific 

schools called Confessional schools. These schools follow similar ground rules as other schools 

but allow students to perform specific religious acts voluntarily. This can be a specific diet or 

to pray during the day (SOU 2019:64). It is important to highlight that there is a difference 

between confessional teaching and confessional education whereas confessional teaching is not 

allowed but confessional education is. 

 

The micro level    

The last level of analysis is the micro level. This is the narrowest level in the analysis, and it 

focuses on the individual perspective and the importance for the individual to shape, create 

adhere and practice a desired religion. The right to one’s religion is also related to the macro 

level of analysis and is often ensured in the constitution of a country. An individual born in 

Sweden is not by law automatically born into any religion. This means that each individual can 

choose to identify with a specific religion or not.  To be born without any religious affiliation 

was introduced in 1996 and before 1996, everyone who was born became a member of the 

Church of Sweden if they had at least one parent that was a member of the Church of Sweden. 

Today a person who is baptized becomes a member of the Church of Sweden, but it is possible 

at any time to leave the church (Svenska Kyrkan, 2021). 

Citizenship of a country can be a central part of an individual's identity, belonging or security. 

In some countries you are required to have a certain religious background, this may mean that 

you are born into a religion through your citizenship or that a specific religious affiliation is 

required to become a citizen. In Sweden, no religious affiliation is required to become a 
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Swedish citizen and the Swedish Citizenship Act has no connection to any religion or religious 

practice (SFS 2001:82).   

An important part of one's faith is to be able to practice it and as mentioned in the macro level, 

a religion may be practiced in public spaces as long as it does not disturb others. An example 

of a public space is the workplace. In Sweden, individuals are allowed to practice religion at 

work as long as it does not impair their quality of work. The employer owns the working hours 

and therefore decides whether an individual can carry out a prayer during his or hers working 

hours. However, what an employee does within the framework of a break cannot be regulated 

by the employer (LAWLINE, 2019).  

Trust and respect between different groups within a pluralistic society is central for the stability 

since it enables interaction which can lead to the creation of common values. In Sweden there 

is a strong trust in individuals who have a different nationality than one’s own, and up to 63% 

say that they have almost full confidence in individuals with another nationality and only 5,9% 

state that they do not trust anyone with another nationality (Haerpfer et al., 2020). Sweden also 

has a high level of trust in individuals from other religions and as many as 61,3% state that they 

trust an individual with another religion (Haerpfer et al., 2020) 

The Swedish population thus has a high level of trust in individuals with both other nationalities 

and other religious affiliations. What this is due to is difficult to say, but it is interesting that 

trust in individuals with other religious backgrounds is so high despite the fact that Sweden is 

a secular society. 

3.2 Critical analysis: Sweden 

Identification  

For a pluralistic society stability, Collste emphasizes the importance of both a common and an 

individual identity. For many individual’s religion is part of their identification, and therefore 

being able to practice one’s religion in the everyday life is crucial. The right to practice religion 

is secured in the Swedish constitution and religion may be practiced to the extent that it does 

not disturb society.   

In Sweden, several women wearing veils testify to harassment in the public sphere and in the 

labour market. In public spaces women with veils are exposed to both mental and physical 

outbursts and harassment and at the workplace, these women experience a difficulty in getting 

a job and they also experience that they need to work harder than a woman not wearing a veil 

(Olseryd et al., 2021:33). In a study by Sixtensson, two Swedish women who converted to Islam 

testify that despite of their Swedish background and surnames, they experience discrimination 

at their workplace and the harassments seems to have a strong connection to the veil rather than 

the woman’s ethnic or religious backgrounds (Olseryd et al., 2021: 27, 43). In the same report 

a Muslim states that when he prays at his workplace, he does so when no one can see, because 

he feels that his colleagues thinks he is strange:  

"I am a practitioner, so I pray five times a day, but on the workplace, I pray so that no one sees 

it. No one knows me do it (laughs). Because I do not want people to look at me like that an 

alien. I do not like it. But it's not just Muslims, it's the same with Jews and Christians too, it is 

generally for all religious. " (Olseryd et al., 2021:46).  
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This intolerance from society can lead to the individual not daring or being able to wear certain 

religious symbols in their everyday life, which prevents individuals from creating their own 

identity, or practicing their religion.  At the same time, Collste emphasizes that it is central to 

the stability of pluralistic societies that a common identity is created. If one identity is not 

created, society's different identities risk forming groups, leading to a "us and them", which 

leads to more distance and intolerance between the groups. 

Places for integration and relationships   

Education is from an institutional perspective highlighted as a platform for relationship building 

and integration in Sweden. The Education Act aims to educate students in Swedish schools so 

that they will develop knowledge and respect for human rights, values and basic democratic 

rights which will contribute to integration between different ethnic groups in society (SFS 

2021:191).   

In a report published by Skolverket, the Swedish school system is today one of several reasons 

for segregation in the Swedish society. In an analysis of the period 1998-2006 Skolverket states 

that segregation in the Swedish schools has increased over the last period of time. The increased 

segregation is according to Skolverket due to the model of free school choice (Skolverket, 

2021). The model of free choice means that students and parents can chose a school 

independently of how close or how fare they live from the chosen school. Through this system, 

parents and students can choose any school within the municipality without taking residential 

area or closeness of school into account. The choice of school has been shown to be largely 

influenced by the parents' ethnic background, financial status, and level of education 

(Johansson, 2013:37. Holmlund et al 2014:69). Children of parents with high socio-economic 

status tend to choose schools with a higher-grade point average independently of closeness to 

school. Schools with a high-grade point average are also attractive to teachers, which has led to 

more teachers changing from schools with low average grades to schools with better grades, 

which creates an uneven quality of education (Holmlund et al 2014:69). Children who live in 

socio-economically better areas tend to choose a school to a lesser extent because the nearest 

school is often a school with a high-grade point average (Holmlund et al 2014:69). In socio-

economically disadvantaged areas, children with foreign-born low-educated parents tend to not 

make an active school choice, which results in these children attending the school closest to 

them, which is often a school with a low-grade point average. This leads to segregated schools 

based on ethnicity, Kornhall and Bender states that:  

 

”The lower the level of education of the parents in a school, the higher the proportion of new 

arrivals” (Kornhall & Bender, 2018:17).  

 

Several studies show that students with religious backgrounds are often exposed to abusive 

treatment by other students at school and one out of five students who identify as Muslim 

experience being subjected to various abuses because of his or her religious background 

(Olseryd et al,. 2021:25). This creates discomfort and several Muslim students testify that they 

do not feel accepted in school because of their religion:   

 

“Many Muslim youths feel that their religious affiliation is not accepted by classmates and 
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teachers within the Swedish school. Otterbeck believes that an increased understanding of how 

Muslims themselves view Islam and practice the religion would reduce the exclusion that many 

Muslims feel today” (Johansson, 2013:37).  

 

The intolerance towards Muslim students has shown to be highest among students with a 

Swedish background (Ring & Morgentau, 2004:39, Johansson, 2013:36). The tolerance for 

Jews seems to follow the same pattern as the tolerance of Muslims, which means that children 

of parents with a higher socioeconomic status have a higher tolerance compared to children of 

parents with a lower socioeconomic background (Ring & Morgentau, 2004:44). Tolerance 

against Muslims has been shown to be higher in schools where students have a high-grade point 

average and come from families with high socioeconomic status, while tolerance has shown to 

be lower in schools where students have lower grades and parents with low socioeconomic 

status (Johansson, 2013:36).    

Free choice creates homogeneous schools with poor representation of society which results in 

segregated schools based on background and socio-economic status (Kornhall & Bender, 

2018:17. Johansson, 2013:36). When schools are divided and segregated, there is no platform 

for integration between groups. The creation of meeting places in society is based on the 

authorities helping to create meeting places but it is also about the individuals' willingness to 

integrate with other groups. The example of free choice illustrates that there is a will at the 

government level to integrate different groups, but that will is not met on an individual level 

and by those who are to make the school choice itself. This is problematic because it is through 

society's different meeting places that groups create dialogue, which leads to trust and respect 

and to common values. 

Trust and respect   

Despite the fact that Sweden from an institutional perspective seems to accept the practice of 

religion there seems to be a lack of tolerance and respect on the reality-based level of society.  

This is addressed by the United Nations who has criticized Sweden's legislation on human rights 

in a number of areas. One area that has been criticized is the Discrimination Act (SFS 

2017:1128) which aims to counteract discrimination against different groups in society.  

According to the United Nations the law at present does not have a sufficient effect on racism 

and hate speech (United Nations, 2016:3). The United Nations believes that the Swedish state 

needs to increase efforts to combat hate crimes, racism, xenophobia, and violence against ethnic 

and religious minorities. To do this, Sweden needs to increase the population's awareness of 

human rights, diversity and tolerance and comply with legislation and restrict activities aimed 

at encouraging or spreading xenophobia and racism.  

 

According to the Swedish Crime Prevention Council (BRÅ) there is a general link between 

anti-Semitism, Islamophobia, xenophobia, and homophobia (Olseryd et al., 2021:27). BRÅ also 

states that many hate crimes and discriminations of different ethnic and religious groups take 

place in everyday life and in public places where groups of various kinds meet naturally 

(Olseryd et al., 2021:16). The same report also states that the group with which the Swedish 

society has the least tolerance towards is Muslims (Olseryd et al., 2021:27). Olseryd et al states 

the following in the report:  
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” research results show a recurring pattern: Islamophobic violations are widespread and affect 

a significant proportion of all Muslims. Several studies also suggest that it is relatively common 

for Muslims to be exposed to micro-aggressions, and that everyday racism is a real problem 

for many” (Olseryd et al., 2021:25).  

 

This lack of acceptance towards Muslims can again be illustrated by the discussion and 

discrimination of women who wear the veil. Destruction of religious sites is also a sign of 

intolerance and according to BRÅ, 59% of the Mosques in Sweden have been subjected to some 

form of destruction (Olseryd et al., 2021:27). This is deeply problematic since discrimination 

of especially Muslims is being made openly in public places which indicates that individuals 

nearby accepts or ignores the discrimination. This suggests that there could be some kind of 

unofficial acceptance of discriminatory behaviour in society. Further it is also problematic since 

the public places are the basic arena for integration across the ethnic and religious group 

boundaries and public places where different groups meet naturally should function as 

platforms for integration, dialogue and the creation of trust and respect. 

3.3 Malaysia  

Malaysia is a country located in South East Asia. There are about 32 million people living in 

the country, which is about two thirds of Sweden's area. Malaysia became an Islamic society 

between the 13th and 15th century. The Islamic faith came to Malaysia through Arab and Indo-

Muslim traders. For a long time, the country was colonized by the Portuguese, Dutch and 

British. In 1896, the federal states of Malaysia were formed, consisting of four sultanates, of 

which Kuala Lumpur was the capital. Today Malaysia consists of 13 states and three federal 

territories (Landguiden, 2019). 

In 1957 Malaysia became independent from British rule. The colonization left a deep mark on 

Malaysian society and in order to increase the status and improve the lives of Malays, both a 

stabilization policy and an official policy beneficial to Malays has been introduced. To identify 

oneself as a Malay you have to speak Malay, identify oneself as a Muslim and you have to 

practice Malay customs. This is granted in the Malaysian constitution (Collste, 2005:50). 

Approximately 60% of Malaysia’s population define themselves as Malay, 30% are Chinese, 

and 10% are Indians (Collste, 2005:49). This makes Malaysia a multi-religious and multi-

ethnical society, since each ethnical group identifies themselves with a religious group. Many 

argue that Malaysia, because of this diversity of religious and ethnic groups, is a divided country 

and that there are tensions between these groups. Malaysia is today a religious community 

where only 2.0% state that they do not belong to any religion. 57.8% of the population are 

Muslims, which makes Islam the majority religion.  Islam is also the state religion which the 

country is being governed by. Christian faith as Pentecostal or free churches and Buddhist faith 

account for 17.4% each and 4.8% belong to Hinduism (Haerpfer et al., 2020)  

Political situation  

Malaysia is a federal representative democratic constitutional monarchy, governed by both a 

king and a prime minister. The monarchy, which is Islamic, consists of a number of sultans who 

belong to nine out of the 13 states that Malaysia consists of. The sultans elect a king who they 

share the power over the states with. The other four states of Malaysia are governed by 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Federation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Representative_democracy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Constitutional_monarchy
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governors elected by the king. Each state has its own government, parliament, and regulations 

(Landguiden, 2021). Malaysia is also, as stated above, ruled by a government. This government 

consists of a prime minister who is elected via democratic elections (Collste, 2010: 48). The 

political system is a multi-party system, with over twenty different parties.  

In Malaysia, politics and religion are not separated and the state is Islamic. There one federal 

constitution that applies to all of Malaysia’s population. Malaysia's legislation is based on the 

Constitution established in 1957. This legalisation includes rights such as religious freedom and 

freedom of speech. Although these laws apply throughout the country, there is a specific system 

that applies to only Muslims. This system is the Sharia law, and they overrule the rights stated 

in the constitution. These laws mainly deal with issues concerning the family such as divorce 

or conversion from Islam. The religious police control that Muslims follows the Sharia Laws 

and Muslim that does not follow these laws can be punished. Non-Muslims are not regulated 

by the sharia laws, as non-Muslims follow the constitution of Malaysia but even if you as a 

non-Muslim is not subject to sharia law, you can still be affected by them. For example, is non-

Muslims cannot appear or take part in cases taken up in sharia court, this means that non-

Muslims cannot influence cases that affect them, such as a divorce, death, or a custody dispute 

(US Department of State, 2019). 

After the independence in 1957, Malaysia was ruled by the National Front (BN). The national 

front ruled for sixty years and thirteen parties were included. These parties represented the 

largest ethnic groups in the country. In 2018, the National Front was reorganized and only the 

three largest groups that were part of the National Front remained (Landguiden, 2021). These 

were the three parties: the Malays National Organization (UMNO), Malaysian Indian Congress 

(MIC) and the Malaysian Chinese Association (MCA). These are still the dominating parties in 

Malaysia. Malaysia is said to be a multi-ethnic and religious country, and this is evident if one 

looks at the representation of political parties. The major parties represent the major ethnic 

groups, Malay, Chinese and Indian ethnic groups. 

The macro level  

The macro level is the first and broadest level of the framework for analysing religious 

pluralism. This level correlates with the other two levels and elements in this level are therefore 

found in the meso and micro levels of the analysis. The macro level has its core in religious 

freedom and in the state and authority’s acceptance and recognition towards religions. Malaysia 

is a religious state, and the state and religion are not separated. The official religion of Malaysia 

is Islam, this is stated in the Federal constitution:  

 

 “Religion of the Federation 3. (1) Islam is the religion of the Federation; but other religions 

may be practised in peace and harmony in any part of the Federation. “(Laws of Malaysia, 

Federal Constitution, 1963).  

This states that other religions may be practiced as long as they do not interfere with the official 

religion Islam. There are two different legal systems, one for Muslims and one for non-

Muslims. The Muslim legal system is based on Sharia law and the Qur'an. A specific religious 

police check that these laws are followed by Muslims and the penalties for breaking the laws 

are severe. The Sharia court always has the last word and cases that cannot be decided in the 
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ordinary court are transferred to the Sharia court. The second law is the law that applies to non-

Muslims and it is based on the British legal system. The state and government of a country have 

the power to regulate and restrict the practice of religion. An example of such a restriction is 

how the Malaysian authority in 2013 regulated the use of the word Allah. The Malaysian court 

decided on behalf of the Malaysian government, to ban non-Muslims from using the word 

Allah. According to court the use of Allah was only allowed by Muslims and for the purpose 

of Islamic faith since:  

“the term Allah must be exclusive to Islam or it could cause public disorder” (The Star, 2021).  

This was met by massive protests from Arab Christians who used the word Allah in their 

Christian faith. In 2021, a new decision was made which announced that the ban was lifted. 

This allowed Christians and non-Muslims to once again use the word Allah for the meaning of 

God (BBC News 2013, The Star 2021). 

The meso level  

The second level is the meso level, which still analyses religious pluralism at a societal level 

but with a narrower perspective than the macro level. The meso level analyses the recognition 

acceptance of several religious denominations and organisations in society. By accepting a 

diversity of religious organizations and religions, individuals can shape their own faith and their 

own identity.    

As stated in the above in the macro perspective, religious freedom is granted in the Federal 

Constitution. What is also stated in the Federal constitution is the right to form different 

religious groups. This is implied by article 11, which also states the rights of these religious 

groups: 

 (a) to manage its own religious affairs;(b) to establish and maintain institutions for religious 

or charitable purposes; and(c) to acquire and own property and hold and administer it in 

accordance with law. (Laws of Malaysia, Federal Constitution, 1963).  

An example of the authorities' recognition and acceptance of different religions and religious 

organizations are the various religious buildings, such as Mosques and Hindu temples, that can 

be found within the Malaysian society (Culture trip, 2018). Another example of the acceptance 

of various religions within the Malaysian society is the Malaysian public holidays. The 

Malaysian calendar includes religious festivals and traditions from more religions than just 

Islam. Traditions such as the Chinese New Year and Deepavali are celebrated, which reflects 

and recognizes the country various religious and ethnic groups. Many of the celebrated 

traditions are also national holidays which enables full day celebration (Collste, 2005:51).  

Relationships between different ethnical, cultural, and religious groups is based on political, 

social, and economic conditions of society and these are central for stable pluralistic societies. 

An example of a policy that has affected the relationship between different ethnic and religious 

groups within Malaysia is the New Economic Policy (NEP). The New Economic Policy was 

introduced 1970 and is a part of the constitution. When the NEP was introduced, there was a 

large economic difference between the different ethnic groups in Malaysia, especially the 

Malay and Chinese groups. During the time of the introduction of the NEP, the Chinese 
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population was dominating the economic market and the policy was introduced to strengthen 

the economic and social status of Malays.  The policy is based on ethnical affiliation, and to be 

able to take advantage of the Policy, you must identify yourself as a Malay. In order to identify 

as a Malay, you must;   

 

“Profess Islam, habitually speak the Malay language, must confirm to Malays custom, must 

have roots in the country by way of birth or descent” (Collste, 2010:53).  

 

The NEP ensures that Malays get a number of positions in important societal functions and a 

certain number of places in education (Collste, 2010:53). This policy has created turmoil 

amongst other ethnical groups within the country since it clearly favours Malays (Collste, 

2010:52). 

What is also central for relationships is integration. There are several policies developed by the 

Malaysian government that aims to integrate and align the different cultural, ethnical, and 

religious groups within the country. One of these are the National Principles (Rukun Negara). 

The National Principles aims to create a stable country trough creating a unity. This unity is 

built form a set of principles that should be followed by the people of Malaysia: "Belief in God, 

Loyalty to the King and Country, Supremacy of the Constitution, Rules of Law, Courtesy and 

Morality" (Malaysian government, 2016). Another policy with similar aim is the National 

Cultural Policy (NCP). The NCP aims to create and preserve a national identity. According to 

the Malaysian government, a common national identity can minimize the cultural gap between 

the different ethnic groups. The national culture is a part of the national identity and it should 

be based on the different cultures existing within Malaysia. The national identity should 

therefore include chosen elements from cultures within the country such as Indian, Chinese, 

Western. What also underlies the creation of a national identity is religion, and specifically the 

Islamic faith, which in the creation of a national identity should provide guidance (Prime 

Minister’s Office of Malaysia official website, 2019).  

 

Another way to integrate different groups of is through education. In Malaysia, there are several 

reports governing education, including the Razak Report and the Mahathir report. The common 

aim of these reports is to educate and unite the people of Malaysia trough a high standard of 

education and one main school system. The Ministry of National Unity and Social Development 

was also established to unite the country through education. The focus of education lies on 

creating awareness of national and races by a special interaction programme (UNESCO-IBE, 

2006). 

The micro level  

The third and last level is the micro level, which analysis religious pluralism from a narrow 

individual perspective. This level has its core in an individual's right to shape, create and build 

their own religious beliefs and identity.  

According to person who is born as a Malay is according to federal Constitution of Malaysia 

also a Muslim (Collste, 2003:78). This means that you as an individual are born into a religion 

and that you must actively convert if you do not want to belong to Islam. However, conversion 
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to another religion from Islam is considered a crime and must go through the sharia court. 

According to the constitution, a non-Muslim who wants to marry a Muslim need to convert to 

Islam. (Collste, 2003:81). It is considered illegal to influence or propagate about other religions 

than Islam as this can affect a Muslim in his or her faith:  

 

” State law and in respect of the Federal Territories of Kuala Lumpur, Labuan and Putrajaya, 

federal law may control or restrict the propagation of any religious doctrine or belief among 

persons professing the religion of Islam”. (International Commission of Jurists, 2019. The 

constitution of Malaysia 11:4).   

 

To be able to practice one’s religion is crucial for the individual religious freedom.  

In most public places such as shopping malls, sports facilities and arenas, there is a specific 

area intended for prayer and the direction of the mecca is marked out. This enables performing 

prayer that adheres to Islam almost everywhere in the Malaysian society. The Human Resources 

Ministry and the Islamic Religious Authority of Malaysia has together formed a number of 

guidelines for the performance of prayer during workhours. These guidelines state that In 

Muslim staff are allowed to perform prayer during their workhours. The performance of the 

prayer may take a maximum of twenty minutes to perform and may be performed a number of 

times each day. According to the guidelines, the employer must provide a space where the 

prayer can be performed and mark the direction of Mecca (Corporate HR Services, 2019).  

Malaysia is a multi-ethnic and multi religious country and in order for these different groups to 

live together peacefully trust and respect is needed. If trust and respect between different groups 

can be created, there is a possibility for groups to create common values trough interaction. In 

terms of trust for a person belonging to another nationality than one’s own, 28% of the 

Malaysian population state that they have almost full confidence in individuals of other 

nationalities. As many as 51.9%, state that they do not trust an individual with a different 

nationality (Haerpfer et al., 2020).  

Malaysia is a religious country and the majority of the population belong to a religious group, 

which means that trust between these different groups is crucial. According to the World Value 

Survey 46,5 % of the population say that they would trust a person from another religion fairly 

(Haerpfer et al., 2020). There is a higher trust in individuals with a different religion than their 

own than compared to individuals with a different nationality. A possible explanation for this 

may be that religion is highly valued in Malaysia, and one therefore has greater confidence in 

an individual who identifies with some form of religion.  

 

3.5 Critical analysis: Malaysia  

Relationships   

The creation of relationships between different groups of society is crucial for the stability of a 

religious pluralistic society. According to Collste, relationships between ethnic and religious 

groups are dependent on political, economic, and social conditions. Collste believes that 

instability in a society can have its roots in social division, which can be due to economic 

inequalities.  
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Malaysia's major divider between groups is ethnicity. Inequalities between the ethnic groups 

are maintained via the New Economic Policy, which was intended to end in 1991 but has 

continuously been extended and still applies today.  This policy was intended to reduce the 

economic disparities between the Chinese and Malays, which originally created tensions in 

society. Today, the Malays does not see the policy as something temporary, but a permanent 

policy, which gives the Malays rights thereafter. This has resulted in that a policy that would 

initially reduce a gap and thus increase justice between ethnic groups has created a greater gap, 

which has caused tensions. The tensions have resulted in fights between the country's different 

ethnic groups such as the May 13 riot between ethnic Malays and Chinese in 1969 (Bowie, 

2019). It has also been shown that the policy has been to most advantage for the small 

percentage of the ethnic group Malays who are already well off (The Economist, 2017). The 

policy is also problematic since it only improves the situation of ethnic Malays, and it does not 

take the second or third generation Chinese or Indians who have lived in the country for a long 

time and long before the independence from the British, into account. This policy is therefore 

a foundation for segregation rather than equality and it characterizes many sections of 

Malaysian society.   

An official attempt to unite the country is the cultural policy. The cultural policy aims to create 

a common identity for the country, where ethnic groups are represented in the form of culture 

and traditions. This policy met with strong criticism from ethnic Malay-Muslims when their 

privileges as Malays, which are enabled by the NEP, was threatened. In the Malaysia racial 

discrimination report from 2018 the following is stated:   

“Strong opposition from conservative Malay-Muslim groups and opposition Islamic parties 

who want their Malay privileges and Islamic superiority to remain. The failure of the PH 

Government to address the growing manifestation of dissatisfaction among the majority Malay-

Muslim groups have led to the backtracking of the PH Government’s decision to promote 

national unity and social cohesion” (Malaysia racial discrimination report, 2018:5). 

 

This implies a strong opposition towards the cultural policy, and it has resulted in the 

government not to advocating the policy to the same extent, and if the policy is advocated, it is 

done so with great caution (Malaysia racial discrimination report, 2018:5). 

Another area that can be linked to an equal society is the labour market. A labour market with 

equal conditions for all creates equality and the opportunity for each individual to have better 

economic and social preconditions. According to two studies of the Malaysian private labour 

market, ethnicity plays a decisive role in the possibility of recruitment. One study involved a 

man and a woman, who both applied for jobs in four different forms of ethnicities. The woman 

applied as a Chinese woman, Indian woman, and as a Malaysian woman with hijab and without 

hijab. The man applied as a Chinese man, Indian man, and a Malaysian man. The study showed 

that the profiles that received the highest number of jobs offers was the Chinese profiles, and 

especially the Chinese male profile which out of the 500 jobs the research team applied for got 

44% of the call backs. The profiles which got the lowest call back rate was the Indian profiles, 

and especially the male profile which only got 4% of the call backs (Cent-GPS, 2019:40,41). 

Further the report could conclude that Indian and Malay groups where discriminated based on 
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ethnicity: 

 

 “The discrimination is not felt by just the Malay candidates. What we can identify is that the 

Indian candidates, both male and female are also being significantly discriminated against; the 

Indian community are (more than the Malay) not receiving their rightful amount of opportunity. 

Though it is true that amongst the female candidates, the hijab and hijab candidate scored the 

lowest number of callbacks” (Cent-GPS, 2019:40).   

 

This indicates that there is discrimination in the labour market based on ethnicity (Lee & Khalid 

2016:70. Cent-GPS, 2019:41).   

Identification 

Religion is one major source to identification, and according to Collste, one demand for stable 

pluralistic societies is the possibility for individuals to identify themselves in a desirable way. 

For Malaysia, which is a multi-religious country, this means that there is a great need to enable 

and respect the practice of several different religions. Malaysia's constitution states that several 

religions may be practiced, but to the extent that they do not in any way interfere with the 

practice of Islam. 

The Human Rights Watch states in their 2020 years report of Malaysia that freedom of religion 

in Malaysia is restricted. The Human Rights Watch exemplifies this by two main cases 

connected to the practice of Islam (Human Rights Watch, 2020). The first case applies to the 

group Sisters in Islam, SIS, which is a women's rights organization that works for women's 

rights in the Malaysian society. In 2014, they were convicted of violating and opposing a Fatwa 

applicable in the state Selangor. A Fatwa is an official ruling or interpretation of an Islamic law 

and the specific Fatwa in Selangor bans all activity that advocates religious pluralism and 

liberalism. SIS appealed the case to the Sharia Court where the case was tried in 2019 but the 

Sharia court judged that SIS was guilty (Ahmad, 2018. New strait times, 2019).  The second 

case upbrought by the Human Rights Watch is the arrest of 23 Shia Muslims practicing Shi´ism. 

The groups were arrested by Malaysian Police due to opposing a Fatwa, which states Shi´ism 

as invidious (Free Malaysia Today, 2019). Amnesty also states in their 2020 annual report on 

Malaysia that the country in various ways restricts both freedom of assembly and freedom of 

religion since various activists have been arrested for demonstrating against the government, 

criticizing the Malaysia monarchy and for spreading information about Islam via social media. 

(Amnesty, 2020).  

The restriction of religious freedom and freedom of expression is obviously problematic. From 

an identity perspective, Malay-Muslims are prevented from identifying and practicing another 

religion than Islam. Other religions, such as Hindu or Christians do not meet the same 

challenges practicing one’s religion in society. The restriction of religious freedom is done at 

an institutional level through laws that are directly discriminatory against specific groups and 

at an unofficial level through the arrest of individuals and groups who express opinions or 

practice religion. Collste expresses the importance of authorities recognizing several religious 

groups in society so that the individual can choose among them as in an open market, in the 

choice of identity. When religious groups are prevented from practicing religion, they can also 
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not officially exist in a society, which hinders the individual's choice and opportunity for 

identification. 

Places for integration   

The Malaysian School system is according to the government a platform for integration and for 

knowledge creation amongst the different religious and ethnical groups existing within the 

country. 

The school system aims to integrate groups and create a common identity while also meeting 

the interests and needs of different groups (Santhiram & Sua, 2010:118). The reality of the 

Malaysian School system on the other hand, testifies of a school system which structure 

generates segregation based on ethnic and religious affiliation. The segregation within the 

school system is divided according to the three majority groups, Chinese, Indians, and Malays. 

Each ethnic group has its own language, culture, and customs, which creates problems in 

integration between the groups since each group values its own customs highly (Santhiram & 

Sua, 2010:117). Segregation seems to have its roots in the multilingual primary school system 

and the free choice of school. In this school system there is one school for each ethnicity, 

Malaysian schools with which teaches in Malay, Indian school which teaches in Tamil and a 

school for Chinese ethnic groups which teaches in Mandarin. This system results in the groups 

not interacting with each other (Santhiram & Sua, 2010:118).  

In 1980, the Malaysian governments made an attempt to enable integration between the various 

groups by introducing joint schools where each ethnic group could still adhere to its education 

plans during lectures, but during breaks the various groups could meet and were able to 

integrate. This system was met with opposition from the Chinese groups in particular, who 

believed that the Chinese students would lose their identity in such schools: 

 

” The establishment of integrated schools was, however, not well received by the Chinese 

educationists who feared that by being part of integrated schools the Chinese primary schools 

would eventually lose their identity as well as their autonomy. Without the full participation of 

the Chinese primary schools, the integrated school project died a natural death” (Santhiram & 

Sua 2010:127).   

 

In March 2006, national primary schools were introduced, and the free choice of school was 

removed for all ethnic Malays.  The national Schools taught mainly in English but students with 

another entity had the possibility of mother tongue language training such as Mandarin or 

Tamil. Despite the institutional precondition for integration through the school system, other 

ethnic groups such as Chinese chose to continue attending "their" schools which has led to the 

National school being overrepresented my Malays (Santhiram & Sua, 2010:128).  

 

This thus shows that at an institutional level there is a goal and an aspiration for integration and 

the creation of a common set of values, but that at an individual level there is a lack in desire 

and aspiration. Different ethnic groups prioritize their own ethnicity over a common affiliation, 

which also indicates that there is a lack of curiosity and mutual learning. This is problematic 

because public places in society, such as schools, form the basis for enabling dialogue and 



37 

 

integration between different groups. Furthermore, if this opportunity is given, groups can 

create relationships which can lead to trust and respect.  

Trust and respect  

Trust and respect can be created through interaction and dialogue. This is because relationships 

are created, which are central to the tolerance between the different groups living in a society. 

Relationships between different ethnicities are therefore central to creating trust and respect. A 

study of religious tolerance amongst youths of Chinese, Malay and Indian ethnicities showed 

that 56.2% of the different ethnic groups had a high level of religious tolerance towards other 

religions than one’s own (Muda, 2017:615). The Indian group had the highest tolerance towards 

other ethnicities and religions, while the Malaysian group had the lowest tolerance, and the 

Chinese group were in between the two (Muda, 2017:616). The study found no difference of 

tolerance level depending on gender, but the level of tolerance varied depending on if the youths 

had friends of other ethnicities or religions and the representation of ethnicities in the 

neighbourhood where each individual lived. The study showed those individuals who had the 

highest tolerance had many friends from different ethnicities and religious backgrounds (Muda, 

2017:615). 

3.6 Comparative analysis  

To present the comparative analysis of Malaysia and Sweden as clear as possible, the following 

section is divided into five main areas: state and government, religious affiliation, trust and 

respect, integration, and recognition. These are the main areas of where there are similarities 

and differences between the two countries. 

State and government   

In Malaysia there is an official religion which is granted in the Federal Constitution. The official 

religion is Islam, but according to the constitution other religions may be practiced as long as 

they do not interfere with the Islamic faith. Because the practice of a desired religion needs to 

comply with Islam, identification by a religion is only possible to a certain extent which is 

decided by the Islamic government. This implies that the Malaysian government can restrict 

the practice of religions if it does not comply with Islam. The country is governed by two 

different law systems, one of which is based on sharia law. This means that the governments 

acceptance, tolerance, and regulation of other religions is built upon Islamic values.  

The lack of unofficial acceptance, which can also be called the reality-based acceptance of other 

religions in society, is clear if you look at both Human Rights Watch and Amnesty's 2020-year 

reports on Malaysia. These reports testify to how the government regulates the formation of 

religious groups and the imprisonment of individuals who express their views on both Islam 

and the government. This is particularly clear in the case of the SIS, where a Fatwa is introduced 

to prevent religious pluralism and liberalism.  

 

The Swedish government has no religious affiliation or faith, and the state and church are 

separated.  In the Swedish constitution there is no law or paragraph stating an official religion. 

Since there is no official religion, there is also no religion that is the basis for the regulation of 

other religions. Freedom of religion is granted in the Swedish Constitution which also states 

that religions may be practiced in society as long as it does not disturb the public. This has led 
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to several discussions of religious practices being disturbing and upsetting. The veil creates 

debate in many western countries and the veil seems to be perceived as a symbol of oppression 

of women and thus does not go in line with what many western societies stand for (Johansson, 

2013:43). The critical analysis of Sweden's identity testifies to a lack of acceptance towards 

women who wear a veil in the workplace as well as in public spaces and these woman believe 

that the discrimination they experience has a direct connection to the fact that they are wearing 

a veil. This lack of intolerance can be connected to all three levels of analysis. At a macro and 

meso level there is a resistance to the recognition of several religions in society, the formation 

of different religious groups and organizations as well as the public practice of religion. 

Furthermore, it is possible to link this intolerance to the micro level as individuals are 

discriminated in various ways because of their religious practice. 

The influence of authorities regulating religion in Sweden is rather about keeping a society 

neutral, free from religious impressions. This can be assumed by the neutral design of the law 

and by the discussion about the practice of religion in public places. As for the possibility of 

identification, it is possible as long as one's religious practice is not considered disturbing for 

the rest of society. What is considered disturbing in terms of religious practice is based on 

secular values.  

 

Religious Affiliation    

The individual right to determine religious affiliation differs from Malaysia and Sweden. In 

Malaysia you are born into a religion and you are with your Malaysian citizenship Muslim by 

definition. If you do not want to define yourself as a Muslim, you need to convert which requires 

trial in a sharia court. In Sweden, you are not born into a religion and Swedish citizenship does 

not presuppose or imply that you belong to any religion. This means that it is the individual in 

question who determines one’s own religious affiliation.  

 

Trust and respect   

Central integration is trust and respect between different groups and individuals in society and 

in the data that presented the trust for other nationalities, it turned out that Sweden had a much 

greater trust towards other nationalities than Malaysia. Sweden’s trust in other nationalities 

where 61.3% while the in Malaysia the trust in other nationalities was 28%. The trust towards 

individuals with another religion was higher in Malaysia, and 46,5% state that they would trust 

someone with another religion fairly. In Sweden 62.3% would trust someone with another 

nationality fairly.  

What these differences may be due to is not entirely clear, but one hypothesis is that Malaysia 

values religion as a more important and as a more trustworthy identification as opposed to 

someone who is faithless. In Sweden, where the figures are quite similar, it may be that there is 

a general high level of trust in individuals in society. It may also be the case that religion and 

nationality are equated and the trust of the two different is therefore relatively similar.  

Despite the fact that there seems to be a high tolerance, Muslims are heavily exposed to 

discrimination in Sweden. The discrimination mostly occurs in everyday life and in public 

places. At an institutional level, Sweden has a law to counteract discrimination. However, this 
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law has been heavily criticized by the United Nations, which says that Sweden is not doing 

enough to reduce hatred as anti-Semitism, Islamophobia, xenophobia, and homophobia. 

 There is a relatively high level of trust in individuals with other religions in Malaysia. Among 

students, trust was 56% and among the remaining population, 46.5% had trust. As mentioned 

above, confidence in other nationalities was much lower in Malaysia compared with Sweden. 

This is visible in terms of the discrimination of ethnic groups, which can be assumed to have a 

connection to nationality. The ethnic group Malays is the group in Malaysia that have least 

tolerance towards other religions and the most discriminated group is the Indian ethnic group. 

Tolerance proved to be strongly linked to relationships, and those who had friends of different 

ethnicities had more tolerance and acceptance towards different religious and ethnic affiliations. 

The fact that the lowest tolerance existed among Malays and Muslims does according to some, 

depend on the fact that it is more difficult for a Malay to socialize with other groups due to the 

restrictions and laws that the Muslim community has (Muda, 2017:617). 

Recognition 

The recognition and acceptance of religions and the pluralism of religious denominations within 

a society is prerequisite for stable pluralism. A pluralism of religions and religious 

denominations enables individuals and groups to identify and adhere to a desired religion. 

Official recognition of religions can also lead to a trust and respect amongst different religious 

groups in society. The recognition of religion can be interpreted in several ways, one way is the 

ability to practice one's religion publicly. In Malaysia, it is possible to practice Islam in most 

places in society and there are conditions that the employer must follow to enable the employees 

to practice their religion. In Sweden, working hours are considered the employer's, and the 

employer primarily decides whether you can practice your religion during working hours. 

For many, celebrating a religious holiday is central to religious practice, but religious holidays 

can also be celebrated by non-religious people for traditional reasons. In Malaysia, holidays are 

celebrated from several different religious and ethnic groups. These holidays are recognized by 

the government and are thus also marked as official holidays. Even though Malaysia is an 

Islamic country, festivals that are not connected to Islam are celebrated. This can be seen as a 

recognition by the government of the country's religious pluralism, and it can work as a platform 

for relationship building, trust and respect.  

This is very different from Sweden where public holidays are designed based on Christian 

traditions and no other religious traditions are officially celebrated. The fact that only Christian 

religious holidays are recognized can be interpreted as the government not officially 

recognizing other religions. This can create difficulties for individuals to practice their religions 

and not recognizing other religious festivals can lead to a division of different social groups as 

both knowledge and understanding of other religions' traditions lack in Swedish society. This 

is interesting since Sweden is considered a secular society and the festivals that are celebrated 

are mostly celebrated by tradition. 

4. Discussion 

The following sections aims to discuss the results of the study in relation to the hypothesis. It 

does so by first presenting the hypothesis to then discuss Malaysia’s and Sweden’s fulfilments 
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of the four requirements for a stable religiously pluralistic society. The last part of the section 

discusses if there is a connection between a stable pluralistic society and a religious society. 

4.1 Hypothesis  

The hypothesis is based on two assumptions. The first assumption is that Malaysia, due to the 

fact that it is a religious society, has a higher degree of acceptance towards other religions.   

The other assumption is that in Sweden there is a lower degree of acceptance towards other 

religions because it is a secular society.  These assumptions have resulted in the following 

hypothesis: there is a correlation between religious societies and the possibility of stable 

pluralistic societies.  

 

4.2 Fulfilling the prerequisites for stable religious pluralism   

In the analyses of Malaysia and Sweden presented above, two perspectives in particular have 

been discussed, an institutional perspective and a reality-related perspective. The institutional 

perspective is the part of the analysis that is based on laws, policies, and principles. This 

perspective can be said to create the conditions for the fulfilment of the four requirements. The 

second perspective is what I choose to call a reality-based perspective, which aims to illustrate 

the actual fulfilment of the requirements by discussing statistics, research and attitude surveys. 

This presentation is important since even if there are institutional frameworks, it is ultimately 

also about how it is received and complied with by individuals and groups in society. 

The stability of pluralistic societies is based on peaceful coexistence which is enabled by the 

creation of common values and common consensus. These are created through the fulfilment 

of four main requirements: identification, relationships, places for integration, trust, and 

respect. These requirements belong to the concept of common consensus, which is a part of the 

created framework.  

The most fundamental difference between the countries, is that Malaysia is a religious society 

and Sweden is a secular one. Malaysia’s official religion is Islam. This is stated in the Federal 

Constitution and therefore the state and government have a strong connection to the Islamic 

doctrine. Sweden is almost the opposite of this since there is no official religion that is ensured 

in the constitution. The Swedish state and Church are separated, and the Swedish government 

does not work according to any religious doctrine. This difference is central because it 

characterizes and affects the countries in many ways, especially the official institutions such as 

the state and government, which have the power to recognize and regulate religions, which can 

have a major impact on the religious freedom and identity.  

 

Identification  

A prerequisite for a stable pluralistic society where this difference is clear is identification. 

Religious freedom is important for individuals and groups to be able to create their own identity 

and the opportunity for identification is central to pluralistic societies stability because it creates 

security for groups and individuals.  

In Malaysia, the possibility for the individual to choose his or her own identity is severely 

limited on an institutional level through the Federal Constitution. The Federal Constitution of 

Malaysia states that anyone born Malay is also a Muslim and that marriage between a non-
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Muslim and a Muslim requires that the non-Muslim converts to Islam. If a Muslim wants to 

convert from Islam, the matter needs to be tried in an Islamic sharia court. The Federal 

Constitution also states that religions can be practiced if they do not interfere with or disturb 

the practice of Islam. This means that religious freedom and the possibility of optional 

identification are limited which mainly applies if you were born as Malay. The right to religious 

freedom and identification is also limited due to the Malaysian government’s restrictions 

forming religious groups and of the practice of other religions in society in relation to Islam. 

This has been recognised by both Amnesty and Human Rights Watch as violating the human 

rights. It can thus be stated that on an institutional level, religious freedom is hindered, since 

not everyone can choose their own religious practice and belonging. From a reality-based 

perspective it is also clear that the possibility for identification for groups and individuals trough 

religious practice is hindered. Malaysia therefore does not fulfil the prerequisites for belonging 

on neither the macro nor the meso level.  

In Sweden, religious freedom and the possibility of identification is not limited in the same 

way. This is clear if you notice the Swedish Act of religious freedom which states that neither 

through marriage, birth or citizenship are you forced into any religion and if an individual wants 

to convert from any religion, it does not have to go through a religious institution. Religious 

freedom is restricted in Sweden by one condition, which is that religion may be practiced as 

long as it does not disturb the public. The fact that there are discussions about the practice of 

religion in public places in Sweden indicates a lack of understanding, tolerance, and acceptance. 

The lack of tolerance is also illustrated in the real perspective in terms of discrimination against 

Muslims in public places such as school and work. Sweden thus has a good institutional 

framework for identification and the basis of the framework is actually that all religions are 

practiced on equal terms. But at the same time as there is an acceptance at a macro level, there 

is a great lack of acceptance from a reality perspective due to intolerance and ignorance of 

religions. This lack hinders the individual to identify with a desired religion, and Sweden 

therefore does not fulfil the prerequisites for identification on a micro level. 

Relationships 

Relationships refer to the interaction between different groups of society. The interaction can 

enable acceptance, which is crucial for relationships. Further relationships depend on political, 

social, and economic conditions and in order for relationships to be built there needs to be an 

equality within these fields.  

The fact that a state regulates the practice of religion can be interpreted as a lack of official 

acceptance, tolerance, and recognition. Official recognition, tolerance and acceptance are 

central to the creation of relationships, and relationships are needed in order for different ethnic 

and religious groups to create common values. Relationships are therefore the second 

prerequisite for a stable pluralistic society.  

In Malaysia, there are one specific element that affects this prerequisite, the favouring of one 

doctrine. The favouring of one doctrine is a main source to tensions between the different ethnic 

groups since it clearly gives the ethnical Malays social, political, and economic benefits. This 

leads to inequalities, which are justified on an institutional level. Due to inequality, there is a 

lack of trust and respect which leads to instability since there is no common consensus and 
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shared values. As an answer to this instability the Malaysian government tried to create a 

common identity in an effort to unite the different groups. This identity has not received such a 

large audience as it has been met with very strong criticism and opposition from Malays.  

In Sweden, no doctrine is officially favoured, and neither is any ethic group. This is from an 

institutional perspective a good foundation for the creation of relationships, since there is an 

official acceptance and equality of religions. The official acceptance and equality can function 

as a platform for interaction between different societal groups, which can enable shared values, 

and common consensus. The critical analysis of Sweden, however, point to something else, 

namely that it exists a widespread intolerance towards other religious an ethnic group, and 

specifically the Muslim groups within society. One in five Muslims states that they are 

threatened at school and BRÅ points out that most hate crimes occur in the everyday 

environment of society where groups meet.   

Malaysia and Sweden differ in terms of the conditions for creating relationships. At a meso 

level, Malaysia does not have the conditions to create relationships because there is inequality 

at an institutional level. Furthermore, there is also a lack of acceptance and willingness to reach 

a common identity on a micro level and at a real level. Sweden on the other hand does on the 

meso level full fill the prerequisites to create relations between the groups because all religions 

are officially recognized but at a reality-based level, and also a micro level there is a lack of 

acceptance and tolerance towards other groups which leads to Sweden not fulfilling the 

prerequisites on a micro level.   

 

Places for integration  

Furthermore, in order for the relationships to be built, places for integration are required, which 

is also the third prerequisites for stable religious pluralistic societies.   

Both Malaysia and Sweden does on an institutional and macro level strive towards creating 

common places for integration and one example that has been studied is the school system. At 

an institutional level both countries strive in different ways to make school a platform for 

integration through knowledge and values, which meets the requirement for places for 

integration at a macro level. What is interesting, however, is that in both countries the model of 

free choice of school hinders integration between different groups of society. 

 In Malaysia, individuals tend to choose schools that represent their ethnicity rather than a 

common international school. The reason for this seems to be the desire to preserve the ethnic 

identity. In Sweden, school choice is linked to socio-economic background and grades. Students 

who come from a good socio-economic background more often make active choices and to a 

large extent choose schools with high grades which are often located in prosperous areas. 

Students with poorer socio-economic backgrounds have poorer knowledge of the system, and 

to a lesser extent make an active choice. This often leads to them going to school in the area 

where they live, which tends to be areas with lower socio-economic status. Further, interaction 

between groups differ depending on secular and religious values. In Malaysia, a central part of 

life is for many individual’s religion, and religious places can therefore be a central meeting 

place for groups that share the same religion and religious practice. This can also lead to a 

fragmentation between groups since it each group sticks to its own religious practice and place.
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In Sweden, the fragmentation between different groups is rather about secular versus religious 

practices and values. This is illustrated by the debate of religious practice in society, where 

some argue that public places in society should be kept neutral and free from religious 

messages. For integration to take place and relationships to be built, a will to integrate and a 

knowledge of how to integrate must exist at the micro level and what seems to be the case in 

both Malaysia and Sweden is that the will and knowledge to integrate with other socioeconomic 

or ethnic groups is lacking. 

Trust and respect   

Trust and respect are the last and fourth requirement for a religious pluralistic society to be 

stable. Trust and respect are closely linked to both relationships and integration and they all 

presuppose and enable each other in different ways. Through trust and respect, relationships 

can be built, which are enabled through dialogue and interaction, which can also create and 

increase trust between different groups.  Presented statistics show that Sweden has a high level 

of trust in individuals with a different nationality and religious background. In Malaysia 

statistics show that the trust other nationalities were low, but the trust in individuals belonging 

to another religion than one’s own was relatively high.  

That there is a high statistical level of trust in Sweden can be questioned based on what was 

presented regarding discrimination against different groups and society. Discrimination against 

different groups is a form of intolerance and lack of acceptance. Groups can be discriminated 

by not getting official recognition and acceptance at the macro and meso level or at the micro 

level by individuals. In the Swedish society the main group that are being discriminated is 

Muslims. According to the United Nations, Sweden is lacking in the work against hate crimes 

and Sweden therefore needs to increase the awareness of racism, tolerance, diversity and use 

the regulations that currently exist regarding hate crimes. This shows that there is a gap between 

the macro level, where everyone in Sweden, regardless of religious or ethnic background are 

equal, and the micro level, which is about individuals' attitudes towards different religious and 

ethnic groups. 

The tolerance towards other ethnic groups showed to be lowest among ethnic Malays and those 

who had the highest tolerance towards other groups were the Indian ethnic group.  

One reason for this intolerance may be that the Malaysian society is a religious society, which 

values Islam highly. When other religions come to Malaysia, they bring "their own" values, 

which can create tension in society and can lead to these religions questioning the values and 

ethical codes of conduct around which the Malaysian society is built. By questioning Islam, 

trust in the Islamic faith can decrease and other religions can grow larger. This can create 

competition among different religions, which can lead to Malay- Muslims feeling threatened 

since religion in Malaysia is also often linked to ethnicity. 

Another reason may be that since the gained independence from the British in 1956 there is an 

aspiration to preserve Malaysia's culture, religion, and traditions and therefore the attitude to 

other groups is that they must adapt to Malay customs. What creates tension in this case is that 

on a macro and meso level, ethnic Malays are considered to have the best right to society, 

despite the fact that, for example, Chinese groups have lived in the country for several 
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generations and before independence from the British. That Malays are the group that is 

officially expressed as having the right to Malaysia is also clear from the benefits that ethnic 

Malays receive through the NEP, which is also a source of tension, distrust, and disrespect 

between the groups in society.  

On an institutional and reality-based level, Malaysia lacks the requirement for trust and respect. 

This seems to be based on the fact that all ethnic and religious groups in society do not receive 

the same recognition and acceptance at the meso and macro level, which also affects the micro 

level. 

4.3 Is there a correlation?    

In order to answer the question of whether there is a correlation between a religious society and 

stable religious pluralism, I have presented how Malaysia, in the role of a religious country, and 

Sweden, in the role of a secular country, relate to the four requirements for a stable religious 

society. What becomes clear when analysing these two countries is that both countries are 

shaped and influenced by each state's connection to religion. The state's connection and thus 

view of religion characterizes economic, political, and social parts of society. What also seems 

to be clear is that there are differences in what is implemented at an official level and how it is 

actually received on a real level in society.  

In Sweden, society is shaped by secular values. This is substantiated in the Swedish 

constitution, which ensures that religion may be practiced as long as it does not disturb the 

public. Through such a law, religious freedom can be affected because the possibility to practice 

one’s religion publicly can be limited. This can be interpreted as a quest for a neutral society, 

which is linked to secular values. However, this effort is not equated with a desire to segregate 

different groups and Sweden has at a macro and meso level several policies aimed at reducing 

segregation and increasing integration between ethnically and socio-economically vulnerable 

groups. Despite this effort, the critical analysis shows that there is a segregation among different 

groups. The critical analysis also state that different ethnic and religious groups are being 

discriminated at public places and the UN has criticized Sweden for not handling and combating 

hate crimes well enough. Trust towards other national and religious identities should, according 

to statistics, be relatively high, but in both the school environment and the work environment, 

especially Muslims are exposed to abuses and harassments. This lack of acceptance from a 

micro perspective can be linked to the fact that groups do not integrate with each other and thus 

lack understanding for each other, which creates fear and prejudice. This means that society 

does not have a common set of values or a common consensus.  

 

Based on what is presented above, there seems to be a gap between the institutional and reality-

based fulfilment of the requirements for stable religious pluralism. At a macro and meso level, 

Sweden has a good framework for identification, relationships, places for integration and trust 

and respect but on the micro level there seems to be a lack of acceptance between the various 

groups in society.  

In Malaysia, the Islamic doctrine is in priority, and society is shaped and adapted accordingly. 

This is clear when looking at the right to religious freedom and the possibility of shaping one's 

own identity and Malaysia has been criticized by both the Human Rights Watch and Amnesty 
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for hindering human rights such as religious freedom. It is also clear if one looks at the equality 

between different religious and ethnic groups whereas one religious and ethnic group is 

favoured which provides benefits at both economic, political, and societal levels. This means 

that at an institutional level, and at the macro and meso level, there is an ethnic group that is 

more accepted and recognized by the government. This creates tensions between religious and 

ethnic groups which is therefore a source of segregation. 

What has become clear in the critical analysis, is that the Malaysian society is segregated based 

on ethnicity and religious affiliation. This segregation seems to be due in part to the fact that 

each ethnicity cherishes its customs, traditions, and religion and due to fear of losing one’s ethic 

identity individuals chooses schools in line with their ethnicity instead of the national schools. 

This leads to groups meeting naturally, which inhibits integration and relationship building, 

which results in a lack of acceptance, respect, and trust. This leads to no overlapping values or 

common consensus between the different groups. This means that different religious and ethnic 

groups are tolerating each other rather than accepting each other.    

 

It can be said that Malaysia, on an institutional and reality-based level, both hinders and meets 

the requirements for a stable religious pluralistic society. This is illustrated on a macro and 

meso level by not recognizing all religions and by preventing different religious groups from 

forming and creating their own identity, which becomes clear even on a micro level where 

individuals who oppose Islam are punished. At the same time, on a macro and meso level, there 

is an effort by the Malaysian government to integrate groups through education and a common 

identity creation but at the micro level, there seems to be a lack of individual interest and 

willingness to integrate. 

5. Summary and conclusion   

The purpose of this thesis has been to study whether there is a connection between religious 

societies and the stability of religious pluralistic societies. This purpose is based on a hypothesis 

stating that there is to be a higher acceptance towards different religions in Malaysia compared 

to Sweden, the former being a religious society and the later a secular. To test this hypothesis, 

an analytical framework was developed which have been used to conduct a critical and 

comparative analysis of Sweden and Malaysia.  

This analysis has been done on three different levels, macro, meso and micro, and focused on 

the four prerequisites for stable religious pluralism: identification, relationships, places for 

integration, trust, and respect. The analysis has also focused on an institutional perspective and, 

what I have chosen to call, a reality-based perspective. This has been done to illustrate that just 

because there is an institutional acceptance and recognition, it does not mean that there is an 

actual acceptance and recognition within society. This shows that in order for there to be real 

and actual acceptance and recognition individuals need to accept and want to integrate with 

other groups of society. 

Through the analysis of each country, it became clear that Malaysia is characterized by religious 

values and Sweden is characterized by secular values. In both Sweden and Malaysia, the 

government lays the foundation for what is accepted on an institutional level through policies, 
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laws, and regulations. In Sweden, the goal is a neutral society governed by secular values and 

in Malaysia, Islam is a foundation of society, and society must adapt accordingly.  

Further it is possible to draw three main conclusions. Firstly, both Malaysia and Sweden are 

religiously pluralistic societies since in both countries more than one religion is practiced. What 

is important, however, and as previous discussion shows, is that this does not automatically 

mean that a society is stable in the long term. Furthermore, for a long-term stable society, 

overlapping or common values and a common consensus are required, which is achieved 

through the four prerequisites for a stable religious pluralistic society. Malaysia and Sweden 

meet some of the prerequisites, but the fulfilment varies depending on the institutional and 

reality-based perspective. Sweden has a clear institutional framework for religious freedom and 

equality regardless of religion, but from a reality-based perspective, there is an intolerance 

towards certain ethnic groups, based on their practice of religion. 

In Malaysia, on the other hand, there is an inequality between different ethnic groups, which is 

based on an institutional level. The inequality affects the rest of society and is based on the 

favouritism of one doctrine. Further it is possible to state that in both countries, from a micro 

perspective, there is a lack of will and interest in integration across existing group boundaries. 

This leads to segregation, even if both countries on an institutional level aim to integrate its 

population.  

The second conclusion that can be drawn is that there does not seem to be a higher acceptance 

of different religions in Malaysia compared to Sweden. Ethnic identity and religious identity 

are strongly linked in Malaysia, and acceptance towards other religions is therefore also about 

acceptance of other ethnicities. The low acceptance of other religions and ethnicities is rooted 

on the institutional level through the favouritism of a doctrine, which creates tension and 

reduces the possibility and will for dialogue and integration between religious and ethnic 

groups. It can thus be stated that in Malaysia, different religions live in tolerance with each 

other rather than in acceptance, which means that Malaysia is a society that is religiously 

diverse. 

The third and final conclusion is that this study does not support the hypothesis that there is a 

correlation between religious societies and stable religious pluralism. It has not been established 

that there is a higher acceptance of other religions in Malaysia as a result of Malaysia being a 

religious country. Rather, religious freedom and the possibility of identification is more limited 

in Malaysia than in Sweden, as there is an official religion that governs and regulates society. 

This means that it is not possible to establish a correlation between a religious society and stable 

religious pluralism. 
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Motion 2018/19:110: ”Det är av största vikt att vi försvarar våra demokratiska, kulturella 

och sekulära värderingar mot alla försök att bekämpa dessa. Ett led i detta är att vi förbjuder 

den heltäckande och kvinnoförtryckande slöjan på alla offentliga platser” 

 

Motion 2018/19:1751:”Att sätta stopp för återkommande och institutionaliserade böneutrop 

från religiösa byggnader är inte att begränsa religionsfriheten, det är att bevara möjligheten 

för den som inte önskar lyssna att säga ”nej tack” och bli respekterad för detta”.  

 

Motion 2019/ 20:521:”Ett förbud mot böneutrop hindrar inte någon att tro, det kan man göra 

ändå. Ett fast och återkommande böneutrop tvingar däremot på medborgare en religiös 

åskådning. Religionsfriheten blir i själva verket ett tvång. Böneutropet strider därmed mot 

religionsfriheten, men också mot vårt sekulära samhälle där vi bejakar såväl friheten till som 

friheten från religion” 

 

Motion 2019/20:526: ”Den muslimska slöjan är en islamistisk symbol som symboliserar såväl 

religiös underkastelse som påtvingad uppdelning mellan män och kvinnor, framtagen av män 

för att förtrycka kvinnor. Den torde därmed strida mot allt som vårt jämställda, demokratiska 

och sekulära samhälle står för.” 

 

Motion 2019/20:3374: ”skolor och förskolor ska barn fostras till demokratiska medborgare. 

All utbildning ska enligt skollagen ”förmedla och förankra respekt för de mänskliga 

rättigheterna och de grundläggande demokratiska värderingar som det svenska samhället 

vilar på”. Vi måste vara tydliga med att svensk lag och mänskliga rättigheter gäller alla; det 

finns inga undantag oavsett vilken religion man har eller vilken kultur man kommer ifrån. Då 

blir det märkligt om vi tillåter förtryck av småflickor som tvingas täcka håret och gå i 

heltäckande kläder”. 

 

Olseryd et al,. 2021:46: ”De forskningsresultat som finns, påvisar ett återkommande mönster: 

islamofobiska kränkningar är utbredda och drabbar en betydande del av alla muslimer. Flera 

studier tyder också på att det är relativt vanligt att som muslim utsättas för 

mikroaggressioner, och att vardagsrasism är ett reellt problem för många. 

 

Olseryd et al,. 2021:46: ”Jag är praktiserande, så jag ber fem gånger om dagen, men på 

arbetsplatsen så ber jag så att ingen ser det. Ingen vet att jag gör det (skrattar). För jag vill 

inte att folk ska titta på mig som en utomjording. Jag tycker inte om det. Men det är inte bara 

muslimer, det är samma med judar och kristna också, det är generellt för alla religiösa.” 

 


